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ABSTRACT
We are currently observing an international trend towards the
establishment of nonprofit-oriented, collaborative and self-managed 2020

housing models. In this respect, ideas have been circulating glob-
ally and initiatives mutually interacting. The SchloR and Bikes and
Rails syndicate projects in Vienna, the focus of this paper, bear
witness to this development. They belong to the Austrian umbrella
association habiTAT, founded in 2014 along the lines of the German
Mietshéuser Syndikat. Against this background, the present paper
explores the ways in which mobilized housing commons are imple-
mented in new locations and the role that translocal networks
play in this context. The results of our analysis, which is based on
30, partly network-graph assisted, problem-centered interviews,
reveal that the housing projects have made explicit use of trans-
local networks at national and international scale and that vertical
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linking is a key condition for those projects today. Moreover, way
beyond their own needs, they contribute to set up a translocal
European knowledge and expert network.

1. Introduction

As a reaction to the return of the housing question (Hodkinson, 2012; Rowe et al.,
2016), we are observing an international trend towards nonprofit-oriented models
of housing and land utilization. As a rule, these forms of housing are associated
with communal use and a high level of self-management. These models have recently
been increasingly discussed under the heading of housing commons (Aernouts &
Ryckewaert, 2017, 2018; Angotti, 2008; Bunce, 2016). Housing commons can be
understood as long-term affordable, participatory and collective housing goods. Land
and real estate are decommodified, and (ideally) heterogeneous communities create,
use, organize and reproduce these goods in solidarity. In addition to housing, social,
cultural and commercial uses are often part of housing commons. The practices of
commoning, which are particularly emphasized in the commons literature, include
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institutional aspects, such as specific rights of use and property rights, decision-making
structures and policies (Sohn et al., 2015; Stavrides, 2015). These social interactions
can trigger emancipatory transformations; co-productions such as the creation of
new social capital (Ostrom & Ahn, 2008) and subjectivities, i.e. the perception
perspective of individuals shifts and they become collectively acting subjects, thus
commoners (DeFilippis et al., 2019; Helfrich & Bollier, 2015).

These principles are included in various community-based forms of housing
(Heywood, 2016) and institutionalized forms of collective appropriation that have
by now been seen to expand dynamically and internationally and to show mutual
connections (Moore & McKee, 2012; Moore & Mullins, 2013), e.g., community land
trusts (CLTs), limited equity cooperatives and so-called syndicates. Besides cooper-
atives the CLT model has experienced the strongest international expansion (Interreg
NWE, 2021). According to common-wealth.org there are currently 277 CLTs with
around 15,000 homes in the US, while the National CLT network reports 548 CLTs
and 1,100 completed homes for England and Wales on its website. Furthermore,
the model has been adopted in Canada, Australia, some African and Latin American
countries and further countries in Europe (e.g. Bunce, 2020; Thompson, 2020). The
syndicate model is a solidarity network of self-managed socialized housing projects.
Today, according to its website, 174 housing projects with more than 4,500 tenants
belong to the Mietshduser Syndikat in Germany. And recently founded international
partner associations in Austria, the Netherlands, France and the Czech Republic
each consist of a handful of first projects and interested initiatives (Holzl, 2022).

Against the background of emerging from a niche existence and establishing an
affordable alternative for many, studies on housing commons - and more generally
on collaborative housing - now no longer attend only to the specifics and challenges
of individual housing models (Ferreri & Vidal, 2021). Rather, they increasingly focus
on collaborations with political decision makers, public institutions, builders and
promotional instruments (Mullins, 2018; Mullins & Moore, 2018). However, with
the exception of McFarlane (2009), who analyzed the translocal assemblages of
housing movements, the number of empirical studies on the translocal mobilization
of alternative housing forms, particularly relating to associated networks at different
scales, is small (Lang et al., 2018, p. 20; Thompson, 2018, p. 85).!

Here, a research gap presents itself with regard to the role and development of
not only local but particularly translocal learning and networking processes in cities.
With a view on this research gap, our paper addresses the following issue: What
role do translocal networks, particularly at the transnational level, play in the context
of establishing new forms of housing commons? This article attends to this aspect
by taking the example of the establishment of SchloR and Bikes and Rails, the initial
housing projects of the Austrian syndicate organization habiTAT in the city of Vienna.

With the concept of translocal networks, we refer to the multiscalarity of networks
beyond local place-related relations of cities. The term follows McFarlane's notion
of 'translocal assemblages’, which refers to the 'blurring of scalar distinction' in the
production of assemblages in an attempt to avoid the artificial separation of spati-
alities (McFarlane, 2011, p. 30). Our study is intended to make a contribution to
research into the strategies of mobilization and the establishment of housing com-
mons in Europe. This focus is embedded in the context of the debate surrounding
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the expansion of housing commons, the role of policy mobility and translocal
networks as well as of collaborations with external stakeholders.

