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Glossary of terms
Airbnb

English terms
An on line platform for (mainly) holiday lets

AST

Assured Shorthold Tenancy

BTR

Build to Rent. Government scheme which
operated between 2012 and 2016. Focused
on longer private tenancies with a defined
process for rent review. This term describes
large-scale purpose-built rental-only blocks
that are in single ownership, an industry model
common in Germany and many European
countries but not seen in the UK since the
1930s

BTL mortgage

Buy to Let mortgage – finance to enable
purchasers to obtain an interest-only
mortgage against the rental income stream.
This funding mechanism was introduced from
1996 and has helped fuel the growth in the
supply of PRS.

Decent Homes
Standard

UK Government technical standard for
public housing.

EHS

English Housing Survey. Government run
national survey that collects information on
people’s housing circumstances and energy
efficiency.

GDR

Germany Democratic Republic, former East
Germany

Help to Buy Programme Government scheme to encourage home
ownership. Government provides an interest
free 20 per cent equity loan on new homes
for five years, which allows lower deposits and
monthly repayments.
HA

Housing association. Independent not-forprofit organisations that provide affordable
homes (for rent or to purchase) for people in
need.
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LA

Local authority

MHCLG

Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local
Government

NHF

National Housing Federation – the trade body
representing HAs in England

OECD

Office for Economic Co-operation and
Development

ONS

Office for National Statistics

PRS

Private rented sector

Private residential
tenancies

Introduced in 2017 in Scotland under
the Private Housing (Tenancies) (Scotland)
Act 2016. These tenancies are open ended
and do not have no fault evictions.

Rent control

Control of rents at the outset of a tenancy

Rent regulation

In-tenancy control of rents during the term of
a tenancy.

Rent pressure zone
(RPZ).

RTB

Applies in Scotland
A designated area where rents are rising
too much or are causing problems to
tenants. Similar to the ‘tight housing
markets’ in Germany.

Right to buy – Government Policy introduced in
1980 allowing council tenants to buy their
properties at substantial discounts.

‘tight housing markets’ Applies in Germany An area designated by the
local authority where the housing market is
under pressure
Void

Vacant/unlet rented property

WCMT

Winston Churchill Memorial Trust
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Glossary of terms

German terms

Altbau

German residential buildings – 5 storey
apartments from the 18th and 19th century

Bezirk

Local authority area. Smallest level of local
government

Bund

German Federal (national) Government

Genossenschaften

Housing co operative housing

Grunderzeit

High end, more decorative Altbau. German
residential buildings from the mid-19th
century.

Lander

German local authority/states. There are 16
Lander in Germany.

Mietendeckel

Rent Freeze. A proposal to freeze rents for 5
years – to be introduced in Berlin from
January 2020.

Mietpreisbremse

Rent Brake. This allows local authorities to
limit the amount charged to new tenancies to
no more than 10% above the median rent
listed in the Mietspiegel in areas designated as
‘tight housing markets’.

Mietspiegel

Literal translation is ‘rent mirror’. Detailed
index of average rents prepared by local
government to provide a guideline for market
rents. It is subdivided into areas, types of
accommodation and facilities (eg lifts, heating
etc).

Mieterverein

Tenant Association – representative body for
tenants

Milieuschutz

A social and environmental area zoned by the
local district council where the local area and
its population is under threat from
gentrification that would substantially change
5

the area, displace local residents etc. The
district planning authority has powers on
authorising/limiting modernisation and first
rights of refusal to buy back any properties
being sold (see Vorkaufsrechte below)
Plattenbau

Type of housing – post World War 2
apartment blocks built in East Germany
characterised by prefabricated concrete
construction

Vorkaufsrechte

Right of 1st refusal – local authority has the
right to buy a property before any other
bidder in Milieuschutz areas. A third party
such as a housing co-op or municipal housing
company usually exercises this right so the
existing residents and buildings are protected.

Wohnungsbaugesellschaften

Housing co operative housing, also
known as Genossenschaften

Wohnberechtigungsschein

Certificate issued by the local
authority, which states
household, qualifies for social/sub
market housing on income
grounds.

Zweckentfremdungsverbot

Ban on unlawful use (eg Airbnb)
An act that prohibits the use of
living spaces for unauthorized
purposes and governs the use of
residential property. There are
10 towns and cities in Germany
which use this to restrict the use
of Airbnb.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The housing system in Britain is broken – a fact acknowledged by
Government, commentators and the general public.
The private rented sector (PRS) in Britain has grown enormously. It
has more than doubled over the last 20 years to 4.7 million households
- 1 in 5 households in England, and higher proportions in major cities.
It is a diverse market, providing a range of accommodation from high
end to low quality tenure of last resort. And far from providing
sustainable solutions to the housing crisis it is a major part of the
problem. Whilst the PRS works well for some people who value the
flexibility and mobility it offers, it is generally expensive, insecure and
has some of the worst standards. Eviction from the PRS is now the
most common cause of homelessness. Worryingly, the PRS is
increasingly the only option for some of the most vulnerable in our
communities, including families with children. It is no longer a rite of
passage for the young and transient – it is the sector millions will live in
for life, and it is set to grow. Those trapped in private renting face
living with little security and high rents. In effect the poor state of the
PRS in the UK is blighting the lives of millions.
In contrast Germany has the largest PRS in the EU and renting provides
more affordable, secure and better quality housing to almost half the
population. It is mainstreamed, not stigmatised, and it is highly valued
by its citizens.
So valued in fact that during 2019, in the face of rising rents and
speculative investors squeezing out established residents, hundreds of
thousands took to the streets in major cities to defend and clamour
for more affordable housing in their communities. German politicians
state clearly they cannot afford to ignore the problem and many cities
are carrying out referenda and radical policies to ensure housing
remains affordable for all. For example, in February 2020 Berlin
introduced a 5 year Rent Freeze with fines of up to €500,000 for
landlords who break this law.
Meanwhile in the UK the housing crisis worsens and opinion surveys
consistently list housing as a top concern amongst the population.
A Chartered Institute of Housing survey in August 20191 found more
people felt directly threatened by the housing crisis (57%) than they
2
did by Brexit. The time is ripe to reform and improve the PRS to
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enable it to provide more practical, sustainable solutions and play its
part in solving the housing crisis for the long term.
What lessons can we learn from housing in Germany?
It is clear we cannot simply transplant another country’s housing
system onto our own. Not least because each country’s housing
market has grown in different cultural, historical, political and economic
environments.
Nevertheless there are some interesting parallels in the German and
British housing experience. Overall Germany has a better PRS. ‘Better’
in the sense that it gives tenants greater security of tenure, more
affordable rents, better standards and a stronger voice to advocate for
their rights and represent their interests. And it is ‘better’ as a sector
that supports and incentivises good landlords for the long term, thus
improving the PRS’s contribution to overall housing provision and sense
of community. It is a sector that is valued by tenants and landlords in
Germany.
I found five key factors in Germany’s system that offer some
important and transferable lessons in the following areas. These are:
•
•
•
•
•

Secure tenancies;
Tools for regulating the PRS;
A powerful voice for tenants;
Support for private landlords and
Growing the supply of affordable housing - a strong local vision
translated into building affordable homes and communities.

The report explores these areas and makes recommendations on how
Britain can learn and apply specific lessons from Germany to help fix
our housing system. To ensure the PRS provides more affordable,
secure, sustainable and better quality accommodation to meet our
current and future needs.
The PRS will be with us as an important part of housing provision in the
UK for the foreseeable future. The recent Covid -19 pandemic has
exposed its fragility. Many of the low paid workers we now rely on in
health, care and other essential jobs are trapped in PRS
accommodation that is inherently insecure, unstable and expensive.
Britain’s PRS is limiting life chances for increasing numbers and is a
ticking time bomb – unless it is more closely controlled and supported.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE PROJECT
Background
Government, and many commentators, acknowledge that the housing
system in Britain is broken.3 Whilst recognising there is no simple single
solution to fix this I spent the summer of 2019 in Germany funded by
a Churchill Fellowship to see what lessons the German housing
experience can bring to Britain’s private rented sector (PRS).
The PRS in the Britain has grown enormously – it has more than
doubled in size over the last 20 years – from 2 million households in
1996/7 to 4.7 million in 2016/7. Private tenants now outnumber
social housing tenants and it is the second largest tenure after owner
occupation in England.
Whilst the PRS works well for some people who value its flexibility and
mobility it is increasingly becoming the only available tenure for many
who have no choice. It is no longer geared mainly to the young and
transient. It includes many families with children and vulnerable people.
It includes households who until the 1980s would probably have been
offered social housing with lifetime security and lower rents. Plus many
households, particularly younger people, have been priced out of owner
occupation and have no choice but to rent privately, rather than buy.
Britain’s PRS is likely to be the sector increasing numbers of people will
live in for life. Yet it is problematic. From a tenant’s perspective it is
insecure, generally expensive and often poor quality. And, despite the
shortage of housing, we in the UK are still not building enough homes,
particularly truly affordable homes.
Meanwhile, Germany has the largest PRS in the EU and one of the
largest in any OECD country and shares some (perhaps surprising)
similarities with the UK. For example, in both countries there is an
extensive small landlord sector - most landlords own only one or two
properties. Both countries faced severe housing shortages and
challenges to renew their housing stock following World War 2, albeit
they followed different paths in rebuilding their housing markets.
Today Germany has a large and successful PRS, which is strongly
valued by tenants and German society. It is not regarded as a '2nd
class' option as it is in the UK. Tenants have secure tenancies for life,
good standards and, despite problems with rising rents in booming
11

major cities, rents are more affordable than in the UK. Tenants have
more power -legally and politically - and have strong tenant
associations which promote their rights. Landlords have more support
and incentives than their UK counterparts. Moreover. Germany
consistently builds more homes than the UK to meet demand.
I obviously recognise there are differences in demographics, legislation,
culture and provision in both countries. You cannot transplant a
system wholesale. Nevertheless, I found some interesting similarities
and practical lessons that can be applied to the UK. These have been
grouped under five factors that the UK can learn from which are
outlined in the findings section of the report.
Aims and Objectives
To bring back practical proposals on what the UK can learn from
Germany to improve housing in the private rented sector (PRS).
In particular to:
•

help improve private rented housing from both the tenant’s and
the landlord’s perspectives so that it is more balanced, more
sustainable in the long term and fit for purpose.

•

give tenants better security of tenure, more affordable rents,
better standards and a stronger voice to advocate for their
rights and represent their interests.

•

make it a sector that supports and incentivises good landlords
for the long term, thus improving the PRS’s contribution to
solving the UK’s current housing crisis.

