
 
 

GOVERNMENT POLICIES AND PROGRAMMES TO 
ENHANCE ACCESS TO HOUSING:  

RESPONSE TO TWO PAPERS 
 

Kecia Rust 
Housing Finance Coordinator 

Centre for Affordable Housing Finance in Africa, a division of the FinMark Trust 
PO Box 72624, Parkview 2122, South Africa 

Web: www.housingfinanceafrica.org  
Email: Kecia@housingfinanceafrica.org   

 
 

 

ABSTRACT  
 

This paper has been prepared as a response to two papers prepar

Symposium on Housing in Namibia, taking place on 29 September 2011.  The Symposium seeks to 

answer the question: has the situation changed 21 years after independence?  To provide some input 

towards the question, the Bank of Namibia commissioned two papers.  The first, by Professor 

Aloysius Clemence Mosha, considers the experiences of the USA, Japan and China relating to access 

to housing finance and financial sector stability.  The second, by Dr Mark Napier, considers 

experienc

setting out a set of key concepts against which to consider the role of the state in housing markets, and 

then using these concepts to recommend a particular approach.  In this regard, the paper explores the 

nature of the housing asset, and the nature of the housing market, drawing on concepts of filtering, 

pools and flows, and the housing value chain.  The concluding section explores how Namibia might 

approach the very real challenge of housing affordability, especially in the current economic context 

of the country and bearing in mind the lessons set out by Mosha and Napier. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Towards a Symposium being hosted by the Bank of Namibia, two papers were commissioned.  

Professor Aloysius Clemence Mosha was commissioned to prepare a paper on international 

experiences relating to government policies to enhance access to housing and financial sector stability.  

Mosha (2011) reviews the housing policies of the United States, Japan and China to explore the role 

that the state might play in supporting access to housing finance, and the potential risks of housing 

that badly designed government 
housing policies can have substantial negative effects on the economy, for instance by increasing the 
level and volatility of real house prices leading to bubbles
mobility.  Mosha also notes the significance of well-designed policies that can support macroeconomic 

stability and economic growth.  Dr Mark necessarily much more specific, as 

he was commissioned to subsidized housing 

programme, which has been underway since 1994 and has led to the delivery of upwards of 3 million 

housing units across the country.   While  delivery statistics are impressive, Napier 

questions the sustainability of the settlements created.  The paper documents the impacts of the 

programme and notes the current shift towards informal settlement upgrading as a positive 

 

In both papers, a key question relates to the role of the state in facilitating access to affordable 

housing  or, the extent to which the state must make up for the affordability constraints of its 

population that limit the access of households to adequate housing supplied through normal market 

processes.  This is a particularly pertinent question on the African continent, where affordability 

constraints are such that only three percent are estimated to have incomes viable to support a mortgage 

(Walley, 2011), and housing backlogs are among the most pressing concerns facing national and local 

governments.  Napier concludes with an important insight that broadly reflects the issues raised in 

both papers and perhaps should form a central consideration in the Namibian context.  He writes: 

Success will also depend on which way government leans in terms of the deepest fissure which runs 
right through the identity of the housing programme.  To state it dualistically, this revolves around 
whether the South African housing programme from here on out is primarily to continue to be oriented 
around the transfer of a social welfare good to the poor, vulnerable and spatially marginalised, or 
whether it is also about urban regeneration and renewal, functional markets and economic 
development. lly every government on the African 

continent: whether to participate in the housing economy as a supplier, as the South African 

government has done for the past seventeen years, or to participate as a facilitator of market based 

economic processes that are inclusive and extend down-market.  The sustainability challenges being 

faced by the South African government offer a clue to the answer.  The extent of affordability 
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challenges in African economies, whether in relatively rich countries like South Africa and Namibia, 

or in poorer countries like Malawi or even Ghana, mean that government cannot afford to act on its 

own if it hopes to address the extent of the need.  Housing policy must draw in all players, whether in 

the public, private or non-governmental sectors, in such a way that catalyses these collective efforts 

towards the national goal of realising adequate and affordable housing for all. 

1.1 Background: the Namibian Context 

Namibia is a middle-income country with a GDP per capita of $4,267.  The national economy is 

robust, with an estimated 4.2 per cent GDP growth rate in 2010.  The main growth driver is the mining 

industry, especially with respect to diamonds and uranium.  In 2011, the economy is expected to grow 

by 4.8 per cent.  Inflation has been under control in recent years, hovering around 5 per cent per 

annum  it is expected to hit 6.1 per cent in 2011 and 5.5 per cent in 2012 (African Economic Outlook, 

2011).  The discovery of oil off the coast of Namibia in July 2011 promises to change the coun

fortunes dramatically. 

institutions, the banking system is mature and efficient.  At twenty per cent, Namibia has the second 

highest mortgage to GDP ratio in Africa  (World Bank 

data).  The infrastructure to facilitate mortgage lending is fairly well developed.  In terms of the World 

as the country has three 

private credit bureaus that include data on approximately 58.5% of the adult population.  The judicial 

 (World Bank, 

2011).  Access to non-mortgage housing finance is also developing, and various programmes are in 

place to support the growth of a microfinance sector that addresses the needs of lower income earners.   

