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Housing Policy in the United States and Norway: Addressing Needs 

Shelter is a basic requirement of life for all creatures. In two of the most highly developed western nations with reputations for the highest standard of living – currently, Norway ranks highest – higher in rankings than the United States (which still ranks highest in gross national product). In both of these rich countries, homelessness is problematic. In both countries, poverty and so-called social problems contribute to homelessness. How is it that Norway in 100 years has pulled itself out of poverty and third-world developing nation status to consistently out-rank every other nation worldwide with the highest quality of life? Even as Norway has a homeless problem, how do Norwegians house its citizens, address homelessness and the social conditions affecting housing? 

Meanwhile, how has the dominant, most powerful and richest nation in the world fallen so far behind “little” Norway in the quality of life for its American citizens?  What is the current United States housing policy and in comparison, are there lessons that can be shared? The following will look at the national values and social and political conditions and resulting the current governmental housing policies.

Economic development in Norway in less than 100 years transformed from an agricultural domination with much of the land owned by a few people. Economic development was based on a free-peasant economy rather than a feudal serfdom, or independent freedom– if you were a white male. In Norway, women shared in the division of labor. and rights for women, like property ownership, education, voting and work outside the home and in professions have been advanced early compared to other western nations. “Norway is regarded as an advanced ‘social-market’ economy combining predominately private ownership in a competitive market setting with activist government policies aimed at (1) egalitarian distribution of income, (2) providing insurance against loss of income, (3) removing negative “externalities” of the market economy” (Patriarchy and Development- Moghadam 1996). 

This welfare-state model and redistribution policy is called universal as opposed to marginal like in the US and other European nations. Universal principles are: equal opportunities of citizens and extensive welfare services and transfer programs. This has produced high public spending, equal distribution of income and now, the highest standard of living in the world. Norwegian welfare programs cover the total population– irrespective of waged work– aiming both vertically and horizontally.

The emergence of gender equality and economic emancipation in Norway were by-products of the industrial modernization process of the market economy. However, there has always been a strong belief that exploitation of women should be abolished in conjunction with the wider social and political reforms (e.g. universal social security, labor protection, class organizations). These values set the tone for a small homogenous developing nation to modernize their economy with full contributions of all their citizens. Instead of the husband as the “provider”, women had the government as their “patriarchal provider”. Over the years, a Norwegian’s woman’s place was in the home, in the workplace and in government…the “matri-patri-archal” provider!

In Norway, the 2006 housing policy “On the path to finding a home” has been selected by the European Commission as an example of good practices. The overall vision within the government policy is that everyone should have adequate and secure housing in a good local environment. Another main ideology is that everyone should be able to own his or her own home, as an important part of the broader welfare-policy.

In this new policy declaration, the Soria Moria, ambitious goals have been set to eradicate homelessness and the use of hostels and other low-quality accommodations and provide permanent housing for he homeless instead. The government is funding pilot projects for developing initiatives/action for following-up services to people who have lived in a temporary accommodation like a jail, a mental or a nursing institution to be offered a permanent home. Those named ‘rough sleepers’ will be offered temporary housing for less than 3 months and moved into permanent homes. There are also small alternative houses called “freek houses” in Trondheim for those preferring not to live close to others. Neighbors are at first concerned for the formerly homeless to move in, but soon find comfort that there are no new concerns arising from formerly homeless person(s) becoming their neighbor. The Ministry of local Government and Regional Development is looking into how the state can be a stronger facilitator for such houses.

Some bigger cities have special environmental and social challenges and government special grants will contribute to advancing better living conditions. Another challenge is accessibility for the physically handicapped. The Norwegian State Housing Bank is playing a role in providing more universally designed buildings and houses influenced by a Barcelona program. 

Programs to avert and eliminate eviction with a warning system from the landlord to the municipality, borrowed from Sweden and Austria.

Most importantly, strengthening the voucher allowances in keeping with the market housing values so that integrated housing within the community is available everyone. 82% of Norway’s homeless were born in the country and a third require a home with professional follow-up. Another third will need treatment or other forms of comprehensive professional support. One third and also, the majority of the 30% homeless from other countries simply need a home of their own. 

The larger percentage of homeless women is in the younger age bracket, and there is concern of this homeless population growing, and how to meet it. Project Homeless established a new college-level educational program combining that with housing and social services This service is open to health and social sector and municipal employees, along with members of NGO organizations and the Norwegian State Housing Bank. Shorter training programs are also available.