Purpose
This report aims to inform discussions on improving the private rented
sector (PRS) in the UK. It is aimed at both tenants and landlords
together with policy makers, politicians and practitioners – to anyone
and everyone who wants to tackle our current housing crisis.
The importance of having a good, secure and affordable home is
recognised as a human right and its importance cannot be overstated
As Winston Churchill said
12

‘We shape our buildings - thereafter they shape us’
Approach/methodology
The methodology included structured interviews, site visits,
observations, surveys and focus groups of tenants.
The evidence was gathered from groups from the following main
players in Germany:
•
•
•
•

Tenants
Private landlords
Politicians and policy makers and
Think tanks

The statistical data is taken from official government sources including
the ONS, English Housing Survey, Eurostat and data from local
government in the UK and Germany. Data sources are listed in the
bibliography.
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FINDINGS
I have structured my findings under thematic headings. These are
indicated by the following bullet points in bold:
I start by setting the context and comparing the housing profiles in
both counties
•

The UK and Germany’s housing profiles compared

This outlines the overall differences in the housing systems in the UK
and Germany and how these developed.
I then compared the PRS from a tenant’s perspective in both countries.
Housing is a devolved matter so the data and legislation on housing in
the UK is a matter for each of the constituent nations – England,
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. So some of the data relates to
these particular devolved nations. England is one of the few countries
in the developed world not to have secure tenancies – so the findings
and recommendation on security of tenure apply to England although
the other findings are relevant to the UK as a whole.
•

Problems with the UK’s PRS and advantages of the
German system

I found that Germany’s PRS is ‘better’ from a tenant’s perspective
because it offers accommodation that is:
Ø
Ø
Ø
Ø

More secure
More affordable and has
Better standards and
A stronger voice for tenants.

It is also ‘better’ in that it also supports and incentivises good
landlords for the long term. This helps Germany’s PRS to offer
sustainable, long-term solutions to its housing problems.
From examining the PRS in Germany I identified five factors that
contributed to Germany’s better PRS and from which the UK can learn.
These are detailed in the section:
•
14

•

Five factors that make Germany’s PRS better

I grouped my findings and recommendations under each of these
factors, which are listed below:
•
•
•
•
•

Secure tenancies
Tools for regulating the German PRS
A powerful voice for tenants
Support for private landlords and
Growing the supply of affordable housing – a strong
local vision translated into building homes and
communities.

I carried out my research and fieldwork in the following 3 German cities
o Berlin
o Leipzig and
o Hamburg
So I have also included brief descriptions of my findings on a city wide
basis in the section on
•

Three German cities in their housing context

The findings there may repeat examples used in the thematic sections
but I thought it important to include an account of the housing
situation I found in each city.
I then summarised my
•

Conclusions and Recommendations

to improve the PRS - to enable it to play a more positive and
sustainable role in solving the UK’s current housing crisis. The
recommendations also appear in the relevant sections of the findings.
Finally I have outlined the
•

Next Steps

to implement the recommendations and end with the
•

Appendix which contains Organisations and Individuals
contacted, a Bibliography and Footnotes
15

THE UK AND GERMANY’S HOUSING PROFILES COMPARED
In order to learn from the German housing experience it is important to
understand the differences and similarities between housing provision
in both countries, and how these arose. Germany and the UK have
different profiles of housing tenure as illustrated below.
Figure 1 Housing tenure compared: UK and Germany 2017

Table1 Housing tenure compared: UK, England and Germany
2017
Tenure type of
households
Owner occupier
Social or sub
market rented
Private rented
Sources: Eurostat
(MHCLG) 2017

UK

England

Germany

65.1
17.9

63
17

51.4
8.6

17
20
40
2017 and Ministry of Housing and Local Government
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Overall in the UK owner occupation is the most common form of
tenure (65% of households are owner occupiers) whereas Germany has
traditionally been a country of renters - nationally almost half of
German households rent. Renting is particularly pronounced in German
cities – for example in Berlin 85% of households rent.
I have outlined the differences between the UK and Germany in each of
these tenure groups and how they developed below.
PRS – UK and Germany
Germany has the largest private rented sector of any EU country. The
PRS in Germany is twice as large as the UK’s – 40% in Germany
compared to 17.9% in the UK and 20% in England.
However, the UK’s PRS is growing fast. It has more than doubled over
the last 20 years after a century of decline.
Figure 2 shows at the beginning of the 20th century Britain was a
nation of private tenants. Almost 80% of households were private
renters.
During the 20th century this changed. Up to the early 1990s the PRS
declined sharply and was overtaken by the rise of owner occupation
and the growth of social housing. These sectors generally offered
better accommodation to residents.
At the same time the PRS in the UK declined because the type of rent
control and rent regulation in force in the post war era made private
renting unprofitable, with many landlords unable to adequately
maintain properties resulting in poor conditions and widespread
disrepair.
This decline started to reverse in 1989 when the PRS was partially
deregulated. This change introduced a new form of tenancy – the
assured shorthold tenancy (AST) –, which was introduced as the
default tenancy in Britain. In these tenants are charged the market rent
and have very limited, indeed virtually no, security of tenure.
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Figure 2 A century of home ownership and renting in the UK

Source: DCLG and census
Deregulation of the PRS in Britain together with the growth of buy to
let (BTL) mortgages, individuals seeking more lucrative returns than
that offered by pensions and savings and the rise of ‘accidental
landlords’ are credited with fuelling the rise in the supply of private
rented accommodation in the UK.
At the same time demand for private rented accommodation has
increased because of a number of factors.
•

•

House prices have risen faster than wages, making home
ownership unaffordable for many who consequently stay in the
PRS.
The lack of social housing - through losses from right to buy
(RTB) sales and insufficient building- has forced many low
income and vulnerable groups into private rentals.
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•

The growth in student numbers and graduates repaying student
debts have also contributed to increased demand for private
rentals.

In contrast Germany has a larger, more established PRS. Germans are
more inclined to rent privately than UK households because the PRS in
Germany has traditionally presented a much better ‘offer’ to private
tenants than the UK. This is because:
•
•
•
•

tenants have more secure, lifetime tenancies;
rents are more affordable largely because rent increases are
restricted by regulation
rented accommodation is of a higher standard than the UK and
German cities have much higher proportions of rented
accommodation than owner occupied housing.

At the same time, as outlined in the section on owner occupation
below, owner occupation in Germany is more difficult to access
because of the requirement for higher deposits and property has not
increased in value as much as the UK, making it less attractive as a
store of value.
Renting is not stigmatised or viewed as a ‘second class option’ and is a
common option across all income levels.
Social housing in UK and sub market housing in Germany
The UK has a larger social housing sector than Germany – 17.9% of
households compared to 8.6%.
This largely relates to differences in each country’s history, system of
government funding and terminology.
In the UK social housing comprises housing owned by local authorities
(often referred to as council housing) and housing associations. It
provides accommodation rented at below market levels for those in
housing need and has been built in part with government grants,
although the level of subsidy has declined significantly since the
1980s. It has a long history – starting with philanthropic
charities/housing associations such as the Peabody Trust in the
nineteenth century and boosted by the growth of local authority
housing since the 1919 Housing Act as illustrated by Figure 2.
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Although the social housing sector in the UK is larger than Germany’s,
as Figure 2 shows it has declined significantly since the 1980s after
right to buy (RTB) legislation was passed. This gave sitting council
tenants the right to buy their homes. Before this 31% of households in
the UK lived in social housing. 2.6 million former council homes have
been sold under this policy since it was introduced in 1980. This,
together with transfers of local authority stock to housing
associations, has reduced the number of council homes to 2 million by
2018.
In Germany the term ‘social housing’ does not exist. There is however
comparable submarket priced housing aimed at those on lower
incomes. Most of this is owned by private landlords who get a subsidy
or tax relief from the state to build or renovate social/sub market
housing. In return they are required to retain the housing as sub
market housing for periods, which can vary from 40 years (in the
1970s) to 10 to 20 years. After this time the accommodation can
revert to private market rents, or be sold, although existing tenants
retain security of tenure. One of the reasons the PRS in Germany is so
large is that much of it was originally built or refurbished in the post
war era as submarket housing with state subsidy and has subsequently
reverted to private rented accommodation. Approximately half the
housing built between 1949-1965 was originally built as social/sub
market housing.
Because of the temporary subsidies the amount of social/sub market
housing in Germany is reducing every year. It can be argued that this is
not good value for money compared to the British system of funding
councils and housing associations to build a permanent stock of social
housing.
The social/sub market sector in Germany was 2.5 million units in 2000
and had reduced to 1million units by 2018. 4
However, a significant proportion of sub market housing is owned by
municipal companies, often owned by the local council, so in practice
some of it remains as permanent social/sub market housing. The
municipal companies own and manage what we would more easily
recognise as social housing, much of it in post war built estates.

20

Fig 3 Sub market housing in Berlin owned by one of the
municipal housing companies

The amount of social/sub market housing varies from each local
authority (Lander) area. In Germany housing is a responsibility of each
local authority and they have more autonomous powers than their UK
equivalents. So there can be different variations in the amount,
arrangements and funding for sub market housing, depending on the
local authority.
In former East Germany most of the housing was owned by the state.
The communist government built housing for the workers and the vast
majority (over 80%) was state owned. The state saw housing as part
of the social wage and homes were let at low rents under strict
allocation policies. Only a relatively small elite were allowed to own
their own homes. After reunification in 1989 some of this largely state
owned stock was reinstated to its original owners but the majority was
transferred to municipal housing companies to run as social/sub
market housing.
Since then much former East German state housing has been sold into
owner occupation and to institutions investing in private rentals or
development.

