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Working with what we got 
- how to optimize the use of existing m2



Housing Backlog in Germany



Los of affordable housing in Germany and Berlin



„Bauturbo“
è Dilemma: Climate goals versus new 

housing constructions. 
è Dilemma: New constructions push people 

into the periphery

Affordable housing is the nr. 1 “social explosive” 
in Germany



Climate goals versus new housing constructions

• Building sector is responsible for 40% of CO2 emissions (Bauhaus Earth, 2024).

èSince 2019 the government invested billions in climate protection 
(among others for more efficient constructions and heating systems), 
recognizing that the construction sector is one of the most CO2 heavy 
sectors.

èYet, we have political instruments and vision supporting new 
constructios (e.g.  “BauTurbo”, “Baukindergeld”, etc.) 



New constructions new more land and push 
people into the periphery

• New constructions need more land 

èYet, in 2016 the SRU (Sachverständlichenrat 
Für Umweltfragen) recommended 0 Hektar 
/ day. 

èAim of the government is 30Hektar / day 
but slowly reducing it. 

• New constructions of affordable housing are 
often in the periphery of cities
• „Sozialwohnungsquote“ (30% in Berlin)



New constructions does not solve the 
problem of the housing backlog (alone). 
• 500.000 new residential units per year needed in Germany -(just now 

reinforced by the new government)

Challenges:
• Shortage of building land, building materials, skilled workers.
• Rising costs (planning and development, construction).
• Contradicting climate goals
• Pushing people out of the cities



What if new constructions were 
only the top of the iceberg? 

Source: BBSR – Online publication, Nr. 09/2023, p. 15. 



We need diversification of how affordable housing 
is delivered

New residential  
constructions

High 
environmental 

impact

Conversion, 
repurposing, 
vacant use

Low 
environmental 

impact

Redistribution of 
M2

Very low 
environmental 

impact

Source: BBSR – Onli09/2023ne 
publication, Nr.. 

• 15m2 / per person is the average 
for the globe (Hauke Schlesier, 2025).

• From the city level to the living 
unit: Less m2 per person has lots 
of positive effects (Moving closer, 
using less space, less need for new 
constructions, etc.).



How to move towards a 
more diversified delivery of 
affordable housing - working 
with what we got?

A compilation of strategies 
on different scales, 
addressing diverse actors
Source: Fokdal, based on Fuhrhop, 2020; BBSR, 2023; and Grüneliga, 2025)



Politics Owners Housing cooperatives Associations

National - Approve demolition only after opportunity assessment
- Grant for renovations and conversions
- Prevent empty luxury apartments
- Stop land consumption/grabbing 
- Promote the division of apartments 
- Tackle invisible living space strategically
- Establish conditions for housing cooperatives to be 

subsidized

- Establish a housing foundation to 
advocate and support on the 
ground

Regional - Introduce protection for existing buildings to make it 
easer to divide apartments (which rules applies).

- Only allow new constructions if old buildings are used
- Joint management of vacancies in neighboring towns
- Prevent decay

City - Set up an agency for housing wishes
- Prevent decay
- take into account the cultural and social value of the 

houses
- More information means more renovation
- Offer a premium for vacant rooms that are let out
- Impose fine for vacancy
- Sell run-down houses cheap for renovation
- Allowing subsidies for expertise and for the moving costs 

to move into old houses
- offer professional housing advice (housing coaches)
- Promote densification

- Establish occupancy rules
- Provide “joker room” in proximity

Munici-
pality / 
Neighbo
rhood

- Establish a grant for moving from bigger to smaller places
- Impose fine for vacancy (ex. Munich)
- Assigning tenants to empty apartments
- Determine current vacancies and tomorrow's vacancies
- Manage vacancies
- Hire vacancy pilots
- Approve demolition only after opportunity assessment
- Establish refurbishing voucher for subsidized flats
- Concept instead of price for new constructions

- Divide apartments
- Allow for temporary uses (ex. House guards in 

Leipzig). 
- Neighbors collectively buy empty houses (Ex. 

Altenau). 
- Establish co-living

- Promote shared apartments/co-
living/cluster living (Ex. Zürich, Berlin). 

- Provide shared facilities
- Offer the same m2 price for smaller living 

spaces. 
- Grant for moving
- Support the move through organizing or 

subsidizing. 

- Refurbish and let apartments with 
the help of trustees

- Offer social housing mediation to 
overcome previous bad 
experiences

Indivi-
dual

- Multifunctional rooms
- Optimize living space
- Refurbish and renovate unused spaces
- Divide/combine apartments
- Co-housing (bring-together.de, gold-wg.com, etc.)



Regional – „Umbauordnung“ in Niedersachsen

From building regulations to refurbishing regulations in Niedersachsen: “Umbauordnung“ 

„Am 20.06.2024 wurde das zur Änderung der Niedersächsischen Bauordnung und zur Änderung des 
Niedersächsischen Gesetzes zur Erleichterung der Schaffung von Wohnraum im Niedersächsischen Gesetz- und 
Verordnungsblatt (Nds. GVBl. 2024 Nr. 51 vom 20. Juni 2024) veröffentlicht.“

„Kernstück dieser sogenannten „Umbauordnung“ ist der neu eingeführte § 85 a NBauO. Dieser eröffnet 
Möglichkeiten und Chancen zur nachträglichen Schaffung von Wohnraum, indem von geltenden 
Standards abgewichen werden kann, die lediglich dem Komfort dienen und nicht sicherheitsrelevant sind. Diese 
verantwortungs- und anspruchsvolle Aufgabe hat der Gesetzgeber vertrauensvoll in die Hände der 
Entwurfsverfasserinnen und Entwurfsverfasser gelegt.“ 



City – Agency for housing in Göttingen

Inform and support residents in making sufficiency choices. E.g. Göttingen established 
a Wohnraum Agentur (Housing Agency)

Affordable living 
space Co-living

Misuse 
(Zweckentfremdung)

Optimizing the built 
m2

One of the main topics is to look at 
sufficiency:

- Better use of built m2
- Living smaller
- Co-living



Neighborhoods

• Refurbish existing buildings into new forms of shared 
living. E.g. Stadt-Land Housing Association: 
Experimenting with cluster-living in Neighborhoods in 
Berlin

• In Flensburg, guidelines for sufficiency-oriented 
neighborhood development were developed as part of 
the Entwicklungschancen und -hemmnisse 
einer suffizienzorientierten Stadtentwicklung 
(EHSS) real-world laboratory and adopted by the city 
administration and the city council. 



Individuals 

• Rather than moving to something larger, optimize the 
space and stay in the neighborhood.

• Politics: look into creating a voucher for optimizing 
space in affordable housing units, instead of having 
people move. 



Take aways

• The solution to the housing backlog in Germany needs to be 
diversified 
• Political instruments should be aligned on multiple scales to avoid 

contradictions
• Various actors need to be involved
• Identify the potential of already build m2 to tackle the “invisible 

space” and push for a redistribution and optimization of space to 
avoid gambling with climate goals.



Thank you!  