While the housing markets in the higher income bands have done well, Namibia has an affordable 

housing shortage.  State housing is driven by the Namibian Housing Enterprise (NHE), which targets 

low-income, formal housing.  It acts as developer, provides loans for the purchase of its own 

developments, and lets out units that have not been sold.  Financing is provided to households based 

on their ability to make repayments.  The scale delivery of such housing has been a challenge, 

however.  For example, from 2000 to 2006, NHE supplied only 3 245 houses (CAHF, 2011).  Housing 

affordability is also negatively impacted upon by the scarcity of land suitable for housing 

developments.  According to the FNB House Price Index, there has been a higher price per square 

metre for entry-level houses when compared to the price per square metre for medium and high-

income market houses.  Also, as a result of the non-availability of developed land for housing, the 

monthly delivery of housing in towns in particular has reduced.  For example, in Windhoek in 2006, 

about 50-60 new houses were delivered per month.  By 2011, the number has declined to about 8-10 
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housing units per month.  Current demand, however, is estimated at about 250 housing units per 

month (Heita, 2011). 

Housing affordability in Namibia is seriously constrained.  According to the FNB House Price 

Index (October 2010) a small housing unit is priced between N$231 667 in central areas and N$275 

000 in coastal areas (US$32 300  US$38 300).  Over a term of 20 years, this would cost between 

N$2500 and N$2950 (US$350  US$410) a month.  As 87% of the population earn less than US$200 

a month, a small house in Namibia is not available to the vast majority of the population.  The Centre 

for Affordable Housing Finance in Africa suggests that even the cheapest house, built by a formal 

developer for about US$14 252, is not affordable to the majority of Namibians, as illustrated below. 

 

 
Source: 2011 Yearbook  

for Affordable Housing Finance in Africa, a division of the FinMark Trust, September 2011. 
 

Affordable housing presents the opportunities of an untapped market together with the many 

challenges that have restricted its growth up until now.  The opportunities are not only with respect to 

people for whom there are no mortgage products, but also a section of the population which may 

qualify for mortgage loans but who are unable to access suitably priced housing.  The successes of 

Shack Dwellers Federation Namibia, through its group savings and lending methods, incremental 

approaches to housing, and the use of land laws such as the Flexible Land Tenure System, all suggest 

a high potential for the growth of housing microfinance.  Some worry that commercial banks are 

overexposed to mortgages relative to other credit (Kalili et al 2008).  Challenges relating to the 

provision of infrastructure at the municipal level have also been cited.  Of course, the opportunities 

arising from the discovery of oil can only be imagined at this stage.  The Department of Mines and 

Energy has identified 44 billion barrels of potential off the coast.  This would have a dramatic effect 

challenges in its housing and housing finance sectors.    
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1.2 Overview 

This paper is structured in three sections: this introduction, a section setting out a theoretical 

framework, and lastly, concluding thoughts on making housing markets work in Namibia.  In 

presenting these ideas, reference is regularly made to the two source papers by Mosha (2011) and 

Napier (2011) as well as other research.   

2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

At the centre of any housing system are two broad concepts.  First, the notion of housing as an 

asset  something that has value, may be traded, and which influences behaviour, is central to any 

housing policy supporting access to home ownership.  In adopting a particular housing policy position, 

a government is expressing its expectations of how this housing asset will perform  the role it will 

play in the broader socio-economic environment that defines the country.  Second, because the house 

has an asset value, it is part of a market, the demand and supply of goods and services that together 

constitute the environment in which housing is delivered, whether affordably or not, to families in the 

country.  In this market, houses are traded and through this process of filtering, households can 

improve their asset wealth.  The houses themselves are part of an extensive value chain, from the 

delivery of serviced land on which the housing stands, through to the provision of finance for the 

construction and purchase of the house.  Housing delivery depends on the broader macro-economy, as 

well as the activities of local authorities, the availability of building materials, and the existence of 

skilled contractors, developers and other housing sector professionals.  These components together 

comprise the housing value chain.  This section explores these two concepts with specific reference to 

the ideas raised by Mosha and Napier. 