Project Homeless has led to greater acceptance of the view that even homeless people suffering from alcohol and drug problems or mental illness are entitled to social services and a place to live.

Larger cities like Oslo, Dramman, Bergen, Stavanger, Kristiansand and Tromso all take part in the ‘Project Homeless” with municipal support and with administration through the Norwegian State Housing Bank. These cities account for 25% of the population and 75% of the homelessness.

The national acceptance of the values that people should be treated equally and in the growing affluent economy, and that women should play a near equal, and certainly, significant role in governance, has created a country with a high standard of living. Within these economic and social policies, enacted and supported by its citizens– everyone participates as of one’s ability. With national affluence, 80% of the population owns their home (with government mortgage support policies), through individual or co-operative ownership. 

Since the 30’s the government supported the co-op housing movement in Norway. The Norwegian Federation of Co-operative Housing Association is the 4th largest membership organization in Norway. There are 5000 primary and 89 co-operative associations in secondary housing. Co-ops are 15% of he national housing market. In Oslo, housing cooperatives are 40% of the housing stock. The government can purchase up to 10% and rent these to those requiring housing fund allocations.

With a political culture placing a high value on social equality and consensus-seeking as a route to democracy, Norwegian citizens have a different attitude than most in Western nations. They see the state as a tool to be used, not something to be feared, or respected or worshipped. However, Norwegians are not the only ones pioneering social and gender equity, so has the United States. The US policy permits women voting, ownership, inheritance and unionization, too. Yet, women’s wages consistently lag behind men’s and the glass ceiling has not yet been shattered in the US. Rather than valuing social equity as its highest value, in the US, patriarchal capitalistic individualism, especially since the world wars, as become an increasingly dominant value reflected in governmental policies and the development of single-family homes and isolated suburban living. Without the government taking on a (maternal) patriarchal role as in Norway, we see instead a suppressed and dwindling government role in protecting its citizens from poverty. This is the result of oppression through unequal access by reason of one’s race, gender, ability and class.

Beliefs about poverty and the poor in the US can be grouped into broad categories: religious teachings about charity, punitive responses to the poor, poverty as motivation, “human capital” approaches, “culture of poverty” explanations, “restricted opportunity” explanations, and “pauperization” arguments. Each of these ideas emerged in diverse historical contexts and offers a distinct outlook on the individual and structural factors that contribute to poverty, and then a distinct approach to poverty interventions. These attitudes are in opposition to the equality attitude of the Scandinavians and even, in the American Constitution.
US policymakers have long upheld the benefits of home ownership, including the creation of safer, more stable communities.  Mortgage interest tax deductions have encouraged homeownership as an investment toward retirement, and real estate investment property as a business for acquiring, potentially, extreme wealth. Returning WW2 veterans were offered the GI Bill, which entitled veterans to home loans without financial investment. More recently, Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, government home mortgage organizations, offered loan assistance to low-income homebuyers.

In the United States, housing is not an entitlement, but a private commodity to be traded for profit in the real estate market. As a result, budget allocations for assistance programs fail to meet the need for housing, and low-income Americans who seek housing assistance confront waiting lists and complex bureaucratic requirements.

The shortage of low-income housing in the US has been created by a few factors. The ability for the middle and upper income groups to purchase sound and charming and desirable housing of the poor, which then contributes to the “gentrification” of these same neighborhoods– squeezing out the low- income and poorest classes. Misguided urban renewal schemes financed by the government destroyed many vibrant, but poor, neighborhoods whose “crime” was that redlining and other oppression led to the inability to maintain home, as even loans for repairs were impossible to obtain. The replacement– cheaply constructed high-rise towers “floating” upon unused, dangerous “islands” of empty open spaces, in acceptance to Le Corbusier’s design philosophy, ultimately resulted in homes that depersonalized and isolated its residents.  These dangerous habitats were eventually demolished after the damage to communities had been done- leaving yet fewer homes for the poor.

Inequality increased significantly in the US between 1967 and 1973 as incomes increased for all. However since then to the 90’s, for the rich, income increased by 5 times compared to the incomes of the poor that has been declining.

For the poor, there is less housing available, and it costs much more. Often, the poor pay over 50% of their income for housing alone. The standard of such housing is often in dispute as to whether it should even qualify as decent housing in good neighborhoods. The poor often live in crime-ridden areas without conveniences like reliable transportation, access to performing schools, basic necessities like healthy food at fair market prices, affordable and competent childcare, and other commercial and social services nearby. The shortage of affordable and decent housing in a “neighborhood of choice” is severe with long waiting lists for housing in the less than desirable neighborhoods in American cities.

