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Abstract. This study examines the regulatory and policy framework for social
housing in Latvia, focusing on its current state and future directions. Through
comprehensive policy analysis and document review, the research traces the
historical development of social housing policies, evaluates the existing
regulatory landscape, and compares Latvian approaches with EU best practices.
The study reveals significant challenges in Latvia’s social housing sector,
including limited stock, inadequate funding mechanisms, and policy gaps in
addressing the needs of vulnerable populations, particularly the elderly. Despite
these challenges, recent initiatives and proposed reforms indicate a growing
recognition of the importance of social housing in addressing demographic shifts
and economic disparities. The findings highlight the need for a more robust and
adaptive policy framework that aligns with EU standards while addressing
Latvia’s unique socio-economic context. The study proposes policy
recommendations aimed at enhancing the accessibility, affordability, and quality
of social housing, with a particular emphasis on age-friendly housing solutions.
By identifying key areas for improvement and potential innovative approaches,
this research contributes to the ongoing discourse on social housing policy in
Latvia and offers insights for policymakers, urban planners, and housing
stakeholders.
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INTRODUCTION

Social housing is crucial in addressing housing needs and promoting social
equity, particularly for vulnerable populations (Sanchaniya & Geipele, 2023). In
Latvia, the evolution of social housing policy has been shaped by significant
historical, economic, and demographic shifts since the country regained
independence in 1991 (OECD, 2023). The transition from a Soviet-era housing
system to a market-oriented approach has presented unique challenges and
opportunities in developing an effective social housing framework.
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The importance of a robust regulatory framework for social housing cannot be
overstated. It provides the foundation for ensuring adequate housing provision,
setting standards for quality and accessibility, and defining the roles and
responsibilities of various stakeholders (Boelhouwer et al., 1997; Lévy-Vroelant et
al., 2014). In Latvia, as in many post-Soviet states, the development of such a
framework has been a complex process, influenced by factors such as privatization,
economic fluctuations, and changing social needs.

This study aims to analyze the current state of Latvia's regulatory and policy
framework for social housing, tracing its historical development and evaluating its
effectiveness in meeting contemporary housing challenges. By comparing Latvian
policies with EU best practices, the research seeks to identify areas of alignment
and divergence, highlighting opportunities for policy innovation and improvement.

Of particular concern is the growing need for age-friendly housing solutions in
Latvia, given the country’s rapidly aging population. The study by Martin (2016)
examines how current policies address the specific needs of older adults and
explores potential future directions for creating more inclusive and sustainable
social housing options.

By providing a comprehensive analysis of Latvia’s social housing policy
landscape, this research contributes to the ongoing discourse on housing policy in
post-Soviet contexts and offers valuable insights for policymakers, urban planners,
and housing stakeholders. The findings and recommendations presented here aim
to support the development of a more responsive, equitable, and effective social
housing system in Latvia.

1. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative research approach, primarily utilizing policy
analysis and document review methods to examine the regulatory and policy
framework for social housing in Latvia. The research process began with the
comprehensive collection of relevant policy documents, laws, and regulations
related to social housing in Latvia. These documents were sourced from official
government publications, legislative archives, and reputable academic databases to
ensure their authenticity and relevance. A chronological timeline of policy
development was created to provide a historical context for the analysis.

To systematically analyze the collected documents, a coding scheme was
developed to categorize policies based on various criteria such as target groups,
funding mechanisms, and implementation strategies. This coding scheme allowed
for a structured examination of policy evolution and current frameworks. The
analysis also incorporated a comparative element, benchmarking Latvian policies
against EU best practices in social housing. This comparative approach helped
identify areas of alignment, divergence, and potential innovation in Latvia’s social
housing policy landscape. Throughout the analysis, careful consideration was given
to the historical and political context of each policy, ensuring a nuanced
understanding of the factors influencing policy development and implementation.
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2. RESULTS

The analysis of Latvia’s regulatory and policy framework for social housing
reveals a complex landscape shaped by historical transitions, economic challenges,
and demographic shifts. This section presents the key findings of our research,
examining the evolution of social housing policies, the current regulatory
environment, and the challenges faced by the sector. We also compare Latvia’s
approach to social housing with EU best practices and discuss recent initiatives and
future directions. The results highlight significant gaps in Latvia’s social housing
provision and underscore the need for comprehensive reforms to address the
growing demand for affordable, accessible, and age-friendly housing solutions. Our
discussion explores the implications of these findings and potential strategies for
improving Latvia’s social housing sector.