2.1 Understanding the housing asset 

Both Mosha (2011) and Napier (2011) refer to the predominance of homeownership policies in the 

countries they  

promoted the delivery of housing units to qualifying beneficiaries, in part as an approach towards land 

cy revision of 2004 (Breaking New Ground) 

 

The notion of a housing asset can be considered as comprising three points of a triangle (Rust, 

2008). 
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Housing is a social asset, in that it provides a social safety net for family members, and contributes 

towards citizenship building by offering the resident household an address and linking them in with 

the local governance system.  Around housing units, neighbourhoods consolidate, providing access to 

all sorts of other social benefits including networks, community support, and so on. 

Hernando de Soto (2000) has popularised the notion of housing as a financial asset, as something 

which can be traded or against which mortgage finance can be accessed.  When traded, the value of 

-invested in better 

quality or more appropriate housing for the family

the potential of using housing as security against a loan for business purposes, and suggested that this 

was an important strategy for low-income households to improve their overall wealth. 

The value of the financial asset is not realisable, however, until it is either sold, or leveraged to 

access finance.  When the market is thin, or when households are nervous to take on mortgage finance 

and risk losing their homes, the financial asset is little more than a virtual concept.  The house may be 

worth money, but the household will never feel that value unless they sell their home or take out a loan 

against the value of the home.   

How, then, can low-income households maximise the value of their housing asset?  How does 

housing address poverty alleviation if the financial asset is not realisable?  It is in this context that the 

third corner of the triangle is so important.  Housing can be an economically productive asset when it 

is used to generate income.  The home is commonly used as a base from which economic activity is 

undertaken.  Research conducted by FinMark Trust in 2006 found that small scale landlords in South 

Africa are offering well located, affordable rental housing to over 1,8m low income people with an 

average income of R1800 (US$250) per month, and collectively earning an estimated R420m 

(US$58,3million) per month or just over R5 billion (US$694 million) annually. Home based 

entrepreneurs were estimated to be generating about R476m (US$ 66 million) per month, operating in 

residential areas, enhancing access to services and products to resident low income households. 
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These three corners of the housing asset triangle relate to how the house performs as a household, 

or private asset. The impact of the housing asset is also felt wider, as it performs within the context of 

the national economy and contributes towards the sustainability of human settlements.  In this way, 

housing is also a public asset, again, with three elements. 

 

The role of housing in economic growth is significant.  Housing sits at the center of a chain of 

backward and forward linkages with other parts of the economy  backwards to raw materials (wood, 

cement, iron), land, infrastructure, and financial services; forwards to so-

TVs, ovens), furniture, construction materials for home improvement, and so on.  In a recent book on 

housing finance, Chiquier and Lea (2009) report that 

GDP, typically amounting to 4-8% of GDP and 20-

construction sector comprises 3.5% of GDP, while the finance, real estate and business services 

sectors make up 20.6% of GDP.  The construction, sale and ongoing maintenance of residential 

housing are critical components of national economic performance. 

Job creation is a fundamental output of a healthy housing sector  at all skill levels.  Housing 

construction is a labour-intensive exercise and an increase in housing delivery can lead to substantial 

job creation, both skilled and unskilled.  

billion of government investment in South Africa would generate or sustain about 48 000 direct job 

opportunities in the building industry and 45 000 indirect job opportunities in the building materials 

construction of housing and infrastructure, the potential for SMME development in the home 

improvements industry is also significant. This in turn contributes back to economic growth as 

working individuals become consumers with their additional income, creating greater demand for 

goods and services, and so on. 

Finally, it has long been understood that housing plays a critical role in the production and 

maintenance of sustainable human settlements. When housing is well integrated with the services and 
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functioning of municipalities it serves both to integrate individuals into the community (social 

inclusion) and as a point of engagement with governance structures (citizenship).  Residents in 

deliver more services.  This is an issue that Napier does not address in his review of the South African 

case.  By virtue of the deemed value of their housing, subsidy beneficiaries in South Africa do not pay 

rates and taxes to the municipality.  This has created substantial and growing long-term pressure on 

municipality finances as they struggle to service a population that is not giving them any revenue.  The 

delivery of subsidized housing settlements is ultimately a drain on municipal resources, undermining 

municipal capacity to do the kinds of infrastructure investment and maintenance that growing 

populations require. 

Of course, these various ways of understanding the housing asset apply differently over time, and 

variously from one household or one government to the next: households may start with an 

expectation that their housing fulfill their social and economic goals, and only develop an expectation 

that the house also perform as a financial asset over time.  A government may wish to support the 

development of sustainable human settlements in the first instance, and see job creation or economic 

growth in relation to their housing policy as secondary.  When policy makers understand the housing 

asset in this multi-dimensional way, both as a private and a public asset, they can better formulate their 

interventions to relate to the specific deficits that exist in their system.  Failure to acknowledge any 

one facet of the housing asset may mean that its potential is squandered, or worse, undermined.  