21

In some German cities, including Berlin, large parts of the municipal
stock has been sold to private investors. 5 In others, for example
Dresden, all of the municipal stock has been sold.
In Germany there are also a significant number of housing co
operatives who provide sub market housing. These have along history,
going back 130 years. They are called Genossenschaften in German.
The co-operative housing sector is much larger and more established
than in the UK. It is for example a significant player in two of the cities
focused on in this study – Berlin and Hamburg.
Owner occupation in the UK and Germany
In the UK owner occupation is the most common form of tenure (65%)
and most households aspire to become owner-occupiers. However, this
percentage has fallen over the last 20 years as it has become more
unaffordable for many. Owner occupation is lower in Germany (51%),
although it is growing, albeit relatively slowly. Renting is still seen as
viable, attractive option for all income groups.
One of the most immediate signs of this difference to me was that in
Germany there is a total absence of estate agents ‘For Sale’ signs on
street properties. I did not see any in Germany, other than developers’
billboards on large new build sites. Some of these were in Berlin were
even in English – indicating they are aimed more at overseas investors
rather than German owner-occupiers.
This contrasts sharply with everyone’s every day experience in the UK
where such boards are pervasive. For example, on my 10 minute walk
to Lewisham station recently I counted 16 For Sale or Sold signs.
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Fig 4 A typical street scene in the UK where estate agent
signs are common

Owner occupation in the UK reached a peak of c 70% in the early
2000s, as illustrated in Fig 2. Since then the level of owner occupation
has declined, particularly amongst younger age groups.
This is largely because house prices have been rising faster than wages
in many parts of the country and are often unaffordable unless buyers
have a relatively high, regular income (not easy in these days of the
‘gig’ economy) and substantial savings or the ‘bank of mum and dad’
to help fund a purchase. As a result there has been a dramatic decline
in the number of young adults moving into homeownership. In 1991
over a third of 16-24 year olds were owner occupiers - by 2016 it was
a tenth. Similarly 67% of 25 – 34 year olds were owner occupiers –
this had reduced to 38% over the same period. 6 Approximately half of
young adults are currently priced out of owning a home. This lack of
affordability has helped fuel the rise in private renting
Germany has lower rates of owner occupation than the UK.
This can be explained by:
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• Germany’s history following World War 2
In East Germany most accommodation was state owned, available
at low rents as part of the workers’ wages. In West Germany the
main source of post war building was from private landlords who
were given subsidies and tax exemptions to build social/sub market
housing, which reverted to PRS after set periods, as, described
above.
•

with full security of tenure, affordable rents and good standards
private renting in Germany offers an attractive alternative to
owner occupation

•

renting is more common in cities

•

German banks have more conservative lending policies for home
purchase than those in the UK and require higher deposits. For
example, currently buyers in Germany need at least 20%
deposits.

• House prices have not risen as much in Germany as the UK.
For example, house prices since 1995 have risen by 50 per cent in
Germany whereas in the UK they have gone up by 400 per cent. 7So
owner occupation has not been as attractive in terms of generating
capital gains.
Germans who move into owner occupation tend to do this at a later
stage in their life than UK counterparts. Owner occupation is more
common in rural areas and typically Germans build or move into a home
to bring up their families as a long-term option. There is less moving
home than in the UK.

With good quality accommodation readily available, tenancies for life,
reasonable rents and secure incomes and pensions we can see there
has been every reason for German households to stay as private
tenants and relatively less incentive than their UK equivalents to move
into owner occupation.
In practice some of the characteristics of the German rental market
mirror owner occupation in that it is very common for tenants to install
their own kitchens, bathrooms and fittings, and even to take these with
them when they move. Renting is seen as long term and the average
German household only moves 2 or 3 times during their lifetime.8
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PROBLEMS WITH THE UK’S PRS AND ADVANTAGES OF THE
GERMAN SYSTEM
The UK’s PRS has more than doubled in size over the last 20 years, but
whilst it works well for some people who value the flexibility and
mobility it offers, it is generally expensive, insecure and has some of
the worst standards. Moreover, it is increasingly the only option for
some of the most vulnerable in our communities, including families with
children.
The profile of private tenants in the UK has changed over the past 20
years. Traditionally the PRS was dominated by younger people, single
sharers who typically lived in private rented accommodation for a few
years until they could afford to buy a home of their own or qualified
for social housing and those who wanted temporary accommodation
because of work etc.
Today it houses increasing numbers of low income and vulnerable
people because there is insufficient social housing. It also houses
increasing numbers of families. Between 1996/7 to 2016/7 the
proportion of households with children in the PRS increased from 26%
to 37%. 9 And because house price inflation has outstripped earnings
in many parts of the UK it houses many who may be fairly affluent but
are priced out of home ownership. They are sometimes referred to as
“Generation Rent.” It is estimated that 30% of millennials (those born
between the 1980s to the 2000s) will stay in the PRS for life. It is not
just the younger generation. There are increasing numbers of older
people in PRS – the numbers aged 45-64 have tripled over the last 20
years, suggesting a rising tide of older tenants. 10
The PRS in the UK is no longer dominated by short-term, transitioning
residents. It has become a long-term option – a sector that many
people, indeed increasing numbers, are likely to remain in for life.
Although many residents are happy with their private rented
accommodation, it is problematic because for growing numbers of
people it is:
•
•
•

insecure
expensive and
has poor standards.

This is outlined in Table 2 below.
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Table 2 Summary of differences PRS in England and Germany
Feature
Security of tenure

Rent levels

Agreed between tenant and
landlord
Set by market
No rent control

Rent increases

No limits
Agreed between tenant and
landlord
Landlord can end tenancy
with a month’s notice and let
at new level if existing tenant
unhappy/unwilling to pay
£700*

Germ any
Secure
Open ended, lifetime tenancies
Limited to breaches of tenancy (eg
rent arrears) or where landlord proves
need property for own/a family
member’s use
Initially set by market
Unless in areas with ‘tight housing
markets’ where Mietpreisbremse/Rent
Brake applies – here rents should be no
more than 10% above local median
rent. Or in Berlin where since February
2020 the Mietendeckel limits rents on
new and existing tenancies.
Only allowed every 12 months
Capped at no more than 15% over 3
years
in areas with ‘tight housing markets’
Capped at no more than 20% over 3
years
in other areas.
518 euros - £609**

£1450*

845 euros = £718**

38.6

20.5

Landlord’s grounds
for repossession

Average monthly
rent (national)
Average monthly
rent (London and
Berlin)
Affordability –
Housing cost
overburden ***
Financial help to
tenants on low
incomes
Average length of
tenancy
Tenant
representation

Legal advice
available to tenants

England
Virtually no security of tenure
ASTs usually 6-12 months
Very wide.
No fault evictions possible

EU average 26.3
Yes – means tested
Housing benefit or universal
credit
2.5 years ****
No large scale tenant
association in PRS
Tenants associations and
groups usually only in social
housing
Limited – legal aid restricted
Citizens Advice Bureaux for
advice only.

Yes – means tested

11 years ****
National and local tenants association
(Mieterverein) – funded by tenants’
membership fees

Advice and representation available to
Mieterverein members after 3 months
membership
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Sources: * ONS 2018/9 11 ** based on Immowelt survey 201912
*** OECD 2017 – standard measure of affordability – the percentage
of private tenants who pay more than 40% of their income on housing
costs
**** Davies B, Snelling C, Turner E and Marquardt S (2017) Lessons
from Germany: Tenant power in the rental market, IPPR
Insecure
England is an outlier in the developed world in having very limited,
virtually no security of tenure for private tenants.
Germany, and indeed many developed nations, including Scotland,
gives lifetime security of tenure to private tenants. In England private
tenants usually have 6-12 month contracts and can be evicted for no
good reason under S21 of the Housing Act 1988. For example, they
can be evicted because the landlord wants to increase the rent or is
not happy with legitimate tenant requests for repairs. The latter are
sometimes known as ‘revenge or retaliatory evictions.’
Obviously living in insecure accommodation takes a toll on private
tenants’ lives; particularly those with families who need security in
order ensure stable schooling and employment.
Insecurity of tenure can have dire consequences. It means families can
live in a precarious state worrying that they may lose the roof over
their head, disrupt their children’s schooling and incur added expenses
It can make it difficult to put roots down. In most extreme cases it can
result in evictions and homelessness. Evictions by private landlords are
currently one of the biggest cause of homelessness – 27% of cases in
2017/8. 13
Expensive
In the UK private tenants pay more as a proportion of their income
than households in social housing or owner occupation. Within the UK
private rents in London and the south east are much more expensive
and less affordable.
Private renters spend on average 35% of their income on rent,
compared with 28% for social renters and 17% for households buying
their home with a mortgage. 14
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Private renters in London
spend an even greater
proportion of their household
income on rent (43%) on
average.
Rents in Germany are more
affordable, as illustrated by
Table 2 above. This is
supported by feedback from
surveys and focus groups. I
found that rents in Berlin were
typically between 50% to 70%
that of private rents in
London.

‘I just couldn’t afford to have
my own place in the UK the
way I do here. It’s 800 euros
a month, nice place, 2 beds,
landlord’s good. We also have
kindergarten for our son. I
see how my friends live back
in the UK. I just couldn’t do
that there’
Izzy , British born to ur
guide and student, been
living in Berlin for 7
years.

Poor standards
Private rented homes in the UK tend to be of inferior quality to
properties in other sectors.
27% of PRS homes failed to meet the Decent Homes Standard in 2016
– the highest proportion of any sector, more than double the rate
found in the social rented sector, and well above the owner occupied
sector (17%). 15 There is a major problem at the low end of the market
where local authorities have found truly shocking conditions, including
‘rents in sheds’ and criminal behaviour by some private landlords.
From my observations German rented property appears in very good
condition, better than UK equivalents. Most have undergone extensive
renovation over the last 30 years, including works to promote high
standards of energy efficiency. I found evidence of poor standards in
properties in former East Germany prior to reunification but these
appear to have been extensively modernised over the last 30 years.
Implications for the UK’s private renters and society
This has implications for increasing numbers of individuals ‘trapped’ in
a PRS, which is inherently insecure, precarious and expensive. For:
•

younger people in ‘Generation rent’ – many excluded from
homeownership for life, often uncertain about starting a family –
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•

are unable to save for a deposit because of high rents and
regular moves.
lower income households housed in expensive PRS properties
rather than social housing which was more easily available to
earlier generations - it means they are often ‘trapped’ living on
benefits because rent levels are too high to afford on low paid
work.