2.1. Historical Context and Policy Evolution

Latvia's social housing policy has undergone significant transformations since
the country regained independence in 1991. The transition from a Soviet-era
housing system to a market-oriented approach has had profound implications for
the social housing sector. The massive privatization of housing stock in the 1990s
resulted in a minimal public housing stock, significantly impacting the availability
of social housing options (Treija & Bratuskins, 2019).

Figure 1 illustrates the stark contrast in social housing share between Latvia
and other EU member states. With less than 5% of its housing stock dedicated to
social housing, Latvia, along with Greece, has one of the lowest incidences of social
housing in the EU, well below the EU average of 8.3% (Institute for the Study of
Labor, Braga & Palvarini, 2013).
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Fig. 1. Social housing share of Latvia compared to other EU member states.
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This historical context is crucial for understanding the current challenges in
Latvia's social housing sector. The rapid transition to a market economy, while
necessary for economic development, created a significant gap in housing provision
for vulnerable populations. The privatization process, which allowed tenants to
acquire ownership of their apartments, resulted in a high rate of homeownership but
also left the social housing sector with a limited and often low-quality stock.

2.2. Current Regulatory Framework

The current regulatory framework for social housing in Latvia is grounded in
the country's Constitution, which aims to fulfill the right to housing for all citizens,
especially low-income groups. Key legislation includes the Law “On the
Management of Residential Buildings” and the Law “On Apartment Property”.
These laws are supplemented by various regulations covering aspects such as
sanitary maintenance, documentation procedures, and energy efficiency
requirements (Sanchaniya et al., 2023).

The analysis reveals that while this legal foundation provides a basic structure
for social housing provision, there are significant gaps in addressing the specific
needs of vulnerable populations, particularly the elderly. This finding aligns with
research by Rasnaca & Rezgale-Straidoma (2019), which highlights the inadequacy
of social housing in Latvia in meeting the needs of seniors.

The regulatory framework appears to lack specific provisions for age-friendly
housing design and accessibility modifications. This gap is particularly concerning
given Latvia’s rapidly aging population. The absence of targeted policies for senior
housing within the social housing framework suggests a need for policy innovation
to address this growing demographic challenge.

2.3. Challenges in the Social Housing Sector

Several interconnected challenges emerge from the analysis of Latvia’s social

housing sector:

e Limited stock: The privatization of housing in the 1990s has left Latvia with
a very small social housing stock compared to other EU countries. This
scarcity creates significant pressure on the existing stock and limits the
government's ability to meet housing needs for vulnerable populations.

¢ Funding mechanisms: There is a lack of adequate and sustainable funding
mechanisms for social housing development and maintenance. The analysis
suggests that Latvia's approach to social housing funding is primarily reliant
on municipal budgets, which are often strained. This contrasts with more
diverse funding models seen in other EU countries, including public-private
partnerships and dedicated social housing funds.

e Policy gaps: Current policies are insufficiently targeted, resulting in high
housing costs and poor living conditions for vulnerable groups, including
seniors (Rasnaca & Rezgale-Straidoma, 2019). The lack of specificity in
policies addressing the unique needs of different vulnerable groups
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(e.g., elderly, disabled, large families) hinders the effectiveness of social
housing provision.

Demographic pressures: Latvia faces significant demographic challenges,
including a declining population and rapid aging. Table 1 illustrates the
projected decline in Latvia’s working-age population and the increase in the
proportion of older adults, highlighting the need for age-friendly housing
solutions. This demographic shift intensifies the pressure on the social
housing system and necessitates a reimagining of housing policies to
accommodate an aging population.