2.2 Understanding the housing market 

Because the housing asset has value, it exists within a market.  The efficiency and effectiveness of 

that market to address the needs of especially the poorest is influenced by two factors  the 

opportunity for filtering through pools and flows, and the strength of the various links in the housing 

value chain.  These are addressed below. 

2.2.1 Pools, flows and filtering 

housing 

stock, depending on their individual circumstances at different times in their lives, is nuance that is 

overlooked.   

The figure below roughly illustrates the concept.  Essentially, all households live in a variety of 

housing circumstances.  Over time, they will need to move into different housing circumstances as 

their housing needs change.  Their ability to do so will be determined by the availability of supply in 

their housing destination, and their affordability to make the move.  The provision of subsidies by the 

State bridges households with limited affordability, to enable them to access adequate housing.  Thus, 
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a household in an informal settlement pool can only move into subsidised housing or affordable rental 

(or whatever other h

housing situation  which by default becomes the best they can access and afford.   

 

To carry the metaphor further, if it is  ettlement pool 

(that is, improve the housing circumstances of households living in inadequate accomodation), it needs 

to facilitate the flow to the better option.  This flow, however, depends on supply  whether through 

the delivery of new accommodation in the desired pool, or through the draining of households in the 

desired pool (i.e. the making of housing in that pool available) by households moving to another pool.  

If there is a backlog in supply (either through a dysfunctional secondary property market or limitations 

in the delivery of new housing), even if the pool in question is high up the income pyramid, this 

undermines the movement of households lower down the income pyramid into this pool, and 

ultimately undermines households even at the very bottom of the pyramid from finding adequate 

housing that is affordable to them. 

The challenge to the State, therefore, is to ensure sufficient housing supply in each of the pools, 

relevant to the affordability parameters of the population.  The State should emphasize the flows  

improving annual delivery performance at all levels so that households can flow from one pool into 

another, and housing mobility is smoothed without interruption in pools.  This implies setting targets 

differently, because it means focusing not only on the pools that affect the lowest income earners, but 

rather on all pools or blockages in the entire housing market.  The goal should be that housing 

conditions are continuously improved  so that pools drain to better options, rather than worse ones 

(backwards draining is otherwise known as downward raiding)  and that ultimately, all households 

can afford to live in the right home for their purposes, whether as tenants or owners. 

Linked to the concept of pools and flows, is the concept of housing filtering.  An important goal of 

support the social mobility of its households.  In this, it is expected that 

households will move from one home to another over the course of their lives, improving their 



Bank of Namibia Symposium: Housing in Namibia  29 September 2011 

Page 10 

housing circumstances as they grow.  While they do this, however, the houses they occupy at various 

times, whether on a rental or ownership basis, remain fixed.  Houses vacated by households moving to 

other accommodation become part of the supply for other households.   

Thus, when an initial subsidy beneficiary decides to leave their subsidised house and move into 

some other accommodation (such as starter housing), their subsidised house becomes new supply for 

another subsidy beneficiary or low income purchaser.  As households filter up, therefore, houses filter 

down, becoming new housing opportunities for households lower down the property ladder.  Over 

time, the house in question might change  a room might be added, or the servicing quality improved.  

This improves the long term durability of the housing stock, while also improving its value for the 

owner at the time. 

 

programme, and highlights studies that have shown that within just a few years after occupation, 

considerable home improvements take place.  This aspect of housing market performance creates 

some opportunities for the State.  Subsidised housing delivered in the past can continue to operate as 

housing supply, as this 

delivered by the private sector.  Ultimately, the State will no longer need to build new subsidised 

housing  rather, it will just need to provide support to households moving into existing subsidy-

affordable stock.  This is something that the South African housing policy has not recognised 

however, and has in fact actively discouraged.  Napier notes prevalence of informal trade as a 

consequence  a lost opportunity for the state as the household that moves into the subsidised house on 

an informal basis still constitutes part of the official housing backlog because they are unable to realise 

formal tenure over that property. 

The enhanced value that can be realised from home improvements provides an incentive for 

gentrification and consolidation of the built environment even in the lowest income neighbourhoods.  

This will contribute significantly towards the sustainability of human settlements.  It also means that 

the State will need to ensure that the array of housing opportunities being offered, whether publicly or 
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privately, is appropriate for its population, and specifically, that housing delivery is targeted at the 

needs of segments of the population that are expected to grow.  For instance, if housing supply does 

not keep pace with the housing needs of the expected growth of the middle class families, pressure 

could be put on the delivery of subsidised housing, as households with higher levels affordability 

ss the next best accommodation that is available.  Insufficient housing supply 

would also decrease housing affordability, as property prices would rise in response to the higher 

levels of demand.  d China also relates to 

this point.  The over-emphasis in those markets on delivery at the top end lend to the initial risk and 

then collapse of high end housing markets, which in turn undermined the supply of affordable housing 

at the bottom end. 