Most worryingly these problems are likely to worsen as most experts
predict the PRS is likely to grow. This is not surprising given the rising
costs of entry to home ownership and the shortage of social and
affordable housing. This has implications for wider society too as it
fosters inequality, insecurity, limits life opportunities and is costly in
that tax payers fund growing housing benefit payments to tenants
trapped in poverty.
What is Germany doing differently that the UK’s PRS can learn from?
FIVE FACTORS THAT MAKE GERMANY’S PRIVATE RENTED
SECTOR BETTER
From my study I found there are five factors that contribute to
Germany having a bigger and better PRS. Five key elements which can
provide practical proposals for improving housing in the UK.
By a ‘better’ PRS I mean a sector that gives tenants security of tenure,
more affordable rents, better standards and a stronger voice to
advocate for their rights and represent their interests.
And a sector that supports and incentivises good landlords for the long
term, thus improving the PRS’s contribution to solving the UK’s current
housing crisis.
These factors are summarised in Figure 5 on the next page, and my
findings and recommendations are grouped under these:

29

Fig 5 Five factors that make Germany’s private rented sector
better

Tools for
regulating the
PRS

Secure
tenancies

A powerful
voice for
tenants

Growing
supply of
affordable
housing - a
strong local
vision

Support for
private
landlords

These are:
•
•
•
•
•

Secure tenancies;
Tools for regulating the PRS;
A powerful voice for tenants;
Support for private landlords and
Growing the supply of affordable housing – a strong local vision
translated into building affordable homes and communities.
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SECURE TENANCIES
German tenancies are secure; they are open-ended and can be
tenancies for life. This gives tenants security and helps stabilise rents.
It is also valued by landlords as it gives them certainty and valued by
communities as it promotes stable, mixed neighbourhoods.
Although tenancies are for life in practice many Germans do move
home - the average length of tenancy is 11 years. The only grounds
for landlords to repossess their property are for serious breaches of
tenancy, such as rent arrears, or if it is needed for their own or close
family’s use.
This is a stark contrast to England where most private tenancies are
assured shorthold tenancies (ASTs). These are short term - mainly 6 or
12 months - and the landlord can easily repossess the property
without any grounds as a ‘no fault eviction’ (under S21 of the 1988
Housing Act). Tenants in the UK move more frequently than those in
Germany as a result – the average length of a tenancy is 2.5 years.
When ASTs were introduced in the Britain in 1989 it is said that the
banks argued for limited tenure in order to make the PRS more
profitable and sustainable.
But England is an outlier in having such limited tenure. No other
country in the developed world has such lack of security for tenants.
And renting is a profitable business in Germany, and other countries
with more secure tenancies. I found in my discussions with landlords in
Germany that offering open-ended tenancies is profitable. Indeed I
spoke to some institutional investors who had experience as landlords
in Germany and in the UK and they found the German market more
profitable than the UK market. This is covered in more detail under the
section on Support for private landlords.
None of the landlords I spoke to in Germany said they had any problem
with open ended tenancies. In practice they said they were more
concerned to find good, long-term tenants who paid their rent and
looked after their properties. They said short-term tenants and high
turnover added costs through voids (empty/vacant property) and
additional redecoration/maintenance costs.
Scotland has already introduced secure tenancies under its devolved
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powers. Scotland introduced a new form of tenancy – private
residential tenancies - in 2017 under the Private Housing (Tenancies)
(Scotland) Act 2016. These tenancies are open ended and do not have
no fault evictions. The Act also allows local authorities to apply to
Scottish Ministers to have an area designated as a rent pressure zone
(RPZ) if they can prove that rents in the area are rising too much or
are causing problems to tenants. These are very similar provisions to
the ones that apply to the German PRS.
Interestingly indications are that the changes in Scotland have been
very positive for landlords and tenants alike. The worst fears of some
landlords have not been realised. As well as reforming rent regulation
the Scottish Government also improved the handling of repossession
cases through the court system. This was aimed at addressing
landlords concerns that the abolition of no fault evictions and
introduction of open ended tenancies would make it more difficult to
evict ‘problem’ tenants.
Official figures indicate there has been no major changes in the
numbers of private tenants or rental levels in Scotland and that
tenants are benefiting from greater security of tenure. 16
The Welsh Government has also announced a commitment to open
ended tenancies. A recent (2018) government survey of private
landlords in England indicated that 70% of landlords would be willing to
consider longer tenancies, with or with out a break clause. 17
Recommendation – challenges and opportunities in
implementation
The mood in England appears to be shifting. At the time of writing a
new Conservative Government has been elected and the Queen’s
speech included a manifesto promise to abolish no fault evictions.
The Mayor of London has also announced a vision for reforming private
renting which includes open-ended tenancies with many features
similar to the current PRS system in Germany. 18
Given the success of introducing open ended tenancies in Scotland,
this could be introduced with relative ease in England, particularly as
landlords in Scotland have not reported adverse effects.
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Recommendation
Introduce open-ended private sector tenancies in England,
using learning from Scotland’s experience.
TOOLS FOR REGULATING THE PRIVATE RENTED SECTOR
The main reason German rents are more affordable is because there is
rent regulation which helps stabilise rent levels.
This section looks at the tools local authorities in Germany use to help
regulate the PRS and make rents more affordable.
There is rent regulation/stabilisation on rent increases and controls on
setting rent levels in new lettings in areas that are designated areas
with ‘tight housing markets.’ German local authorities also attempt to
stem the loss of affordable rentals resulting from gentrification,
through buying properties and curbing the use of short term/holiday
let platforms such as Airbnb.
Before describing these tools it is worth explaining the differences in
terminology used as follows:
• Rent regulation
Refers to the control of rents and standards during the term of a
tenancy - in-tenancy controls
• Rent control
Refers to the control of rent levels at the outset of a tenancy
• Rent stabilisation
Similar to rent regulation - allows the initial rent to be set by the
market, but then constrains maximum increases in rents within the
tenancy to be in line with some more general index.
Traditionally Germany used rent regulation measures, allowing the
market to set initial rents and limiting in tenancy increases. Until 2015
when the Mietpreisbremse/Rent Brake was introduced in rental ‘hot
spots’ when attempts were made to use rent to control initial rents.
I have listed the main tools used in Germany in Table 3 below:
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Table 3 Summary of Tools for regulating the German private
rental market
Regulatory tool

Description

German terms in
bold.
Mietspiegel
Rent Index

Rent increases
capped/regulated
Mietpreisbremse
Rent Brake

Mietendeckel
5 year rent freeze/
Rent Cover
Expropriation

Milieuschutz
Social and
environmental
protection area

Vorkaufsrechte
Right of first refusal
to buy
Zweckentfremdun
gsverbotsgesetz
(ZwVbG)
Restrictions on use
of Airbnb and other
holiday let platforms

Public document listing average rents in a municipality.
Data includes sections on properties sub divided by type,
size, age, area, condition, whether with/without
heating/utility costs
Landlords are only allowed to raise rents by 15% of the
median rent as listed in the Mietspiegel over 3 years.
Allows local authorities to limit the amount charged to new
tenancies to no more than 10% above the median rent listed
in the Mietspiegel in areas designated as ‘tight housing
markets’. Introduced in 2015.
A new law in Berlin only to freeze rents for 5 years.
New law passed in Berlin from 23 February 2020.
A proposal in Berlin only to buy back rented properties
from large landlords (those with over 3,000 properties).
Still under discussion.
Social and environmental protection area where the local
authority considers the character and composition of a local
area is under threat from gentrification in ways that would
substantially change the area, displace local residents etc.
The authority has powers to authorise/limit modernization
and first rights of refusal to buy back any properties being
sold in Milieuschutz areas (see Vorkaufsrechte
below)
Right by the local authority of first refusal to buy a
property for sale before any other bidder in areas zoned as
Milieuschutz - to ensure existing residents and buildings are
Protected
An Act that prohibits the use of living spaces for
unauthorised purposes and governs the use of residential
property.
Used to register and monitor Airbnb and other holiday let
platforms and fine breaches.
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Mietspiegel/Rent Index
The German rental system is underpinned by comprehensive data on
local rents. This is contained in the Mietspiegel which is a detailed
public document listing average rents in a municipality. The literal
translation of Mietspiegel is ‘rent mirror’.
Fig 6 Berlin Mietspiegel 2019
The data includes sections on
properties sub divided by type, size,
age, area, condition, whether
with/without heating/utility costs. It
is compiled by the local authority,
based on the local market and
discussions with landlord and tenant
groups.
It has been in existence since the
1970s and is updated every 2 years.
The rents in the Mietspiegel serve as
reference rents which help stabilise
the market

In my discussions with tenants, tenant associations (Mieterverein),
landlords and local authorities there was universal support for the
clarity and accountability the Mietspiegel provides to all. It is regarded
as an essential tool in helping regulate rents.
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Fig 7 Excerpt from Mietspiegel showing table of average
rents per m2 for various types of property

There is generally no rent control in Germany in the sense that new
tenancies can be set at any level the market will bear at the outset. An
exception is tenancies in high pressure zones where rents are rising
rapidly. Here the Mietpreisbremse/Rent Brake applies (see below).
Another exception is rents in Berlin where the Mietendeckel applies
(see below).
Rent increases capped
There is rent stabilisation in the sense that all rent increases are
controlled by reference to the Mietspiegel.
Landlords are only allowed to raise rents by 15% of the median rent as
listed in the Mietspiegel over 3 years. This is a rent cap on rent
increases.
These increases can be done with a single increase at 3 yearly intervals
or phased in annually over 3 years.
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There are some exceptions to this. For example if a landlord has done
improvements they are allowed to increase the rent by 8% of the cost
of improvements in areas with ‘tight housing markets’. This charge is
additional to other rent increases and applies until all the costs of
renovations are covered.
Since 2015 areas designated as ‘tight housing markets’ have a cap on
the level of new rents, called the Mietpreisbremse, see below
Mietpreisbremse/Rent Brake
In mid 2015 in the face of public concern at sharply rising rent levels in
some cities the Federal Government introduced the Mietpreisbremse or
Rent Brake. This allows local authorities to limit the amount charged to
new tenancies to no more than 10% above the median rent listed in
the Mietspiegel in areas designated as ‘tight housing markets’.
Initially this was introduced in Berlin. By October 2018 it applied to
313 of Germany’s 11,000 towns and cities (where around a quarter of
the population live). These include large cities such as Berlin, Munich
and Frankfurt and smaller cities such as Braunschweig and Jena. It also
includes rich rural communities such as Emmendingen and Sylt, where
property is in high demand.
However, the Mietpreisbremse has not been as effective as hoped and
many of these cities have continued to experienced sharp increases in
rents.
For example, a recent study from the real estate portal Immowelt
showed that monthly rents in Berlin have more than doubled in the last
10 years alone: from 5.60 euros (£4.90, $6.40) per sq. m in 2008 to
11.40 euros in 2018. Though overall rents remain lower than in other
major German cities like
Munich or Frankfurt, that’s
‘(The Mietpreisbremse law) has helped
an increase of 103%,
numerous tenants but it has not had a
higher than anywhere else
sustained effect on the rent levels.’
in the country.
Reiner Wild, Head of the Berlin
Federation of Tenant Associations

Some of the reasons why
the Mietpreisbremse have
not been as effective as
hoped are that there are a number of exemptions including:
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•
•

•

Newly constructed properties
Where previous tenants already paid in excess of the local rent
average and
Where a new tenant moves in after extensive modernisation.

