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Concluding remarks of the organisers: the way forward 

Ministers in charge of housing and finance from South-eastern Europe met in Paris on 24 April 2003 at a High-level housing conference. The meeting was convened by the Council of Europe Development Bank (CEB) and the World Bank (WB) under the auspices of the Stability Pact for South-eastern Europe (SP). Some 15 countries and 10 international organizations attended the conference
. 

The conference was opened by Mr. Raphaël Alomar, Governor of the Council of Europe Development Bank, and by Mr. Shigeo Katsu, the World Bank’s newly appointed Vice-president for Europe and Central Asia, and by the Deputy Special Coordinator of the Stability Pact, Mr. John Riddle.

Participants recognized the crucial importance of housing and spatial planning policies for economic growth, social cohesion and poverty reduction. Ministers particularly stressed the need to address housing requirements in South East Europe, especially with regard to low income groups, refugees, IDPs and other vulnerable groups. They stressed the importance of regional cooperation in promoting the social and economic development in South-eastern Europe.

Participants examined and discussed several main challenges:

· Sector challenges: These revolve around the management of housing stock, land administration and urban planning. The overall challenge is to put in place the legal, regulatory and financial conditions to enable owners to maintain their property and provide them with security of tenure. Another challenge is to promote the development of the private rental housing sector through adequate incentives to small-scale investors.

· Social Challenges: Housing is a private commodity with a strong social component. Finding the right balance between private initiative, private finance and public support is therefore a major challenge to policy makers as they seek to establish housing delivery mechanisms that support socially weaker or vulnerable groups. 

· Economic and financial challenges: The housing sector has been deeply affected by the transition to market pricing for land and services and by harder budget constraints on subsidies on rents and maintenance.  The stock is deteriorating rapidly as it has changed hands from largely public or quasi public to private ownership of well above 90 percent today.  Affordability constraints, the limited availability of housing finance, the high ownership rates, all have limited the potential of the sector to become and engine of growth and facilitate labor mobility. International experience on the key conditions for a sound development of mortgage finance, including financing of social housing was discussed and some innovative formulas were presented.
To overcome these constraints will pose political, social and economic challenges, yet these must be faced as the requirements of migrants, refugees, and young families are urgent. Strong leadership and broad political support will be essential to finding solutions to the multi-dimensional problems of housing in South East Europe. Containing the social implications of poor housing conditions will also be crucial in the context of European Union Association and the Stabilization and Association process. Close cooperation with the European Institutions was recommended in view of achieving greater conformity with recognized standards (i.e. Revised European Social Charter).

In light of these discussions Ministers acknowledged the different stages and approaches towards housing reforms and agreed to commence with an initial program of action to:  

· Develop, adopt and implement national policies, strategies and action plans, 

· Consult regularly on sector issues and policies through a network approach and review progress with other transition economies drawing on their know-how;

· Undertake to prepare a joint “regional housing profile” based on the published national housing profiles by UNECE and the Council of Europe regional sector reports;

Ministers look forward to a substantial follow up to this conference. They invited the organisers to prepare a sector note reflecting their discussion, expert presentations and conclusions of the conference.
Ministers welcomed the invitation of the Croatian authorities to hold a ministerial meeting in Croatia in the near future.

Ministers considered the support of the Stability Pact for South-eastern Europe and of the various international organizations active in the field of housing, urban development and social cohesion to be extremely important and urged them to continue with their activities.
Housing and urban matters represent an important area of the lending and non-lending services provided by the international community. Ministers took note of the willingness of the represented international financial institutions (IFIs) and other represented international and bilateral institutions to continue deploying their support for the improvement of housing and urban conditions in south-eastern Europe. Furthermore, they asked the Council of Europe Development Bank and the World Bank to maintain a dialogue on sector issues in the region.







� The Swiss Agency for Development has made a significant contribution towards the practical organization of the ministerial conference, which allowed ministers from the region to attend.
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