2.2.2 The housing value chain 

The delivery of housing takes place through a value chain of activities from the framing of property 

rights and the cadastral system of the country through to the delivery of end user finance to purchase 

housing that exists on serviced land and which was developed by the construction industry with 

various forms of development finance.  Each of the components in the housing value chain fits 

together as links in a chain (Hoek-Smit, 2006).   

Source: Hoek-Smit (2006) Housing Finance and the Role of Government: Incentives without Distortions.   
Presentation to the FinMark Forum, 16 November 2006, Johannesburg. 

 
 

Hoek-Smit  (2006) six links in the housing value chain can be described as follows: 

 Legally defined property rights, set in an established and secure cadastral system, are essential 

for the functioning of the property market.  Only when property rights are secure, and when the 

municipality has the power to govern on the basis of those rights, can private investment in the 

property and surrounding infrastructure happen, and can credit be extended.  The mortgage 

instrument is dependent on the legal capacity of the property to be used as collateral.  If the 

lender cannot secure a legal right to repossess the property in the event of default, they will 

either increase the risk premium attached to the loan to support the higher level of risk, or 

decide not to lend at all.  De Soto (2000) also notes the importance of title in encouraging even 

low-income families to invest in their housing and realize asset value from such investment. 

 The availability of well-located and efficiently governed land is critical for housing 

development.  As Napier (2011) outlines, the performance of the housing asset depends on its 

location  access to social and economic opportunities improve not only the social and 
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economic asset performance, but also the performance of the house as a financial asset due to 

increasing land values.  The State can play an important redistributive role simply by 

prioritizing good locations in its housing subsidy programme.  Mosha (2011) raises the 

importance of sound and appropriate land administration systems, as these impact on the 

participation of the private sector and the ultimate cost of housing.  His arguments were 

confirmed recently by the Managing Director of Cosmopolitan Projects Group, Anton Crouse, 

speaking at a conference on affordable housing in Johannesburg.  Crouse reported on delays in 

four different township applications taking place in four different councils in the South African 

province of Gauteng.  The application for a services agreement in Ekurhuleni took 22 months 

when the scheduled time should have been between 3 and 4 months.  Another services 

agreement in another city took 34 months.  For a rezoning and subdivision application in 

the process took 47 months for the rezoning and 29 months 

for the subdivision, when it should have only taken a year for both (Crouse, 2011).  Crouse 

argues the absence of delegated powers, the non-availability of senior management or the 

senior legal advisor to meet with the developer, and the failure of the municipality to appreciate 

the impact that timing has on costs, and therefore affordability, are all reasons for the delays.  

In this environment, costs rise, undermining the affordability of the units, and the developer 

  Mosha 

(2011) adds that in the absence of efficient land administration systems, people revert to 

informal markets, which then contribute towards the rise of informal settlements and slum 

housing conditions.  This spatial form then undermines further formal development, leads to 

land price depreciation, and exacerbates the inequalities that the land development process 

should in fact have the capacity to address. 

 Development finance creates the possibility for development at scale rather than on a house-by-

house basis.  When developers can access affordable finance, this makes their developments 

viable and supports the delivery of affordable housing.  The State can target some of its 

-side housing subsidy, for 

example is a form of development finance. 

 Constraints relating to infrastructure are significant across Africa.  Historically, the provision 

of bulk infrastructure is a municipal role  municipalities finance infrastructure over 

generations by raising bonds on the back of their rates revenues.  However, with the 

tremendous growth of the population at the poorest end of the income spectrum, and municipal 

incapacity often to collect taxes from those who owe, municipal finances cannot support the 

bonds required to finance infrastructure, and so the investment is left unmade.  The Financial 

Mail recently estimated the annual infrastructure backlog across Africa to be $93 billion.  The 

response of developers in this context is to develop the infrastructure of their own project, 

financing it over the length of the project and limiting its scope to the project boundaries.  As a 
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result, project costs increase and the cost of housing delivered is so high it is often out of reach 

of even the middle class.  It is not clear what such islands of service, such as Tatu City in 

Nairobi or Lilayi in Lusaka, will have on the overall infrastructure landscape of their cities, but 

the approach has meant that housing for low income earners is not being developed.  At a 

recent conference of the African Union for Housing Finance, the MD of HFC Bank in Ghana 

reported that in his country, where affordable housing is being developed, it is at the expense of 

ultimately 

exacerbates inequality and undermines the effectiveness of the housing market. 

 Of course, development will not be possible if the country does not have a construction 

industry with the capacity and interest to participate in the scale delivery of housing.  