There have also been criticisms that it was too complicated to
understand and there are no high penalties for landlords ignoring the
rule.
This has led to politicians in Berlin to
explore more radical solutions including a
5 year rent freeze and expropriation of
property from large landlords (the latter
was under discussion at the time of
writing). These proposals are outlined
below.
Mietendeckel/5 year rent freeze or
Rent Cover

‘If we don’t want to end up
like London, where even
lawyers and doctors have
to live with flatmates,
because they can’t afford
their own apartment, then
we have to do something
about it.’

The Rent Freeze/Rent Cover was passed
German finance minister,
into law by the Berlin Senate from 23
Olaf Scholz
February 2020 for all tenancies (new and
existing) in Berlin, except those in residential properties built since
2014 and social/sub market rentals. The latter are usually set at lower
levels anyway.
Rents are frozen until 2022 to levels set in June 2019 and may not
generally exceed levels set in the Mietspiegel. This means rents cannot
exceed the upper levels detailed which range from €3.92 to €9.80 per
sq metre, unless the property has been modernised, in which case an
additional €1 per sq metre is allowed.
Tenants can also apply for rent reductions if their rents are ‘excessive’
which is defined as 120% of the Mietspiegel related levels. It has been
estimated that 1 in 6 existing Berlin tenants may be eligible for rent
reductions under this provision.
Landlords risk substantial fines (up to €500,000) if they infringe the
rent freeze laws.
From January 2022 rents can be increased by of up 1.3%. The exact
percentage will be set by the Berlin Senate and is meant to reflect
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the level of inflation. It may be less than this percentage, but cannot
be more.
As might be expected landlord groups have opposed this proposal.
They state they consider the law unconstitutional and legal
challenges are in progress. They say that it will reduce landlords’
profits to the extent that it will stop further new developments and
reduce supply.
In the summer of 2019 the major landlord association – Haus und
Grund – campaigned against the change and placed adverts with a
clock countdown to 18 June 2019 advising its members to increase
rents as much as possible before the June deadline. Indications from
the tenant associations and local press are that many landlords did
increase rents to mitigate the anticipated effects of the freeze.
Politicians state the law is intended to give Berlin tenants respite from
significant rent increases. Rents on new tenancies had doubled over
the last 10 years and 90% of advertised rents were above the
Mietspiegel levels. However, average earnings in Berlin are relatively
low with half the population paying more than 30% of their income in
housing costs. The new law is popular with
At the time of writing the Mietendeckel has been passed and
implemented by the Berlin Senate, but there are likely to be legal
challenges. Meanwhile other cities in Germany, and indeed other
countries are watching to see how this develops.
Expropriation of property from large landlords
During 2019 there was a major campaign in Berlin led by Die Linke
(the Left) political party to sign a petition asking the Government to
buy back rented properties from large landlords (those with over
3,000 properties).

It succeeded in gathering over 77,000 check signatures and at the time
of writing this was being considered by the Berlin Senate.
The background to this is that from the early 2000s Berlin’s local
municipality was almost bankrupt. The Federal (national) government
required them to sell off assets, including 220,000 apartments
which had previously been state owned.
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Fig 8 Poster from Die Linke advertising a petition to ask the
Government to buy back properties from large landlords in
Berlin Summer 2019

Many of these were sold to large institutional international
investors comparatively cheaply. This raised £1.36 billion. Amongst
these investors were Deutsche Wohnen, who currently own
approximately 115,000 flats in Berlin. They are one of the largest

landlords in Berlin. They became notorious for increasing rents and in
some cases forcing out longstanding tenants through extensive
modernisation programmes.
Hence the call for these properties to be taken back into state
ownership and renationalised.
It is a very controversial proposal. Many critics have commentated that
it will be extremely costly to re purchase the blocks at market price.
Plus it does not increase the total supply of rented housing.
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However, it has attracted interest not least amongst Deutsche Wohnen
shareholders – the share price fell sharply during the referendum
campaign.
A buy back was carried out on a smaller scale in 2019 on a block of
Apartments in Karl Max Allee, Berlin, using the Vorkaufsrechte
powers outlined below.
Milieuschutz/Social and environmental protections areas

These are social and environmental protections areas zoned by the
Bezirk (local district council) where they consider the character and
composition of a local area is under threat from gentrification in ways
that would substantially change the area and displace local residents
The district planning authority has powers to authorise/limit
modernisation and first rights of refusal to buy back any properties
being sold in Milieuschutz areas (see Vorkaufsrechte below)
In Berlin by January 2019 there were 57 Milieuschutz in Berlin. The
Berlin Mieterverein calculate 460,000 tenanted properties are located in
these areas – covering 30% of Berlin’s tenants. In Hamburg there were
11 Milieuschutz.
Vorkaufsrechte/Right of first refusal

The local district council authority has the right to buy a property for sale
before any other bidder in areas zoned as Milieuschutz to ensure
existing residents and buildings are protected.
This right is usually exercised by a third party such as a housing co op or
municipal housing company.
By May 2019 38 sales to municipal housing companies or
housing co ops had been completed in Berlin. Additionally 58 ‘avoidance
agreements’ were reached where the new buyer was not a third party
but nevertheless has to comply with certain conditions that ensure the
existing residents and environmental character are retained.
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Zweckentfremdungsverbotsgesetz (ZwVbG)/
Restrictions on use of Airbnb and other holiday let platforms
Whilst many holiday makers use Airbnb to book accommodation so
they can ‘live like a local’ and many hosts can earn valuable income by
letting out part or all of their own home for periods it can reduce the
local private rental market, cause anti social behaviour and put up
rents. Particularly when it is operated as a commercial business by
managing agents who host multiple properties.
Many cities in the world have tried to curb the use of Airbnb and other
platforms because of their adverse effects on the local rental market,
community and established tourist businesses and taxes. These include
New York, Paris, Barcelona and London.
Several German cities have also taken steps to restrict the use of
Airbnb. 10 German cities use the Zweckentfremdungsverbotsgesetz
(ZwVbG), which is an Act that prohibits the use of living spaces for
unauthorised purposes and governs the use of residential property.
Berlin and Hamburg use this Act in the following ways.

Berlin
Berlin initially banned all Airbnb lettings in 2016. Although this had
some effect in bringing private rented flats onto market in first year
(when an estimated 2,500 flats came back on market) it was not
successful in removing all Airbnb lets. It was also successfully
challenged in court by some second home owners.
So regulations were loosened up in 2018 so that all hosts:
•
•
•
•
•

need a registration number
can rent out part of their own home as long as it is less than
49% with no permit
need permit to rent out their primary home - this has no limit on
number of days
need permit to rent out 2nd homes - this has a maximum limit of
90 days per year
potential fine of €500,000
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Hamburg
Since 2019 the city has digitised the registration system for permits.
They are the first and so far only council in Germany to have done this.
They are finding it more efficient. It means only one permit per host
thus removing multiple hosts and all bookings are on one calendar
which means hosts cannot be on multiple platforms. Hamburg’s
regulations mean that hosts:
•
•
•
•

need a registration number
can rent a room in their own home
but for letting out their whole home (primary residence) this is
limited to 56 days
If they want to rent out own home for more than 56 days, or a
secondary home, they need a permit

•
The potential fine for breaches by hosts is €500,000
Some local authorities in the UK have also set restrictions on the use
of holiday letting platforms such as Airbnb. For example in June 2019
Westminster council took a council tenant to court for illegally
subletting their flat as a holiday home on Airbnb. This resulted in an
order of £100,000 against the tenant and eviction.
However, such cases are rare as local authorities have few powers in
this area. They find it very difficult to enforce restrictions and host
landlords have found ways around the rules, such as listing the same
property under slightly different address.
It does appear UK local authorities could learn from greater powers and
tools like the digitalised registration system used in Hamburg to
improve enforcement
Berlin also uses this Zweckentfremdungsverbotsgesetz (ZwVbG)
legislation to prevent private landlords from keeping their properties
empty.
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Recommendations – challenges and opportunities in
implementation
The following set of recommendations may look challenging in that
there has been resistance, particularly from private landlords, against
rent regulation, and arguments that it may reduce supply. However,
the public mood appears to be changing in favour of providing more
secure and affordable housing.
Additionally, evidence from Germany indicates that the relatively
modest recommendations listed below can be valued by landlords, who
see advantages to the stability and transparency they provide.
Furthermore, there are already existing data sets and local authority
powers that could be enhanced to put these recommendations in
practice.
Specifically:
•

Published data on rent levels – the Government‘s Valuation
Office Agency and Office for National Statistics regularly compile
and publish data sets on private rental levels for different sizes
of accommodation for all regions in England. These could be
developed to provide comprehensive data on local rent levels,
which would be useful to tenants, landlords and policy makers.

•

Local authority powers regarding private rentals – Local
authorities already have a range of powers to enforce good
standards and safety in rented properties, for example against
rogue landlords. Many also take a proactive approach in
encouraging good landlords and supporting the PRS. These
powers could be expanded and appropriately resourced to enable
them to carry out these recommendations.

•

Use of Airbnb and holiday letting platforms – many local
communities and authorities have become increasingly
concerned at the prevalence of holiday lets where it reduces
availability of long term lets, increases rent levels and leads to
more anti social behaviour. Again Scotland appears to be ahead
of the rest of the UK in that it plans to introduce licensing
schemes and tax schemes to regulate the use of holiday letting
platforms. A move that is being increasingly adopted by many
cities across the globe – why should the UK lag behind?
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Recommendations
Government and local authorities be required to publish
comprehensive data on local rent levels in order to help
promote transparency and help regulate the private rented
market
Local authorities be given powers to regulate local private
rents and rent increases to ensure rents are more affordable
Local authorities be given greater powers to restrict the use
of holiday letting platforms
Government and local authorities to explore the use of
digitalised data and registration requirements (possibly
looking at good practice in Hamburg) in order to control the
use of holiday letting platforms more effectively
Local authorities be given greater powers to require
landlords to justify and make vacant residential properties
available for letting
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A POWERFUL VOICE FOR TENANTS
Most of the regulations and rules listed above, particularly those
relating to rent levels and security of tenure, would be impossible to
put into action without tenants actively pursuing their rights.
I found tenants in Germany had access to more support to help them
enforce their rights effectively. This helps give them more power.
In Germany the main body helping tenants assert their rights are
Tenants associations - these are called Mietervereins. Germany has
much stronger tenants’ organisations, which support tenants in both
the private and social/sub market, although most of their members are
private tenants as this is the larger sector and where the majority of
disputes arise.
The Mietervereins offer their members free legal advice, advocacy and
representation in courts where necessary, defending tenants and
asserting their rights. This is offered by a telephone advice line and
walk in local advice centres. For example the Berliner Mieterverein has
nine shopfront offices that open to the public and these are served by
80 lawyers. Assistance with legal representation is only available after
Fig 9 Fig Main office of the Berliner Mieterverein

tenants have been members for a minimum of 3 months as this is
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covered by the terms of an insurance policy.
The Mieterverein’s advice role is supplemented by a range of leaflets,
newsletters, a Tenant’s Handbook, website and publications plus local
meetings and a national conference. They also have a very important
policy role actively campaigning for tenants’ rights and lobbying state
and federal governments.
Fig 10 Leaflets on display in the Berlin Mieterverein’s office

