
THE ROLE OF PUBLIC, COOPERATIVE,  
AND SOCIAL HOUSING PROVIDERS

Social housing in Germany is traditionally defined as housing 
constructed with public subsidies, intended to be rented below 
market rates to low-income households. It changes significantly 
across the country as competence is at the level of the regional 
government. In exchange for public financial support, housing 
developers agree to rent their dwellings at an affordable price 
for a given period of time (traditionally around 30 years). At the 
end of this ‘lock-in’ period, the dwelling is considered part of 
the private rental market and market rents can be charged.   In 
recent decades, the size of the ‘lock-in’ period social housing 
stock has declined following decline in public funding.

GdW, the Federal Association of German Housing and Real 
Estate Companies is the umbrella organization of the relevant 
sectors and brings together 2,825 housing companies 
(cooperatives, publicly owned/municipal housing and private) 
which manage over 6 million dwellings. It represents nearly 30 
percent of all rental flats in Germany, about 1.2 million of which 
are social housing.

DYNAMICS OF HOUSING SUPPLY

Since 2022, sharp rises in construction costs and interest rates 
have caused a steep drop in building permits, leading to large 
numbers of project cancellations. In 2024, about 6,000 planned 
units (20%) of GdW members were not expected to be realized, 
and in 2025, cancellations are expected to rise to over 12,000 
units (40%). 

Two-thirds of GdW housing companies cannot build any 
apartments in 2024, and this share will rise to 70% in 2025. 
Modernization projects are also declining, with only 68% of 
planned upgrades implemented in 2024 and an even lower 
63% expected in 2025, while more projects face reductions or 
cancellations.

HOUSING NEEDS TODAY

The outgoing federal government (2021–2025) set a goal of 
building 400,000 new homes annually, but this target was 
missed every year. The Federal Institute for Urban, Regional 
and Spatial Research now forecasts a housing demand of 
320,000 homes per year by 2035, suggesting that the new 
government will revise expectations downward. A major 
issue is the backlog of demand, as hundreds of thousands of 
households have been unable to secure housing due to low 
construction activity. Between 2016 and 2023, around 830,000 
needed apartments were not built.

Social housing is regulated by the federal states, each with its 
own legal and funding frameworks, meaning no nationwide 
statistics on waiting lists or eligibility exist. In Berlin, eligibility 
depends on income limits: in 2023, between 27.3% and 58.1% 
of households (up to 1.17 million) qualified for social housing, 
though only 49,371 held a valid housing eligibility certificate 
by the end of 2024. The city’s social housing stock stood at 
114,140 apartments in 2023 and has been gradually declining.

It’s important to notice that Germany’s housing and real 
estate markets show strong regional differences, with growing 
demand and shortages in major cities and surrounding areas, 
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SOURCE: GdW estimates, based on data from the 2022 Census.
NOTES: (*) ‘Cooperative’ and ‘Municipal’ housing refers to homes that are owned by such housing providers, but which are no longer inside the ‘lock-in’ period that defines de jure social housing. 
We can consider that a majority of these homes are a form of de facto social housing.
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while many rural, structurally weak regions face declining 
demand. Migration flows are intensifying shortages in growth 
regions, but new construction has not kept pace.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN HOUSING

In 2022, Germany’s housing benefit was first adjusted through 
index linking to reflect rent and consumer price changes, and 
households received a heating subsidy, raising the number 
of recipients to about 650,000. In 2023, the Housing Benefit 
Plus Act expanded eligibility, added a permanent heating 
cost component, and increased maximum rent limits through 
a climate component, with beneficiaries expected to rise to 
2mn and costs to €5.2bn. While GdW welcomed these steps, 
it stressed the need for stronger consideration of rising energy 
costs and broader climate components. 

Rent regulation has also shaped housing policy, with the 
2013 and 2015 rent law reforms capping increases in existing 
tenancies at 15–20% over three years and limiting new rents 
to 10% above local averages, though new and modernized 
units are exempt. By mid-2024, rent brakes applied in 410 
municipalities, covering 27 million people—about one-third of 
Germany’s population—with both large cities and smaller towns 
affected.

On social housing, the federal government pledged €18.15bn 
for 2022–2027, with state co-financing expected to more 
than double available funds, including €500 million for the 
new “Young Housing” program for students and trainees. 
Yet despite 41,000 approved units in 2022 (including 22,500 
new builds), the social rental stock declined to 1.09mn and 
continues to fall. Meeting demand would require 100,000 new 
social housing units annually, but only 23,115 were built in 
2024, and by 2025 many states had already exhausted their 
funds, leaving projects on hold.

POLICY GUIDELINES  
FOR PUBLIC, COOPERATIVE,  
AND SOCIAL HOUSING

	There are several issues to be tackled 
within the national framework including 
cutting excessive construction standards, 
introducing broad-based interest rate 
subsidies, and ensuring equal treatment 
of landlords and owner-occupiers in 
heating system replacement bonuses. 

	Housing benefits should better 
reflect building efficiency, and EU rules 
(EPBD, taxonomy) must be implemented 
pragmatically through affordable 
financing options which can prevent 
increasing costs for tenants. 

	New and permanent funding for 
affordable housing with rent caps is 
needed, along with prioritizing affordable 
housing in planning law.

THE EU’S ROLE IN BETTER 
SUPPORTING THE SECTOR

	Current EU taxonomy rules hinder 
affordable housing and climate neutrality 
by requiring overly ambitious standards, 
deep renovations, and complex “do-no-
significant-harm” criteria, while offering 
financing conditions tied to poor building 
quality. This “only-the-best” approach 
conflicts with the European Building 
Directive (EPBD)’s “worst-first” principle 
and further drives up new construction 
costs. The taxonomy must be adapted to 
reality by recognizing climate pathway 
renovations, simplifying criteria, and 
balancing ecological, economic, and 
social sustainability goals.