2. Analytical framework: Housing commons and the role of translocal
networks

Existing studies on urban commons only occasionally address the importance of
translocal network structures in the course of creating, maintaining and expanding
commons. Therefore, we draw on spatiality-related conceptualizations of social
movements for the empirical analysis (Featherstone, 2003; Cumbers et al., 2008;
Nicholls, 2009). We combine these with aspects of the social capital approach, which
is based on the assumption that social interactions can mobilize resources embedded
in networks (Caniéls & Romijn, 2008; Lang et al., 2020). Here, we assume that
networking is a condition for the demanding establishment of commons, and new
social capital can be generated in the course of commoning practices, as, for instance,
Aernouts and Ryckewaert (2017) show in their investigation of the first CLT in
Belgium. Sociospatial network relations thus play a central role for the long-term
preservation and open-border expansion of commons (Kip, 2015).

Network strategies are an important, broadly discussed social-movement repertoire
(Della Porta and Diani, 2006). Networks allow social movements to assert
spatiality-related added value, as they act across spaces and possibly pass hierarchical
orders (Mayer, 2013). Nicholls (2009) highlighted the different functions of networks
and 'one of the strategic values of place' (p. 83) for social movements by interlinking
them to Granovetter's (1973) strong and weak ties: While geographical places may
support strong ties that are necessary for the creation of social capital such as trust,
common norms, etc., 'multiple contacts' (Amin & Thrift, 2002) foster weak ties,
which are useful for the creation of common frames and information circulation.
‘While “place” does not possess a monopoly on social capital, it facilitates strong,
social capital generating ties." (Nicholls 2009, p. 83).

Urban social movements like housing movements that tend to be bounded to
and negotiated in specific locations also have expanded their spatial actions with
respect to scales, territory and networks and similar applications of network func-
tions have become apparent (McFarlane 2011; Mayer 2013). In her research on
urban social movement, Mayer speaks of a 'multiscalar architecture of urban protest'
(ibid, p. 166). However, she also emphasizes the need for more systematic empirical
research on interactions of social movements on different scales in order to identify
the potentials enabled by multiscalar action. At this point, we would like to address
the extent - e.g., under the condition of a moderate transnational institutionalization
- to which supra-local network functions of housing commons exceed weak ties
and enable actions that assume deep trust.

The additional consideration of different forms of social capital, i.e. of homo-
geneous (bonding capital) and heterogeneous (bridging capital) social networks
at the horizontal and vertical levels (linking capital), allows for a further differ-
entiation of networks. 1) Bonding capital refers to capitals that can be activated
within the framework of homogeneous, often local networks. Anchored trust and
shared norms and memories, for example, hold a mobilization potential that is



4 C. HOLZL AND D. HOLZL

crucial for collective action (cf. Nicholls, 2009). 2) Bridging capital follows the
assumption that bridging communities - often beyond the local level into other
contexts, milieus, networks — enables access to new and crucial resources, such
as knowledge and contacts. Exploring the squatters movement in Amsterdam, for
example, Pruijt (2014) stated that besides the establishment of an advisory infra-
structure and political lobbying, city-wide networking activities and the use of
communication media have contributed to the maintenance of the commons
system (cf. Wendt, 2018). However, transition between bonding and bridging is
partly smooth (Pinto, 2006). Similar social groups can have various belongings
and heterogeneous groups dispose of decisive similarities (Edwards, 2004). In
addition, the dynamics of network relationships must be taken into account. We
assigned the network relations thus dependent on the extent common backgrounds
or differences were explicitly addressed in the interviews and which resources
were mobilized on this basis. 3) Linking capital refers to vertical networking
‘across power differentials' (Szreter & Woolcock, 2004, p. 655), whereby access
to and the mobilization of resources, such as advisory services and funding from
public influential institutions, occurs. Thus, the emergence and international
proliferation of housing commons in recent years should be read particularly
against this backdrop, given the current land scarcity and high prices of land/
real estate (Aernouts & Ryckewaert, 2018; Gillespie, 2018; Moore & McKee, 2012).
Across Europe, initiatives benefit from (subsidized) access to land and real estate,
financial support (loans, grants, etc.) or leasehold contracts (Ferreri & Vidal,
2021). Besides predominantly economic conditions, Bunce (2016) confirmed the
importance of civil society or political-administrative advisory networks for the
emergence of a community land trust in London (cf. Ortiz, 2017). And for Vienna,
Czischke (2018) illustrated the importance of close collaborations with communal
housing actors and limited-profit housing companies in the context of analyzing
bottom-up housing projects (cf. Lang & Stoeger, 2018).