The US agency, HUD (Housing and Urban Development), institutes and enforces government housing policies. Anti-discrimination laws are enforced through HUD. Programs to assist homebuyers through Fannie Mae and Freddie and tax credits for homeowners have been their main thrust in encouraging home ownership. Federal housing assistance is provided through three programs that date back to the New Deal, when public housing was first developed for low-income working families (but not single parent families). The current structure of federal low-income housing programs has been in place since the mid-70’s.

Public Housing for the poor had become a “war zone” by the mid-60’s, replete with drug dealing and violent crime. In a few public housing developments, resident leaders advocated for reform, arguing for resident control and even ownership by its residents. Since then, a growing number of public housing units have been purchased or managed by the residents themselves (co-ops). However, much public housing does not offer the decent housing they promise. While on waiting lists it may take years before shelter is offered, so that often, waiting lists are closed.

Section 202 of the Housing act of 1959 provides low-interest construction loans to non-profit sponsors interested in supplying low-cost housing for low-income elderly and disabled. Once constructed, it is operated by the nonprofit sponsor with federal oversight. In 1990 70% of new section 202 units were designed for elderly residents and the remaining 30% for the disabled. While low-income housing stock in 1969 was 3.2%, by 1988 26% of public housing was for the elderly. 

In 1974, the Housing and Community Development Act included Section 8 to provide rent subsidies for low-income families. These families are given a voucher to cover part of their rent. Each family is expected to pay 30% of the rent. The vouchers cover the balance to a pre-determined amount. The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) report noted, “The section 8 may be likened somewhat to a lottery in which only a few strike it big. For families fortunate enough to get into the program, many can be expected to stay in it for a long time”. It is estimated that only 8% of eligible households were receiving subsidies, although the number of vouchers available under Clinton was increased. This program falls short of meeting the housing needs, and those who do receive vouchers often find the program’s procedures and regulations complex and difficult.

Characteristics of America’s poor requiring housing in 2000 to 2002 are that 46% are white (75% of the population) which is 7.9% of the white population. Asian American and Pacific Islanders were 10.2 %, Hispanic Americans 21.5%, African Americans 23.2%, and Alaska Native and Native Americans 23.2% of their populations, according to the 2003 US Census. Race is a factor in predicting poverty in the US.

Gender is also factor in predicting poverty as women experience a significantly higher risk of poverty, hence the phrase “the feminization of poverty”. In 2005 female heads of household had a 31.1% risk of poverty, compared to a 10.8% rate for married couples. African American female heads had the highest rate of 39.3% compared to Hispanic American women at 39% and 22.6% for white American women. Therefore poor female heads of household would require more housing units than the elderly.

The elderly– those aged 65 and over– had only a 10.4% poverty risk in 2002 compared to young children at a 21% risk of those under age 5. Children had the highest risk of poverty overall in 2006 at 17% of children under age 18. Other issues for children are the cases of (run-away and kicked-out) teenagers as well as foster children “aging out”. In these cases homelessness runs the risks for these young people to be subjected to violence, sexual exploitation, lack of basis needs and hopelessness.

American homeless are single adults- mostly men, veterans (40% of men) with severe and persistent mental problems (20-25%) and addiction disorders, (22%) families with children– making up the fastest growing group (40% of the homeless), and runaway teenagers (combined estimates at range for 500,000 to 4 million). Only half of the teenagers use shelters. There are “shelter kids” and “street kids”. The Runaway and Homeless Youth Act provides funding for outreach, supportive services, shelters for ‘runaway “ and “thrownaway” youth under the department of Health and Human Services, Family and Youth Services Bureau. In 1986 the Homeless Person’s Survival Act, later renamed the Mc Kinney Homeless Assistance Act increased funding until budget cuts as of 1995. Providing emergency shelter, health care and safe havens for the mentally ill, and ensuring public education for children in homeless families, it has been criticized for addressing symptoms, but not the causes of homelessness.

Inadequate and shortages in housing have lead to homelessness as an increasingly severe problem in America. The economic recession (depression) of 2008, and current today, is based on the collapse of the of the financial systems in which unscrupulous Wall Street white collar thieves conducted complicated mortgage reselling schemes (securitisation that bundled mortgages in high-risk subprime debt, into bonds and sold them around the world which devalued them and ultimately the loans– and banks) intertwined financial institutions of all types risking their failure and collapse.