Construction capacity relates to the number of firms, the size of their balance sheets and the 

resources they employ.  In the 

presence of incentives for delivery, the construction sector can often build up capacity 

relatively quickly.  The interest of the construction sector to work in residential construction, as 

opposed to any other form of construction (shopping malls, soccer stadiums, etc.), however, is 

a critical factor.  Municipalities can influence the relative attractiveness of residential 

construction by imposing limits and regulations on other forms of construction.  Understanding 

that the construction sector will work where it can predict its income with relative certainty and 

maximize its profits in this context, municipalities can offer expedited approval processes, 

additional capacity support and other measures as incentives to make the business more 

attractive. 

 The last link in the chain often gets the most attention  and it is also highly complex. The 

ability to provide housing finance is determined by the financial market and how it operates 

within the broader, macroeconomic framework of a country, the risk management practices and 

requirements that prevail, various balance sheet constraints (influenced by both national and 

international fiscal policy, as well as by bank strategy), functioning property markets and 

foreclosure potential, investor interest and competing asset classes, and market infrastructure 

(Walley, 2011).  Because of this complexity, housing deparments must work closely with 

finance departments to ensure that incentives and regulations are aligned to encourage lending 

down market.  Further, it is critical that the housing finance sector consider a range of housing 

finance options.  The mortgage loan is only relevant to income earners with stable, long term 

employment and secure title, and is only affordable to higher income earners.  Other forms of 

finance, including pension-backed loans and housing micro loans must not only be included in 

lso emphasized as critical components. 

 

Hoek-Smit emphasizes that a housing value chain is only ever as strong as its weakest link.  Just 

one problem along the chain can weaken the effectiveness of the housing market.  When the 
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effectiveness of the housing market is undermined, no matter where along the chain the weakness may 

be, the ability and willingness of the private sector to participate is diminished, the costs of such 

participation is increased, and the delivery of housing that is affordable to the population is 

undermined.  Developers that remain in the market then gravitate upwards, catering for richer 

households, leaving poorer households unserved, the responsibility of the state.  In many cases, the 

state then responds to such a situation with direct subsidization of the poorest.  Hoek-Smit argues, 

however, that it is more effective to fix the links in the housing value chain than to engage in direct 

subsidization to overcome problems that market efficiencies would address anyway with better 

designed incentives and regulations.   

how specific 

interventions by the state in terms of tax or subsidy can distort the market and lead to unintended 

consequences that create new problems while addressing the old ones.  He notes, for example, that 

 He also notes 

how the various links in the chain perform differently for different segments of the population.  A 

housing policy must address all of these links with a sense of market segmentation so that the principle 

of equity is achieved. 

system allow each part of the chain to work well so that private production markets can expand; to 

create the right alignment of incentives and regulations without distortions that encourage the private 

sector to move down market; and to assist those households who cannot be helped by markets. 

3 MAKING HOUSING MARKETS WORK IN NAMIBIA 

The affordability challenges that Namibia faces, given the 62.2% of its population that earn less 

than $2,00 per day international poverty line, and the 87% of the population who earn less than $200 

per month, are significant.  In this context, housing subsidization of some degree will certainly be 

necessary if all Namibians are to be able to access adequate housing.  Indeed, housing subsidies 

already exist in this market, although they do not address the scope of the demand.  The question then 

arises  what sort of subsidy system and how should it be implemented?   

 South Africa has had an internationally celebrated housing subsidy 

programme that has delivered a significant number of housing units to its population.  Originally a 

supply-side model, the subsidy has been amended over time to include some demand-side 

characteristics, making it somewhat of a hybrid approach.  While Napier addresses many of the 

challenges the subsidy scheme has faced, from the delivery of well located land to the challenges on 

the financial sustainability of the offering, he does not address the wider market impacts which 

currently pose a serious threat not only to the success of the programme, but also the stability of the 
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subsidy but too little to afford the cheapest newly built house comprise at least 20% of the population.  

These are the key public sector workers, such as teachers, nurses, police officers, administrative 

officials, and so on, on whom the nation depends.  They are also entry-level private sector workers, 

including bank and office clerks, and the very labourers who build subsidized housing.  In the past few 

years South Africa has seen an increase in labour union strikes in both the public and private sectors.  

A key demand on all fronts has been for wage increases to enhance housing affordability, or for 

housing subsidies to be targeted specifically at this market.  Ironically, as wages increase, the costs of 

production for housing also increase, and the subsidy demands on the state grow out of control.  

-budget, 

one-size-fits-

partnerships, which 

community-based non-profit organisations, and to qualified, for-   This 

recommendation is borne out by both the US and Japanese experiences, which have shifted from a 

state-driven approach, to a more facilitated framework in which state interventions catalyse private 

market activity. 