3. Materials and methods
3.1. Case selection

Since we aimed at analyzing the establishment of projects that reflect the interna-
tional mobilization of housing commons and related networks, in a first step, we
chose to study the syndicate network. The model can be regarded as housing com-
mons and it has been circulating transnationally for some time with habiTAT as a
counterpart to the Mietshduser Syndikat, among others, to Austria. Vienna was
chosen as a case in the second step, since two habiTAT housing projects were built
up here at the same time (the very first ones in Vienna). Following a broad qual-
itative representation, both house projects were selected as cases, and in the sense
of a contrasting case selection, the differences enriched the analysis (peripheral vs.
central location, new-construction vs. rehabilitation, with/without state subsidies,
different uses, differing social capital). Thus, the case of Vienna served to study the
strategies of establishing and anchoring housing commons and the role that trans-
local networks play in that regard.
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3.2. Methods

In order to reveal the functions and dynamics related to the commoners'networks,
the study presented in this paper is based on a qualitative procedures. For the
network-related analysis of commoning practices, we conducted some 30 partly
network graph-assisted problem-centered interviews (12/2017-1/2020) (cf. Appendix).
First of all, we interviewed members representing habiTAT and the Mietshduser
Syndikat as well as SchloR and Bikes and Rails.> Moreover, we talked to nonprofit
housing projects and network organizations in Vienna. In the framework of the
interviews with all habiTAT members, the interview partners designed open network
graphs with reference to contacts or materialities and principles, such as the contents,
direction and strength of social relationships (Haythornthwaite, 1996; Herz et al.,
2015). Moreover, we carried out approx. 20 participant observations on the occasion
of habiTAT general assemblies and workshops. These events can be understood as
relational situations in which strategic knowledge is mobilized (McCann & Ward,
2012). This helped us to understand the groups' interactions and the backgrounds
of their actions from within (Schone, 2003). Interviews with political and adminis-
trative representatives and other housing market actors (public housing associations,
housing cooperatives, etc.) attempted to take account of vertical interactions and
enriched describing the Viennese housing policy context. Two expert interviews
completed the interview survey (Meuser & Nagel, 2005). This sample which we
generated on the basis of a snowball system was supplemented with an analysis of
key documents issued by the Mietshiduser Syndikat, especially toolkits like financing
plans and other key documents. The transcribed interviews and field notes of the
observations were evaluated with a thematic coding process that focused on mobi-
lized resources in the context of bonding, bridging and linking (Froschauer &
Lueger, 2003).

3.3. Vienna: trends of housing policies

The City of Vienna is widely known for its social housing policies. Approximately
60 percent of the Viennese population live in fixed-rent apartments provided by
limited-profit housing associations (200,000) or in the 220,000 community housing
apartments set up between 1923 and 2004 (Reinprecht, 2017). The Austrian social
housing system builds on two closely interrelated laws: the Vienna Housing
Promotion and Rehabilitation Act and the Austrian Non-Profit Housing Act. On
this basis, limited-profit housing associations receive tax benefits as a result of
their nonprofit status, and they are privileged recipients of housing subsidies. In
return, they are obliged to offer long-term fixed rents and to continuously con-
struct new housing. These social achievements date back to Red Vienna (1919-1934)
when fiscal policy made it possible to acquire substantial land for communal
housing. Quite strongly regulated housing activities also unfolded in the interwar
and postwar periods. This development was supported by a highly institutionalized
limited-profit sector, which was closely linked to the Austrian corporatist welfare
state model and a web of diverse parties and associations (Hejda et al., 2014;
Reinprecht, 2017).
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However, various economic, political and social trends have increasingly aggravated
the implementation of social housing policies in Vienna. Land prices and construc-
tion costs are escalating, while population growth in Vienna is strongly advancing
the demand for affordable housing space (Kadi, 2015; Riederer et al., 2019). Moreover,
Viennese housing policies are increasingly oppressed by liberalizations of Austrian
federal politics, e.g. by creating a binding option to buy in the limited-profit housing
sector, i.e. apartments have to be offered for sale to the tenants after a five-year
period. In addition, the EU competition commission has accused Vienna of distor-
tion of competition on the free housing and property market (Melzer, 2013).

In spite of these developments, and due to the large share of communal and
limited-profit housing and comparatively large land reserves, the City of Vienna
holds high-level steering competencies. This fact yields a large potential for contin-
ued, though replaced, public housing policies.* The urban zoning competency can
be applied, vis-a-vis private investors, as an efficient leverage in terms of participating
in infrastructure costs and selling property shares for subsidized housing.* The most
recent developments in urban conversion areas — the Nordbahnhof (10,000 apart-
ments), the Sonnwendviertel (5,000 apartments), and the aspern Seestadt development
(20,000 inhabitants) - attest to the municipal capacity to act. In these cases, the
City had either already been the owner or was faced with a public proprietor. It
has thus been possible to acquire the properties at good conditions and to influence
planning and sociospatial developments.