The federal government had oversight within various agencies, which failed to safeguard American business, mortgages and investment, as was their mandate. This financial collapse was centered in the home mortgage arena, resulting in a real estate market bust with overwhelming home foreclosures. HUD has been focusing its current budget on foreclosure prevention measures, selling foreclosed homes, investigating housing reform, and restructuring or replacing Freddie Mac and Mae–which were seized.  Homeownership is being called into question as the best way to see that all people are well housed. “Sustainable ownership” is the new mantra spoken at HUD and within the cautious Obama administration. Myths that homeownership over renting is the cause of elevated educational performance, that the home investment provides the safest retirement investment, and that federal investment in housing mortgages is as sound or more sound than investing in infrastructure and technology is currently being reassessed. In the height of the housing bubble in 2006, mortgages accounted for nearly half of all US debt issued that year. (Dean Baker, co-director of the Center for Economic and Policy Research)

Past public policy pushed for ownership at the expense of rentals. There have been hints that scaling back support of government-backed home loans will be part of the broad overhaul of housing finance. Doing more to encourage affordable rentals, such as provide tax credits and other incentives to secure financing for these types of developments swings in the opposite direction, and is now being discussed behind closed doors. Americans may have become addicted to the ideal of home-ownership, but with the current carnage in the real estate market and record unemployment and foreclosures as a result of the Housing Mortgage fiasco (Was it loan assistance or Wall Street manipulation that caused the fall?) more Americans are unemployed and homeless, not just the poor and borderline working poor. 

Solid middle class workers have lost their homes, ended up in shelters with their children and dine at the Salvation Army where they formerly volunteered and made donations. Some neighborhoods have turned into blighted vacant deserts, with boarded up, vandalized and burned out homes. Others have merely dropped the real estate values to the point that one cannot move and sell one’s home, and still pay off the mortgage– unless one has extra savings. Those savings, based on 401K and other retirement financial planning schemes may have disappeared too. What new policies will the government embrace to solve the huge challenge besot on the Americans and their ability for all to have decent homes in good neighborhoods?

What has worked in both a social democratic and social democratic transformed into a capitalistic democratic society seems to be foremost some affluence. The more affluence is spread about, the more one can be financially independent. Making the workplaces inclusive and promoting incomes that meet the cost of living seems to be the first line of defense. Even so, there will still be those that may not be able to meet their own needs for many reasons, which may be permanent or temporary. So next how does one distribute assets so all can have their needs met? 

Both Norway and the US created policies that financially rewarded investment in homeownership. Both countries had internal banking systems that supported those in affording homes. Both countries offered vouchers for rent assistance. Both countries offer social service support and recognize hardship and neediness. Both countries view real estate as a commodity. Why is Norway doing a better job taking care of its citizens, even prior to the financial meltdown the US is currently experiencing?

A homogenous view of humanity as the precious focus of life on this planet over the chase of finding humanity via economic superiority is what separates the general views of the citizens and their policies in Norway and the US. I would even go further and suggest that as Norway has had some long-time history of the power role of women in society, it was perhaps easier for Norway to institutionalize in their society equal and power roles for women, which has led to government policies that respond to a balance of matriarchal and patriarchal ways of working together to solve challenges in society. Experiencing the highest standard of living may mean that physical, psychological, social and spiritual aspects of a society are is some sort of balance, and affluence is a side benefit. Seeing one’s neighbor as equal and not as a competitor to beat for the economic win may set the tone for all other relationships and policy which shape a nation. With this attitude, seeing one’s neighbor and their desires and requirements as one’s own, opens the discussion and mindsets toward not just survival, but enlightened prosperity for all, and many possibilities for achieving thus. (Maybe the government can be used as a tool for social programs and not merely economic domination for the upper, upper classes- including war scenes if that is in their best interest?)

From a social work vantage point, one can see that Norway’s policies enact our NASW code of ethics, whereby in the US, for social workers, there is still much work to be done. 
Structures of government policy toward business, housing, tax structures, and all areas that brush up against social issues must be set upon the foundation of humanity which values equality for personal self-actualization, and thus providing a fair playing field that rewards this awareness in business and government. Activism is required both within and outside organizations, in which consciousness is raised, so that policy and power structures reflect new, enlightened humanistic values.  The resulting power majority in America may begin to reflect those enlightened values as Americans begin to solve the many issues of how we as a society wish create the standard of living we share together.
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