
Viviendas para las Entidades Sociales
Region Europe and Central Asia

Award Scheme World Habitat Awards

Sustainable Development Goals Goal 11 - Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable

Summary

Unique collaboration renovates empty homes in Barcelona Millions of tourists visit Barcelona each year, choosing to stay in apartments advertised on
short-term letting platforms and playing an unwitting role in the city’s growing housing crisis. Each home taken out of circulation for local people to rent
increases the pressure on affordable housing in Catalonia, which currently has a shortfall of 170,000 homes.

Background and Objective

Since the global financial crash in 2008, Spain has struggled to meet housing need. The country’s construction boom came to a sudden end and rising
unemployment and falling incomes have left many people with mortgages or rents they are unable to pay. This has led to increasing numbers of evictions,
as homes are repossessed by banks, and a growing number of vulnerable people who are at risk of homelessness. In the autonomous region of Catalonia,
the shortage of affordable homes is particularly problematic – just 2% of the region’s housing stock is destined for social rent (the European average is
15%). Around 60,000 affordable homes are available to rent but 230,000 are needed. At the same time, 450,000 homes lie empty. In Catalonia’s capital
city, Barcelona, the popularity of short-term lettings has heavily impacted the supply of homes for local people, as more homeowners choose to generate
income by renting their properties to tourists instead. In 2015 a project was launched to tackle the dire shortage of affordable homes in Barcelona and the
surrounding region. Viviendas para las Entidades Sociales (Homes for Social Organisations) provides affordable housing for the most vulnerable members
of society, alongside the support they need to maintain tenancies and develop an independent lifestyle. The project is run by Habitat3 – a social housing
provider and manager – in collaboration with multiple social/non-profit organisations. Habitat3 was established in 2014 in response to the growing
housing crisis. It is a private foundation driven by the board of Taula d’Entitats del Tercer Sector Social de Catalunya, which represents more than 3,000
non-profit social organisations across the region. Habitat3 also manages social housing programmes (including 345 homes) for seven local authorities.
Under the Viviendas para las Entidades Sociales project, Habitat3 now manages 100 properties – 68 apartments across Barcelona and surrounding area
and 32 in a single building called Sant Eloi – and altogether offers home to 187 vulnerable people.

Actions and Implementation

The Viviendas para las Entidades Sociales project focuses on renovating empty homes to house disadvantaged people. Habitat3 collaborates with a
number of different social enterprises supporting unemployment to carry out the renovations. These organisations provide training and professional
experience for socially excluded people who face extreme difficulty finding jobs. Charitable organisations belonging to the Taula d’Entidades del Tercer
Sector assess the housing needs of each of their clients through an application form, so Habitat3 can source the right houses, in the right locations.
Habitat3 is the only foundation in Catalonia that offers its properties to such a wide range of charitable organisations. So far, it has worked with 28
charities across Barcelona and the surrounding area. Once renovated, all interested organisations visit the property before confirming whether they want to
be considered to take on the tenancy. The apartment is usually then transferred on a temporary contract to the organisation or, in some cases, directly to
the resident. Habitat3 manages the properties, while the charities are responsible for choosing the tenants and providing them with ongoing support once
they have moved in. The scope of the charities involved varies widely, from mental health and drug addiction, to disability, gender violence and
migration. Of the 100 properties currently managed under the Viviendas para las Entidades Sociales programme, 13 are owned by Habitat3, 24 have been
obtained by temporary transfer of use from private administrations or foundations, and 63 have been transferred from the Catalan Government. The
project’s running costs in 2018 were €405,343 ($460,772 USD). Habitat3 pays private owners of the properties a monthly fee of around €500 ($561 USD)
including expenses and IBI (property tax). For the Catalan Government properties, the fee is around €225 ($252 USD) per month. The amount residents
pay in rent depends on their income and ability to pay. For example, for housing acquired through ICF financing, the rental amount is calculated as 15%,
20% or 30% of the family’s income. If the amount of rent the resident pays does not cover the amount of the loan, a subsidy from the Catalan Government
pays the difference.

Outcomes and Impacts



The Viviendas para las Entidades Sociales project has two main beneficiaries: residents and those who renovate the properties. By working with social
enterprises to employ socially excluded people to carry out refurbishments, the project helps people gain skills that can help them find work and secure an
income. For the residents, housing is made both more affordable and accessible, and once in accommodation they are offered ongoing support to become
an integrated and independent member of the community. The project is also making an impact at regional level. In 2017 Habitat3 carried out a study
looking at ways to increase social housing stock in Catalonia and made a series of proposals to the Catalan Government. Later that year, the Government
introduced financing for the purchase of housing through a framework agreement between the Housing Agency of Catalonia (Government of Catalonia)
and ICF (the public financial institution owned by the Government of Catalonia). The study also contributed to the Catalan Government’s development of
a financial model that helps charities acquire properties from financial organisations through the right to first refusal. Habitat3 is keen to promote
environmental sustainability through its work and research shows that its method of refurbishing empty homes offers greater environmental benefits than
demolition and new construction. The organisation is carrying out a project to improve the energy efficiency of the eight properties it bought in 2019,
which are currently being renovated. In collaboration with Barcelona City Council, Habitat3 is carrying out a number of training and analysis sessions to
educate residents about energy and water-saving measures, as well as to identify low-cost ways to improve the energy efficiency of its properties. Training
on water-saving methods has also been given to residents of the Sant Eloi apartment building.

Conclusion

In 2018, Barcelona’s annual city poll found that housing was the primary public concern. Habitat3 continues to acquire empty properties to renovate and
offer to non-profit organisations for social rent. Its strategic plan for 2019 estimates an increase to 500 homes in total – 150 under the Viviendas para las
Entidades Sociales project and 350 through local authority social housing programmes. In March 2019, the Barcelona Consortium on Housing (formed by
Barcelona City Council and the Catalan Government) renewed its agreement with Habitat3 to continue the renovation project. The two administrations
committed €19 million ($21,589,605 USD) to the project over the next four years. They aim to include at least 76 apartments for Housing First, providing
long-term accommodation for rough sleepers. Alongside its scaling up of the Viviendas para las Entidades Sociales project, Habitat3 has also developed a
housing programme specifically for people with mental health issues in Baix Llobregat, following a proposal from a group of mental health organisations
working in the area. With this kind of unique collaborative approach, Habitat3 is slowly increasing the supply of affordable housing for vulnerable people
in a region where it is desperately needed. By ensuring residents receive support to stay in their homes, the project gives each individual the chance to
build a new and independent life, free from the fear of eviction and homelessness.