I visited several local Mieterverein branches and met many tenants who
had benefitted from their advocacy in disputes with landlords. In
discussions with local authorities it is clear the Mieterverein play an
important role in setting policies, for example they are in are involved
in drafting the Mietspiegel/local rent index.
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The Mietervereins are
a membership
‘Tenants associations are good and
organisation with 320
tenants’ rights are well known here.
local branches, 3
In London we lost deposits a few
million members
times. Nothing we could do about it.
nationally and they
But it didn’t happen here. We had
employ 1,300 staff,
including teams of
help from the Mieterverein and it was
lawyers and energy
affordable. In the UK we paid
consultants, plus
solicitors. It was expensive and we
2,500 volunteers
still didn’t get our deposit back.
across their network.
Tenants have much better protection
The Berliner
here’
Mieterverein is the
largest in the country
Danny, British born web designer,
with 350,00 members.
been living in Berlin for 3 years
They are fiercely
independent and
funded by membership
fees, plus some fees from consultancy such as running advice services
in local authorities.
Fees are very reasonable. There is an initial joining fee of €7.50 and
monthly payments of €9 (this reduces after 5, 10, 15, 20 and 25
years membership) or €4.20 per month for those on low incomes. A
‘typical’ member tends to join when they have a dispute with their
landlord and generally remains a member as they value the support and
information provided.
In the UK there is no comparable national tenants organisation.
Tenants associations and panels are a feature in social housing but
very rare amongst private sector tenants. And although they are more
common in the social housing sector, they do not provide independent
legal advice or representation.
Tenants who have issues with their landlord in the UK are likely to be
hesitant in complaining or seeking legal redress, as it is very easy for
landlords to evict them under ‘no fault’ repossessions. They are in a
very weak position – the balance of power in the UK is firmly with the
landlord.
In addition if tenants do seek legal advice in the UK their options are
very limited as cuts in legal aid and local advice centres mean that free
or affordable legal help has been severely reduced.
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Recommendations – challenges and opportunities in
implementation
There have been widespread calls for a national ‘Tenants Voice’
organisation, particularly in the aftermath of the Grenfell fire in 2017 in
which 72 residents lost their lives. Tenants in the block had repeatedly
warned that the block was unsafe before the fire, but their warnings
were not heeded. The tragedy led to a greater emphasis on landlords
listening to tenants. However, at the time of writing, over 2 years after
the fire, no such body has been established. Arguably, efforts have not
been helped by frequent changes of Housing Minister.
Although discussions on a national tenants organisation, and indeed
regulator, have focused mainly on social tenants, given the growth of
and problems in the private sector there is a strong case for an
organisation covering all tenants. Particularly as many private tenants
also face similar concerns, including safety issues with cladding.
The Mietervereins in Germany are self funded by members’
subscriptions and this and/or an insurance model could provide a basis
for funding or part funding of a Tenants Voice and advice organisation
in the UK.

Recommendations
Establish a national Tenants Voice organisation to promote
and protect tenants’ rights in the private and public sectors
and provide independent advice and advocacy for tenants
Explore the use of an insurance model, promoted by national
and/or local organisations, to provide advice and advocacy
for tenants
Review provisions for Legal Aid to ensure tenants get easier
access to affordable legal advice and representation in
housing cases
Examine whether the role of a proposed regulator for social
housing should be extended to effectively regulate standards
in the PRS
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SUPPORT FOR PRIVATE LANDLORDS
The profile of private landlords in Germany is, perhaps surprisingly,
similar to that in the UK in that both are dominated by landlords who
are individuals rather than companies. Furthermore in both countries
most landlords state they are attracted to the sector because it offers
good investment returns, particularly for pension provision. Germany
has a larger institutional landlord sector although the UK sector, whilst
currently small, is growing.
A key difference is that the tax system in Germany is more supportive
to landlords than the UK and therefore likely to provide more
incentives to landlords to enter and remain in the sector for the long
term.
Profile of landlords – Germany and the UK compared
The chart in Fig 11 below illustrates a comparison of ownership
patterns in Germany and the UK. The percentage of owners who are
private individual landlords is similar.
A striking difference is that Germany has more institutional landlords
(37%). However, this figure includes municipal housing companies and
housing co ops, these would be categorised as social housing in the
UK.
Six per cent of the stock in Germany – 2.1 million homes – is owned by
companies and institutional investors. A large percentage of this was
bought from the sell off of state owned housing over the last 20
years.
The largest companies collectively hold around 750,000 dwellings
(Savills 2016). 19Deutsche Wohnen for example own 167,000 units in
Germany 115,00 of which are in Berlin.
There is a much smaller institutional sector developing and managing
PRS schemes in the UK, although it is growing. Some housing
associations are also developing market rentals to cross subsidise their
social housing. Government has tried to encourage the institutional
sector through the Build to Rent (B2R) scheme.
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By 2019 there were 34,840 B2R units in the UK – this equates to
0.6% of the total PRS. If units in the planning or building stages are
included this still only equates to c3% -148,046 units.20
Fig 11 Housing stock ownership compared – UK and Germany

Source: Davies B, Turner E, Marquardt S and Snelling C (2016) German
model homes? A comparison of the UK and German housing markets,
IPPR.
More supportive and stable regime for private landlords in
Germany
In my discussions with German landlords and managing agents they
cited the fact that private landlords can set the costs of improvement
against rental income and
German rent control works for both
benefitted from depreciation
landlords and tenants
allowances as one of the main
incentives which attract
individuals into becoming
Aberdeen Standard Investments,
landlords.
Financial Times

21

German private landlords can claim the following allowances:
• Any losses from rental income can be offset against other
income, whilst UK private landlords can only offset losses against
rental income.
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•
•

Depreciation allowances of 2.0–2.5 per cent per annum - UK
landlords cannot claim any depreciation allowances.
Properties are exempt from capital gains tax if they have been
owned for 10 years or more, whereas UK landlords are liable for
capital gains tax on sales of any assets that were not their
principal private residence.

German private landlords can also increase the rent (with the tenant’s
consent, unless it’s for energy measures) for improvement works by an
additional 8% of cost of the works per annum.
In contrast the UK tax system offers fewer reliefs or incentives to
private landlords. In particular there have been recent tax changes,
which have made being a private landlord less profitable including:
•

•

•

The phasing out of tax relief on mortgage interest. This was
phased out from April 2017 and will be abolished by 2020 and
restricted to the basic rate of tax, currently 20%
Abolition of the ‘wear and tear allowance’ from April 2016. This
was equivalent to 10% of rental income but has been replaced
by an allowance for the replacement of domestic items
Increased stamp duty of an additional 3% on buying second and
subsequent properties since April 2016.

Recommendation – challenges and opportunities in
implementation
There could be resistance to funding incentives to private landlords.
However, given the size and importance of the PRS in the UK, and
recent tax changes, which have adversely affected landlords, it could
be a good time to encourage and incentivise private landlords for the
long term. Incentives could be linked to supply, security, standards and
affordability to demonstrate value for money.

Recommendation
Improve the incentives to private landlords to encourage
them to provide good quality, secure, affordable long-term
rented accommodation. Incentives to be explored could
include use of the tax system, grants and registration
/accreditation schemes
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GROWING THE SUPPLY OF AFFORDABLE HOUSING - A STRONG
LOCAL VISION TRANSLATED INTO BUILDING AFFORDABLE
HOMES AND COMMUNITIES
To ensure the PRS works effectively for tenants it needs to be
underpinned by an adequate supply of affordable housing. This should
to be driven and delivered by politicians and government, particularly
at the local level, as this is where housing can be best delivered in line
with local needs.
The enablers that the German PRS provides i.e. a strong regulatory
environment, together with and support for tenants and landlords can
help balance the market and mitigate its worst effects. But for the
market to work well for tenants it needs to be underpinned by an
adequate supply of affordable housing.
I found in my research in 3 German cities that local politicians had a
clear vision and strong commitment to providing affordable housing
and vibrant, mixed communities. Private tenants are well represented
through the Mietervereins and within communities and political parties
and their views count.
Crucially I found the German planning and land assembly systems
enable local government to translate their plans into actions more
effectively than in the UK. German local authorities have more
autonomy and resources than their UK counterparts and the planning
system is smoother so German local authorities have been more
successful in building more homes and supporting their communities.
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Fig 12 New housing completions in UK and Germany 19512014

Source: Davies B, Turner E, Marquardt S and Snelling C (2016) German
model homes? A comparison of the UK and German housing markets,
IPPR.
Germany has a much better track record than the UK in building new
homes. Since the 1950s Germany has built twice as many homes as
the UK. Between 1951 and 2014, 30 million new homes were built
across East and West Germany, compared to 16 million in the UK (FSO
2015, DCLG 2016a). This is illustrated by Fig 12 above.
The reasons for this have been detailed by the IPPR in their study on A
comparison of the UK and German housing markets. They concluded
that Germany has:
•
•
•

a more diverse mix of housebuilders, both small and large, who
build a wide variety of homes;
a broader mix of investors, including build-to-rent; and
a planning system that facilitates the release of land and the
smoother translation of permissions into completions.