Given the nature of the housing value chain and the inter-connectedness of policies, regulations and 

systems that exist between what are traditional silos of governance (finance, housing delivery, 

infrastructure delivery, etc.), housing subsidies, or state support, should act as incentives to stimulate 

market activity that would otherwise not happen, by lowering the opportunity cost or otherwise 

increasing the potential benefit of such activity (Hoek-Smit, 2009).  Hoek-Smit argues that there are 

three broad goals that a housing subsidy programme might address  and that the state must 

understand which of these is paramount in its own situation so that it can design its programme 

effectively.  Housing subsidies can be used to improve public health, by improving the quality of 

housing for low-income earners; to improve justice and fairness, as a redistributive mechanism that 

provides access to those otherwise excluded; or to improve market efficiency by addressing blockages 

that undermine the private sector from serving certain market segments.  In meeting these goals, 

housing subsidy programmes may operate either on the demand side, enhancing housing affordability; 

or on the supply-side, stimulating the supply of affordable housing.  Again, the state must understand 

which approach best suits the particular local context and best responds to the problems creating the 

need for subsidies in the first place. 

One challenge faced by all systems reviewed by Mosha and Napier, is the role of rental or social 

undermining the delivery of rental housing (whether subsidized or not), which is critical to ensure 

housing mobility and enable easy filtering of households through the housing market.  Not all 

households have a need for homeownership at their current life stage  the stability of homeownership 

and the relative illiquidity of the housing asset can undermine their capacity to follow economic 

opportunity or respond to other pressures their family might be facing.  Rental housing offers much 
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more flexibility to households going through transition, and is a critical part of any housing 

framework.  In South Africa, the constitutional provision for a right to access to adequate housing has 

been misinterpreted as a right to ownership.  The housing subsidy eligibility criteria include a 

requirement that the beneficiary has never previously owned property  this means that if they satisfy 

all the other criteria, but currently live in adequate, affordable rental housing, they are still effectively 

part of the housing backlog.  This puts terrible pressure on the state and necessarily shifts its focus to 

the delivery of subsidized housing over the delivery of rental housing. 

Both Mosha and Napier outline the dangers of spatial segregation and show how this was not 

overcome in any of the countries surveyed, policy attention to the matter notwithstanding.  A key 

challenge in this regard, is the cost of well-located land.  To this, Mosha

policies that are pro-poor, inclusive from the beginning when land is undervalued, is useful.  This is 

something that some cities in the US have tried, as well as in South Africa.  Like Namibia, South 

Africa has the ironic benefit of low-density cities, which offer opportunities for urban infill and 

densification as part of the regeneration process.  This process can maximize urban efficiencies and 

the value derived per square meter of well-located land. 

some of the questions that the State should consider in the design of its 

approach:  

 What are the policy, programme and technical instruments to bring housing prices down and 
increase the ability to pay for different housing opportunities e.g. housing allowances, 
subsidised solutions, serviced land, serviced land plus basic shelter, building materials credit, 
incremental guided land development, normative reforms to allow for smaller plots and 
houses, etc.?  

 What are the main bottlenecks in the land and infrastructure supply systems, and what needs to 
be done to overcome them? 

 Are there any measures e.g. institutional, legal, financial, technical, etc. that can be 
established in order to prevent housing solutions addressed to low income households to be 
high-jacked by economically stronger groups? 

 Does equal access to shelter mean the supply and availability of adequately located serviced 
land that enables all individuals in society to have equal opportunities to access adequate 
housing within the city boundaries? Does this translate into the right to adequate housing?  

 What are the roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders in housing provisions? 
 

These questions speak directly to the interconnectedness of the links in the housing value chain and 

the opportunities for state intervention at multiple levels, not only through subsidy, but also through 

other interventions, including administrative and regulatory reforms, tax and other incentives, 

municipal zoning and approval processes, and so on.  The Namibian policy process must consider 
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these questions carefully, to understand and make transparent the precise target of each of its 

interventions, and to maximize the efficiency and effectiveness of its subsidization choices. 

Of course, recent global economic developments and especially the recent housing crisis in the US, 

suggests that the risks are not insignificant should a government make the wrong choices with its 

housing policy.  Mosha (2011) shows how the housing crises in the US was preceded by a similar 

housing crisis in Japan, and was also echoed in a housing crisis in China.    In each of these cases, the 

problem had to do with the creation of a housing bubble  rapid increases in the valuations of real 
property until unsustainable levels are reached relative to incomes, price-to-rent ratios, and other 
economic indicators of affordability. This may be followed by decreases in home prices that result in 
many owners finding themselves in a position of negative equity a mortgage debt higher than the 
value of the property.   Both the US and Japanese examples, Mosha argues, arose because of 

excessive state intervention in the market and a general failure of monetary policy  whether through 

the virtual abandonment of mortgage underwriting standards in the case of the US, or the excessive 

investment of the state in failing businesses together with knee-jerk shifting of interest rates in Japan.  