Quality and maintenance: Many existing social housing units, particularly
those in Soviet-era buildings, face issues of poor quality and inadequate
maintenance. This situation is exacerbated by limited funding for
renovations and upgrades.

Spatial distribution: The analysis suggests an uneven distribution of social
housing across Latvia, with a concentration in urban areas, particularly
Riga. This spatial mismatch can lead to social segregation and limit access
to social housing for those in rural or less developed regions.

Table 1. The Decline of Population and Working-Age Population in Latvia

Age Group 2012 (%) 2030 (%)
0-14 14.3 14.2
15-49 47.1 40.1
50+ 38.6 45.6
Working age (aged 15-64) 67.2 60.4
50+ sha:) ;lflzci)(fiing-age 29.8 336

2.4. Comparison with EU Best Practices

The comparative analysis reveals that Latvia’s approach to social housing
diverges significantly from EU best practices in several areas:

Stock size: While countries like the Netherlands, Austria, and Denmark
have social housing stocks ranging from 19 % to 32 % of total housing,
Latvia’s share is less than 5 % (Institute for the Study of Labor, Braga &
Palvarini, 2013). This substantial difference highlights the need for
significant investment in expanding Latvia’s social housing stock.

Target groups: Many EU countries employ a more inclusive approach to
social housing eligibility, whereas Latvia's limited stock necessitates a
highly targeted approach. For instance, the Netherlands and Denmark use a
universalistic model that considers housing a primary public responsibility
for the entire population (Poggio & Whitehead, 2017). Latvia's approach,
by contrast, is more aligned with a residual model, focusing on specific
vulnerability indicators.
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Funding models: Several EU countries utilize diverse funding mechanisms,
including public-private partnerships and social investment funds, which
are not widely implemented in Latvia. For example, Austria's Limited-
Profit Housing model combines public subsidies with private investment to
create a sustainable funding structure for social housing (Koessl, 2022).
Age-friendly design: Many EU countries have integrated age-friendly
design principles into their social housing policies, recognizing the needs
of an aging population. The WHO’s age-friendly cities initiative has been
adopted by several European countries, but Latvia’s policies show limited
integration of these principles (WHO, 2020).

Energy Efficiency: While Latvia has regulations on energy efficiency, the
implementation in social housing lags behind EU best practices. Countries
like the United Kingdom have implemented energy-efficient social housing
constructions, which not only improve living conditions but also reduce
long-term costs (Poggio & Whitehead, 2017).

2.5. Recent Initiatives and Future Directions

Despite the challenges, recent initiatives indicate a growing recognition of the
importance of social housing in Latvia:

The Housing Availability Guidelines until 2027, approved by the Ministry
of Economics, aim to improve housing accessibility and quality (Ministry
of Economics of Latvia, 2023a). This policy document suggests a more
strategic approach to housing development, potentially addressing some of
the long-standing issues in the sector.

Funding has been made available for municipalities to renovate and
construct social housing (Ministry of Economics of Latvia, 2023b). This
initiative could help address the issues of limited stock and poor quality in
existing social housing units.

There is an increasing focus on energy efficiency (Lihtmaa & Kalamees,
2024) in building renovations, which aligns with EU directives and could
improve the quality and sustainability of social housing stock.

These initiatives suggest a shift towards a more proactive approach to social
housing development. However, the analysis indicates that more comprehensive
reforms are needed to address the significant gaps in Latvia's social housing
provision, particularly in creating age-friendly housing solutions.

3. DISCUSSIONS

The findings of this study highlight several critical areas for discussion and
potential policy intervention:

Balancing quantity and quality: While increasing the social housing stock
is crucial, it must be balanced with ensuring the quality of housing. The
challenge lies in developing strategies that allow for rapid expansion of
social housing while maintaining standards of livability and sustainability.
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e Innovative funding mechanisms: Latvia could benefit from exploring
innovative funding models seen in other EU countries. Public-private
partnerships, social impact bonds, and dedicated housing funds could
provide alternative sources of finance for social housing development.

e Age-friendly housing integration: Given Latvia's demographic trends,
integrating age-friendly design principles into social housing policies is
imperative. This could involve adapting existing stock as well as ensuring
new developments are designed with the needs of older adults in mind.