•
Until the early 2000s most commentators thought Germany had an
adequate, and in some areas, over supply of housing. There were
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projections of an ageing, declining population. However, that changed
on a national level when in 2017 when Germany admitted over a million
refugees.
Not withstanding the national picture it is clear that over the last 10
years or so the local markets in some large German cities have been
under severe strain –including cities featured in this study - Berlin and
Hamburg. There were ‘hotspots’ – cities where a thriving economy was
attracting people, from Germany and other countries, and pushing up
rents.
I found that in my discussions with politicians and local government in
Germany that the vision and drive to solve the housing crisis, including
supporting private rented tenants and building more homes, has played
a key role in improving housing in their areas. The German planning
system is better at translating the local vision into action as authorities
use zoning, land assembly and compulsory purchase powers to a
greater extent than in the UK.
This is clear in all 3 cities visited and is outlined in more detail in the
section which provides overviews of the 3 cities studied as illustrated
by figures below.
Berlin
• Plans to build 200,000 homes half of which are affordable by
2030 (Nov 2018 agreed)
• Works in cooperation with its 6 Municipal housing companies and
co operatives – offering them first refusal on land the city owns
and soft loans in return for flats let out at affordable levels
(€6.50 per m2, below the city average of €9 per m2.
Hamburg
Has been following an ambitious long term house building programme
and works closely with 7 housing companies and housing co operatives
through the Hamburg Housing Alliance to build new homes and simplify
procedures etc.
• Since 2011 it has built 55,700 homes of which 14,600 were
social/sub market housing.
• It aims to build 30% at the sub market levels.
• Last year (2018) it had 11, 250 starts and 10,700 were
completed
In comparison UK cities have a less successful record in building new
affordable housing. For example:
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London
In London – a city which has a population 2.5 times that of Berlin and 5
times that of Hamburg - building rates per capita are lower, and a
much lower proportion of affordable and social housing has been built.
• in 2017/8 31,850 new homes were completed of which
• 4,703 (15%) were affordable homes
• 443 (1.4%) were social rented.
This is not because of a lack of commitment – it reflects the relative
lack of funding, over reliance on the private house building sector and
difficulties with the UK’s planning and land assembly systems.
Recommendation – challenges and opportunities in
implementation
The following recommendation is something local authorities, housing
associations and policy makers have been calling for years. It is nothing
new. In fact it is largely a reinstatement of the funding position local
authorities held for almost a century up to the 1990s when grant
covered around three quarters of the cost of building social housing.
Although there would be a financial cost in investing in building more
social housing, many studies state that this pays itself back in terms of
the rent pay back in LA and HA business plans and the boost to the
economy. Plus of course savings in benefit bills, which currently fund
high private rents.
The UK has one of the most centralised governments and economies in
the developed world. Local authorities in Germany have more resources
and greater powers to influence and build more housing, of all tenures,
in their areas. They are better able to deliver their local vision
translated into more affordable housing and stronger communities. The
question is not whether the UK can afford to do this, rather can we
afford not to?

Recommendation
Give local authorities increased powers and funding to enable
them to build more housing and influence and regulate
private sector housing in their areas to increase the supply
of affordable housing
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THREE GERMAN CITIES IN THEIR HOUSING CONTEXT
I chose to carry out my research in 3 German cities to get a wider
understanding of the German housing situation.
I chose:
•
•
•

Berlin as it is the capital and encompasses parts of former East
and West Germany within the city
Leipzig as a city in the former East and
Hamburg as a city in the West.

Table 4 Comparison of population and PRS in 4 cities
London
Berlin
Leipzig
Hamburg
Population in
million
% private
rented
households

8.9

3.75

0.59

1.8

27

85

81

75

I have used my findings in all three cities to inform the findings
grouped under five factors that contribute to a better PRS in Germany.
The following section gives a city-wide overview of my findings in each
of the 3 cities.
Berlin
When the Berlin Wall came down in 1989 Berlin was a city of two
halves. Both were developed to demonstrate the respective merits of
capitalism and communism as they faced each other from either side
of the Berlin Wall. The former West - a bastion of capitalism heavily
subsidised by the Bonn Federal government, and the former East - a
showcase of Soviet style communism built by the GDR.
The wall came down in 1989 and Berlin became the capital of a
reunified Germany in 1990. It was a very cheap place to live.
Accommodation was plentiful and in some cases abandoned, so ripe for
squatting. Including older housing in working class former Eastern
districts like Prenzlauerberg where attractive 19th century Altbau
buildings had generally been left to decline by the Eastern authorities
in favour of purpose built workers housing, as illustrated by Figs 13
and 14.
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Fig 13 Street in Prenzlauerberg East Berlin in 1985 – before
the fall of the wall

Fig 14 Same street in Prenzlauerberg East Berlin in 2019
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Thousands of young people in particular flocked to the city, attracted
by cheap housing, empty flats, squats and a bohemian, post punk
lifestyle. This was summed up by a former Mayor, Klaus Wowerweit, in
2003 with the moniker that Berlin was ‘poor but sexy’.
Many expected property prices to rise sharply after reunification – but
it took longer than expected. Meanwhile by the early 2000s the Berlin
city government was very short of funds, almost bankrupt. With no aid
coming from central government they were forced to sell off most of
their state owned housing. They had 360,000 apartments. Over
220,00 were sold so that there are now only c100, 000 left, mainly
owned by the municipal companies. Many of the blocks sold were
bought by institutional investors, including many UK, Japanese and US
companies. They were sold off comparatively cheaply – the sale raised
€1.36 billion. This means the average price of an apartment was in the
region of €6,000.
Berlin has a very high percentage
of rented properties – 85% - and
although most landlords own only
one of two properties there is a
large institutional sector, partly
as a result of the state sell off of
apartments described above.

‘We had something good in
Germany. We took it for granted
and let it go. Don’t sell your
stock and let investors in to
dominate things as we did’
Suzanna, Germa n Berlin
resident.

For example one company,
Deutsche Wohnen, owns
approximately 115,000
properties across the city. They have a very poor reputation amongst
tenants for increasing rents and in some cases forcing long standing
tenants out through extensive modernisation programmes.
Although tenants have to give their consent for modernisation works,
other than energy efficiency measures, there are reports of landlords
using modernisation works to make it difficult for tenants to continue
living in blocks.
Plus where modernisation is done the tenants face significant increases
to cover the costs of these works. Landlords are currently allowed to
levy a rent increase of 8% of modernisation costs per year (used to be
11% until January 2019) in addition to other increases. This can be a
substantial sum – effectively doubling rents in some cases. And the
increased rent remains after the work has been paid off. In effect the
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tenant is paying for the modernisation and the landlord benefits by
increased rent and property value. This has fuelled protests, which has
led to the petition in 2019 to buy back properties from landlords who
own more than 3,000 properties.
Since 2008 the Berlin property market has been booming. This is
illustrated by the large amount of construction work and growing
economy. Many of the new residential blocks are financed by overseas
investors. In some case even aimed at overseas buyers, as illustrated
by the advertising hoarding in English on hoarding near the East Side
Gallery in Berlin.
Fig 15 New residential flats under construction in Berlin in
2019 – note signs advertising he apartments are in English

Berlin is a very attractive city. It has 4 good universities, a growing
service centre and is becoming a hub for start-ups and creative
industries. It attracts around 40,000 people who move to the city
every year, including many young people from around the world.
So much so that private rented housing is no longer plentiful or easy to
find. Landlords and agents I spoke to in Berlin spoke of crowds of a
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hundred plus forming for public viewings of apartments.
Rents have rocketed. According to a recent study from the real estate
portal Immowelt, monthly rents in Berlin have more than doubled in the
last 10 years alone: from €5.60 (£4.90, $6.40) per sq. m in 2008 to
€11.40 in 2018. Though overall rents remain lower than in other major
German cities like Munich or Frankfurt, that’s an increase of 103%,
higher than anywhere else in the country. Rent prices vary greatly
based on neighbourhood, but 2018 figures show that a one-bedroom
apartment in some of the city’s more desirable neighbourhoods can
average upwards of €1,500 (£1,275) per month. This may seem
relatively cheap by London standards but Berlin is a relatively poor,
low-income city with many workers on low wages. So low that
approximately half of households would qualify for social/sub market
housing on income grounds.
Berliners are well known for taking to the streets to protest and
housing has become a major issue. There are regular protests including
protests in April 2019 when thousands protested in Berlin and other
major cities against rising rents.
Fig 16 Protestors in Berlin demonstrating against rising
rents 2019
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Local city politicians have responded with strong commitments to keep
rents affordable and increase the supply of affordable housing. Berlin
City Senate have drafted some
When 85% of the population rent –
of most radical housing
policies in
these are the people. The people we

Germany and can be
considered a trailblazer in this
respect.
For example

represent. We have to do something
to ensure rents are affordable for
everyone. Our aim is that working
people should not have to pay more
than 30% of their income on
housing.
Ulker Radziwill, Member Berlin
House of Representatives

•

Berlin was the first city
to introduce the
Mietpreisbremse /rent
Brake in 2015. Other cities and areas with ‘tight housing
markets’ followed suit and this was applied in 300 towns and
cities by 2018.

•

In 2019, whilst I was there as part of the study, the Berlin
senate passed the Mietendeckel law instituting a 5 year freeze
on rents. Other German cities are currently exploring this
proposal.

•

In 2019 Berliners launched a formal petition to get Berlin City
government to buy back stock from large landlords (those with
over 3,000). The petition gained 77,000 signatures and is
currently being considered by the Senate. Ironically many of
these apartments were originally state owned and had to be sold
by Berlin Senate because of financial pressures in the early
2000s.

Berlin also applies the other tools described in the section on Tools for
regulating the German PRS to try to keep rents affordable.
It is also increasing the supply of affordable housing through its alliance
with the providers of social/sub market housing (the municipal
companies and housing co ops) who build and buy back affordable
housing.
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Leipzig
Leipzig is a city in former East Germany approximately 160 km south
west of Berlin.
Most towns and cities in the former East are in decline. They have lost
many younger people. They have higher levels of poverty and lower
prosperity than the rest of Germany. In contrast Leipzig, and to a
lesser extent Dresden, are probably the only two cities in the former
East that are currently thriving.
Leipzig has attracted a number of nicknames because of its booming
economy and perceived ‘hip’ lifestyle. These include the ‘Boomtown of
Eastern Germany’, ‘Hypezig’ and ‘Little Berlin’, or as some residents
there described it ‘Better Berlin.’
Fig 17 Market square in Leipzig’s historic centre

It has a very picturesque city centre, with many streets of 19th century
Altbau buildings, and even more architecturally stunning examples of
Grunderzeit buildings from the mid-19th century. These are the “high
end” Altbaus. Leipzig’s city centre did not experience much war
damage from World War 2 so is largely intact and has had investment
over the last 20 years to preserve its character. There are some East
German built Plattenbau estates on the outskirts.
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Fig 18 Grunderzeit apartment building in Leipzig

Leipzig has a rich history and was once one of the major European
centres of learning and culture in fields such as music and publishing. It
has a world famous opera house and was the birthplace of the Johann
Sebastian Bach and many other famous musicians and composers
including Mendelssohn, Schumann and Wagner. It was an industrial
centre in East Germany but its economic and cultural significance
declined. It played a major role in the downfall of communism in
Eastern Europe in the 1980s, principally through demonstrations at St
Nicholas church.
In 2019 Leipzig won European City of the Year at the 2019 Urbanism
Awards. The theme for the 2019 awards was ‘post-industrial’ –
recognising examples that have transformed themselves into thriving
places after suffering from the decline of their predominant industry.
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David Rudlin AoU, chair of the Academy, said “Leipzig is the sort of
city that urbanists dream of; lively streets, sustainable, a fantastic
tram system and lots of creative people. Its easy to forget how not
long ago the city was run down after the loss of its industry and how
dramatic its regeneration has been.”22
Its economy is strong and growing. It has a university, biotech and
creative industries. BMW and Porsche have substantial plants there and
it houses distribution hubs for Amazon and DHL.
It benefits from good transport links and is only an hour and a half by
train to Berlin. It also has a good new S Bahn metro system.
In many ways it resembles how Berlin used to be in terms of cheaper
properties in an attractive city so is undergoing a mini boom.
Although I met landlords, regeneration groups and tenants during my
stay I did not manage to meet officials or representatives from local
government.
However it is clear that the city is thriving and there is evidence of it
having a strong local leadership and vision in regenerating the city as
indicated by the following extracts from a case study on Leipzig
published by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation as part of its study ‘How
international cities lead inclusive growth strategies.’