In both cases, overly aggressive behavior of financial institutions also contributed substantially to the 

crisis  

bubbles, as it would seem) has been carefully monitored by the State, which has reacted with monetary 

policy interventions to either ease or tighten the flow of finance, as well as other government 

regulatory interventions, some of these drastic (Mosha, 2011).   

speculation and the impact that this could have on property prices.  This is an important issue for 

Namibia to consider given the recent discovery of oil  44 billion barrels have been estimated  and 

Angola is illustrative.   

st expensive cities  generally cities with oil and other 

commodities resources  are among the top 45 most expensive cities in the world.  The main reason 

expatriates resident in Luanda to support its oil industry.  The focus of formal developers has been on 

developments in the higher income category.  At the same time, the majority of housing is self-built, 

by low-income Angolans, for themselves.  The disparity between the high-end housing occupied by 

wealthy Angolans and foreigners, and self-built low-income housing occupied by the majority of 

Angolans, is clearly visible.  The recent economic slowdown, however, has put some pressure on the 

high-end markets and led to some developers shifting their focus downwards.  This presents the 

Angolan government with an excellent opportunity to build a more sustainable and relevant housing 

sector to meet the needs of its entire population (CAHF, 2011).  With its recent discovery of oil, 
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Namibia has the opportunity to learn from the lessons highlighted by Mosha, and seen in Angola, to 

implement appropriate housing finance systems that support efficient market functioning and avoid the 

bubbles and exclusive property market dynamics seen in other countries.  Mosha warns governments 

the oil benefit  and the concomitant demand that will create for expat rental housing  to support the 

delivery of affordable, well located housing for the breadth of its population.  How it regulates the 

consequences of the oil investment will have a significant bearing on its housing futures. 

4 CONCLUSION 

The two papers commissioned for the Bank of Namibia Housing Symposium provide interesting 

lessons regarding the potential of the state to work with markets in ensuring that the entirety of its 

population has access to adequate housing.  These lessons must be understood in their own local 

contexts however: the United States, Japan, China and South Africa are all very different countries, 

with very different population sizes, income distributions, social and economic capacities and 

pressures, and regulatory frameworks.  South Africa is perhaps the most similar, given the overlapping 

system.  It too, however, faces vastly different pressures, and has different capacities to respond.  

Quite critically, Namibia must develop its own housing sector profile including within it chapters that 

address the institutional and policy framework; the legal and regulatory frameworks; an assessment of 

housing needs and demand, including an assessment of housing rights and the impact of the housing 

sector with respect to gender, HIV/AIDS, the elderly and the youth; and an assessment of housing 

supply, including attention to urban land supply for housing and basic infrastructure provision, the 

building materials industry, the construction industry and employment issues (UN Habitat 2010).  

From such a profile, the government can then specifically target its policy responses to particular and 

specific problems, using sharp, targeted instruments rather than broad and blunt ones which 

necessarily bring with them a whole set of unintended consequences. 

housing domain but also the financial and fiscal framework and taxation framework.  Across the 

breadth of these very good suggestions, the focus on the housing affordability constraints of the 

majority of Namibians and the impact this has on the sorts of housing options available, is especially 

important.  Napier has shown that notwithstanding extraordinary political will and budgetary capacity 

over seventeen years, the housing backlog in South Africa has not been overcome  in part because it 

ariety of housing finance options for the poor that take into account their repayment capacity, 

It may be worth 

watching some of the shifts taking place in South Africa, where the growth of informal settlements has 
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necessitated a policy approach towards upgrading that seems, at this stage, to prioritise land and 

services over top-structure provision (Napier, 2011).  This approach offers the potential for 

maximizing locational choices already made and managed by informal settlement residents.  It 

remains to be seen, however, whether this new approach will ultimately change the overriding housing 

subsidy system, the financial and political sustainability of which is already in serious question, or 

whether expedient policy implementation will see the approach towards informal settlements simply 

as an add-on to the current arrangements. 

Lastly, the need for good data, also raised by Mosha, cannot be over-emphasized.  Housing policies 

cannot be adjusted without data that clarifies their impact.  This has been a serious problem in South 

Africa, where the state can still not say, conclusively, how many houses it has built; and where lenders 

have been unable to pinpoint the particular risk levels of different market segments.  Mosha also raises 

the important of property market data, to provide regulators with the information necessary to monitor 

the possible development of housing bubbles, while also ensuring broad-based access to property 

market performance.  Data collection, management and review strategies must be implemented from 

the outset and are equally as important as the policies themselves.  Good policy intentions can get lost 

in poor implementation, and without data, no one will notice until it is too late.  On the flipside, good 

data, shared transparently across the market, provides a level platform from which market players and 

the state can act in partnership towards their common goal of extending housing opportunities across 

the breadth of the population. 
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