e Policy coordination: The analysis reveals a need for better coordination
between housing, social, and urban planning policies. An integrated
approach could help address issues of spatial distribution and social
segregation.

e Stakeholder engagement: Involving a wider range of stakeholders,
including NGOs, community organizations, and private sector entities, in
social housing policy development could bring new perspectives and
resources to the sector.

e Data-driven policy making: There is a need for more comprehensive data
collection and analysis to inform policy decisions. This includes detailed
assessments of housing needs, quality of existing stock, and the
effectiveness of current policies.

e EU alignment: While Latvia’s unique context must be considered, there is
scope for greater alignment with EU best practices, particularly in areas
such as funding models, energy efficiency, and inclusive housing policies.

The findings of this study highlight the need for a more robust and adaptive
policy framework that aligns with EU standards while addressing Latvia's unique
socio-economic context. Future policies should focus on increasing the social
housing stock, diversifying funding mechanisms, and developing targeted strategies
for vulnerable groups, especially the elderly. The challenges facing Latvia's social
housing sector are significant, but they also present opportunities for innovation and
improvement in housing policy.

CONCLUSIONS

This study has provided a comprehensive analysis of the regulatory and policy
framework for social housing in Latvia, revealing a complex landscape shaped by
historical transitions, economic challenges, and demographic shifts. The findings
highlight significant gaps between Latvia’s current social housing provision and
EU best practices, particularly in terms of stock size, funding mechanisms, and
policy focus.

Latvia’s social housing sector faces several interconnected challenges,
including limited housing stock, inadequate funding mechanisms, and policy gaps
in addressing the needs of vulnerable populations, especially the elderly. The
historical context of mass privatization in the 1990s has left a lasting impact on the
sector, resulting in one of the lowest social housing shares in the EU. This situation
is further complicated by Latvia’s demographic trends, characterized by a declining

282



Baltic Journal of Real Estate Economics and Construction Management

2024 /12

and rapidly aging population, which intensifies the need for age-friendly housing
solutions.
Despite these challenges, recent initiatives by the Latvian government indicate
a growing recognition of the importance of social housing. The approval of Housing
Availability Guidelines and the allocation of funding for municipal social housing
projects represent positive steps towards addressing the sector’s shortcomings.
However, the analysis suggests that more comprehensive and innovative
approaches are needed to bridge the gap between Latvia’s social housing provision
and EU standards.
The study underscores the need for a multi-faceted approach to reform Latvia's
social housing sector. Key areas for improvement include:
e Expanding the social housing stock while ensuring quality and
sustainability.
e Diversifying funding mechanisms, potentially through public-private
partnerships and social investment funds.
e Developing targeted policies for vulnerable groups, with a particular focus
on age-friendly housing solutions.
e Improving policy coordination between housing, social, and urban planning

sectors.
e Enhancing stakeholder engagement in policy development and
implementation.

e Adopting data-driven approaches to policymaking and evaluation.
e Aligning more closely with EU best practices while considering Latvia’s
unique context.

In conclusion, while Latvia faces significant challenges in its social housing
sector, there are also opportunities for innovation and improvement. By learning
from EU best practices and adapting them to the local context, Latvia can develop
a more robust, inclusive, and sustainable social housing system. This will require
sustained political will, increased investment, and a commitment to addressing the
housing needs of all citizens, particularly the most vulnerable.

The findings of this study contribute to the ongoing discourse on social housing
policy in post-Soviet contexts and offer valuable insights for policymakers, urban
planners, and housing stakeholders. Future research could focus on evaluating the
implementation and impact of recent policy initiatives, as well as exploring
innovative models for social housing provision that could be applicable in the
Latvian context.

As Latvia continues to navigate its demographic and economic challenges, the
development of an effective and equitable social housing system will be crucial in
ensuring the well-being of its citizens and the sustainability of its urban
environments. The path forward will require ongoing policy innovation, cross-
sector collaboration, and a commitment to creating inclusive, age-friendly
communities that meet the diverse housing needs of Latvia’s population.
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