‘Innovative urban policy strategies were first implemented by civil
servants who arrived from West Germany after reunification. After a
period characterised by over-ambitious development projects funded
by the national government, Leipzig was the first major East German
city to develop a more realistic urban development strategy in the
second half of the 1990s. This approach was driven by strong city
leadership under Mayors Hinrich Lehmann-Grube (1990-98) and
Wolfgang Tiefensee (1998-2005), who are credited with developing
the “Leipzig model” of city governance, which emphasizes cooperation among political parties, citizen involvement and cooperation
with the private sector (Garcia-Zamor, 2014).
Their actions can be summarised as: ‘fixing the problems’: identifying
the problems and develop a strategy to solve them. This strand was
mostly aimed at strengthening the inner-city to enable it to compete
with the suburbs, both for residential and commercial purposes. The
actions under this strand had a strong urban renewal focus. The
second strand is ‘thinking big’, aimed to position Leipzig as an
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economic and cultural centre among German and European cities. This
included efforts to attract large companies and the promotion of largescale events and development….
Leipzig has recently been cited as the 'new Berlin', as it hosts a
growing number of creative or knowledge workers and artists. It has
turned round dramatically given that it experienced major population
decline as people went from the former East Germany to West
Germany. The city has been successful in attracting new industries.
Housing development and refurbishment and land management efforts
have been successful.’
Hamburg
‘The Free and Hanseatic City of Hamburg’ is a major port city in the
north of Germany, connected to the North Sea by the river Elbe. It is
Germany’s second largest city, with a population of 1.7 million.
It is Europe’s second largest port and has a strong and growing
economy and population and is considered one of Germany’s most
affluent and liveable cities.
Fig 19 – Aerial view of Hamburg
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It is similar to Berlin in the sense that it has a very high percentage of
tenants, rents are rising and housing is seen as an issue of growing
importance.
Hamburg’s mission in terms of housing is to provide affordable housing
in genuinely mixed communities. Like Berlin it sees problems with
gentrification in some areas where existing communities are being
priced out.
Fig 20 – Hafen City – redeveloped area in the old warehouse
district in central Hamburg

Like Berlin it is also designated as a ‘tight housing market’. I found that
Hamburg similarly makes full use of the Mietspiegel, rent Brake and to
regulate and control rents in the private sector.
It has a stricter policy on limiting the use of Airbnb platforms than
Berlin in that Berlin bans rentals for more than 90 days and Hamburg
bans them for a shorter period – 56 days. Hamburg also has digitalised
its records to make tracking any hosts who exceed the limit more
efficient. Hamburg is the only city in Germany to have digitalised its
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records and has developed its own software system to do this which is
very innovative.
Hamburg is looking at the 5 year rent freeze but at the time of writing
interviews revealed they do not favour this approach.
They are also not keen on the idea of buying back apartments from
large-scale landlords.
Hamburg has been following an ambitious long-term house building
programme. Since 2011 it has built 55,700 homes of which 14,600
were social/sub market housing. It aims to build 30% at the sub
market levels. Last year (2018) it had 11, 250 starts and 10,700
were completed.
It is proud of its partnership working. It works with 7 housing
companies and housing co-operatives through the Hamburg Housing
Alliance to build new homes and simplify procedures etc.
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CONCLUSIONS
From my research I concluded that the PRS in Germany plays an
important, well-established role in Germany’s housing provision and
society. The PRS in the UK can learn a lot from the German experience.
The PRS in the UK needs reforming as it is inherently unstable and unfit
for current and future needs. Tenants in the UK, with the notable
exception of Scotland, have virtually no security. As well as being
insecure the PRS is generally expensive and has poor standards.
However, it is increasingly the only option for millions of households,
including some of the most vulnerable. From relatively affluent,
professional younger people priced out of home ownership to less
affluent people who a generation ago would have been housed in a
council or housing association property the PRS is now their only
option. A sector they are likely to be trapped in for life, required to
move home frequently, as they have no security, paying high rents or
having to stay on benefits with life limiting implications. With rising
house prices and a lack of affordable housing it is an unstable sector
that is set to grow – at enormous cost to individual’s life chances and
public benefit expenditure.
In contrast the PRS in Germany is much better. It is valued by tenants
and communities, not stigmatised. Moreover, it is more secure,
affordable and has better standards than the PRS in the UK.
Consequently it provides a viable long-term option for residents –
roughly half the population and more than 70% of households in larger
cities.
It is more secure and more regulated than the UK’s PRS. Yet landlords,
as well as tenants, value these aspects of the system for the certainty
and long -term growth they provide. Landlords receive more support
through the taxation system and tenants have more rights and the
means to exercise them. The interests of tenants and landlords are
more balanced and the system is more stable and supported politically.
Over the past 30 years Germany has built twice as many homes as the
UK and here too the systems at national and local level support this
more effectively.
I found five factors that contribute to a better PRS in Germany and
they are all applicable to the UK.
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They are:
•

Secure tenancies;

•

Tools for regulating the private rental market;

•

A powerful voice for tenants;

•

Support for private landlords and

•

Growing the supply of affordable housing – a strong local vision
translated into building affordable homes and communities.

I have made recommendations under these five factors that could be
implemented with relative ease in the UK.
They could save public expenditure and have the potential to improve
the PRS in the UK from both the tenants and the landlord’s point of
view. To make it more secure, more affordable and with better quality
accommodation for tenants. And to make it a sector that supports
good landlords for the long term - thus improving private renting’s vital
contribution to solving the UK’s current housing crisis.
Since researching this report (in summer 2019) the world has been
shaken by the Covid – 19 pandemic. In many ways this has exposed
how fragile our employment and housing systems are in the UK. The
health and care workers together with other essential workers are
rightly valued in this crisis. But they are generally low paid and often
struggled to rent or buy decent, secure housing. After this crisis has
passed would be a good time to repay these heroes and heroines and
reset the UK housing market, including the PRS, to provide safe, secure
and affordable homes for all.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Secure tenancies
1 Introduce open ended private sector tenancies in England,
using learning from Scotland’s experience.

Tools for regulating the private rental market
Rules, regulations and enforcement
2 Government and local authorities be required to publish
comprehensive data on local rent levels in order to help
promote transparency and help regulate the private rented
market.
3 Local authorities be given powers to regulate local private
rents and rent increases to ensure rents are more
affordable.
4 Local authorities be given greater powers to restrict the
use of holiday letting platforms.
5 Government and local authorities to explore the use of
digitalised data and registration requirements (possibly
looking at good practice in Hamburg) in order to control the
use of holiday letting platforms more effectively.
6 Local authorities be given greater powers to require
landlords to make vacant residential properties available for
letting.

A powerful voice for tenants –
7 Establish a national Tenants Voice organisation to
promote and protect tenants’ rights in the private and
public sectors and provide independent advice and advocacy
for tenants.
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8 Explore the use of an insurance model, promoted by
national and/or local organisations, to provide advice and
advocacy for tenants.
9 Review provisions for Legal Aid to ensure tenants get
easier access to affordable legal advice and representation
in housing cases.
10 Examine whether the role of a proposed regulator for
social housing should be extended to effectively regulate
standards in the PRS.

Support for private landlords
11 Improve the incentives to private landlords to encourage
them to provide good quality, secure, affordable long-term
rented accommodation. Incentives to be explored could
include use of the tax system and grants and
registration/accreditation schemes.

Growing the supply of affordable housing A local vision translated into building homes and
communities
12 Give local authorities increased powers and funding to
enable them to build more housing and influence and
regulate private sector housing in their areas to increase the
supply of affordable housing
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NEXT STEPS
The aim of doing this report is publicise its findings to contribute
positively to the debate in the UK to improve housing in the PRS.
In particular to:
•

help improve private rented housing from both the tenant’s and
the landlord’s perspectives so that it is more balanced, more
sustainable in the long term and fit for purpose.

•

give tenants better security of tenure, more affordable rents,
better standards and a stronger voice to advocate for their
rights and represent their interests.

•

make it a sector that supports and incentivises good landlords
for the long term, thus improving the PRS’s contribution to
solving the UK’s current housing crisis.

With this in mind I will aim to publicise the report and its findings as
widely as possible through:
Publicising the report on my website www.morehousing.co.uk and as
many other channels as possible including the:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Government
All-Party Parliamentary Groups
Main trade and representative bodies representing housing, local
government, landlord and tenants organisations
Local government
Think tanks and
Media

Publicity to include;
•
•
•
•
•

Articles
Blogs
Presentations at conferences
Interviews and
Round table discussions.
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APPENDIX
Organisations and individuals contacted

Focus groups (5) and interviews with tenants in Berlin, Leipzig and
Hamburg
Focus groups (3) and interviews with landlords in Berlin, Leipzig and
Hamburg
Berlin Senate - Ulker Radziwill, Member of the Abgeordnetenhaus of
Berlin
Berliner Mieterverein - Wibke Werner
Hamburg City State - Dr Heike Opitz and Silke Bainbridge-Nott
Hamburg
Friedrich Ebert Stiftung - Nicole Katsioulis and Andre Weisser

WZB Berlin Social Science Center - Susanne Marquardt
Ex Berliner local Berlin newspaper and accommodation agency
The Local – German news service
GLA – Tom Copley, Assembly Member
GLA – Rhona Brown, Private Rented Sector Programme Manager, and
James Gleeson, Senior Policy Officer.
Karen Buck MP for Westminster North
Rt Hon Nick Raynsford, former Minister for Housing, London and Local
and Regional Government 1999 - 2005
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