Although social housing policy in Vienna focuses on a top-down provision of
housing for broad levels of the population, in the 1990s, the City of Vienna reacted
to differentiated housing requirements, calls for more participation and the vitaliza-
tion of quarters with new funding programs for building groups and nonprofit
providers. In the framework of tendering procedures, this has enabled initiatives to
access financial promotional instruments and properties far below market prices,
with new incentives being provided for collaboration between large developers and
building groups (e.g., the Pegasus, Frauenprojekt [ro*sa] and So.vie.so projects (Gruber
& Lang, 2018, p. 44f). In 2009, the pillar of social sustainability was added to the
assessment standards of architecture, ecology and competition economics so that
such aspects as participatory approaches and community building gained importance
(Reven-Holzmann, 2019).

3.4. habiTAT and the SchloR and Bikes and Rails housing and cultural projects

Founded in 2014, habiTAT is a solidary association of initiatives that purchase houses
with the objectives of self-management and joint occupancy. habiTAT is the Austrian
equivalent of the German Mietshiuser Syndikat founded in the 1992, which com-
prised some 174 houses in 2021. Besides Austria, the syndicate model is now found
in France, the Netherlands, and the Czech Republic. Together with the Mietshduser
Syndikat, the Willy*Fred group from Linz has reassembled the model to the Austrian
legal situation (Ertl & Humer, 2016). Its major premises include collective ownership
of real estate, self-management and solidarity between established and new projects.
A specially developed legal construct prevents purchased houses in the syndicate
from being recommodified: Instead of the residents of the house project, a limited



HOUSING STUDIES (&) 7

liability company (LLC; GmbH) holds title to the property. This LLC has two part-
ners, the tenant association of the individual house project with 51% and the whole
habiTAT network with 49%. The shared partnership structure warrants a right of
veto to the syndicate against selling off the properties. Furthermore, the financing
model relies on direct credits — mostly from the personal environments of the ini-
tiatives — in order to cover the required equity capital shares and take out loans at
reduced rates of interest with banks. Annually increasing solidarity surcharges as
rental components serve to safeguard the housing stock and support the implemen-
tation of new projects — currently, some ten new projects per year in Germany -
and thus the expansion of housing commons. At once, this objective is based on
the second key component of solidarity: the voluntary advisory system for new
initiatives. The habiTAT network currently comprises six projects — Willy*Fred and
Jelka in Linz, the Autonome Wohnfabrik in Salzburg, and Bikes and Rails, SchloR
and (since 2021) Living for Future in Vienna - in addition to other initiatives. The
members include the Mietshiuser Syndikat, interested individuals and two rural
organic farm collectives (cf. field notes 2).

The SchloR housing and cultural project currently consists of 18 persons. In 2019,
after three years of preparations and negotiations, the group purchased a 3,000 m?
property, including a 500 m? training hall. The property is located in the Viennese
working-class district of Simmering (population: approx. 103,000). Developed together
with Gabu Heindl Architecture, the spatial concept for a housing and cultural center
is to be realized by 2021 - including studios, rehearsal rooms, conference rooms as
well as a food cooperative. Since the lot is located in a commercial zone, commercial
projects are an integral component allowing SchloR to construct company apartments.
Besides a four-room apartment (80 m?), there will be three big apartments (150-170 m?)
for living communities. Coordinated by volunteers, the TRAP training center for
circus, combat sports, events etc. and the CRAP creative space running ateliers,
seminar and rehearsal rooms etc. are already in operation. The overall costs of the
project are estimated at approx. €3.8 million. By the end of 2019, the project raised
approx. €1.5 million of direct loans (of the target €1.7 million) and received a loan
commitment from the German Umpverteilen (Reallocation) Foundation in the amount
of €2.1 million, such that no further bank credits are necessary for construction.
The calculated rents (excluding operating costs and heating costs) are €9.0/m? for
the apartments and the commercial units (Penninger, 2020, p. 382).

Located in the Sonnwendviertel urban development area close to Vienna's Central
Station, Bikes and Rails is the first new-building project within habiTAT.> The group
comprises 18 appartments for 31 adults and 12 children and two commercial units.
Founded in 2015, the Bikes and Rails association participated in a building group
competition, awarded by the Austrian Federal Railways, and was one of four building
groups to receive a property below the market price (cf. Section 2). The environ-
mentally sustainable wood construction was completed in 2020 and accommodates
18 apartments, communal rooms and nonprofit commercial premises (Kerbler, 2017).
As the project was initiated by the United in Cycling initiative, Bikes and Rails is
committed to supporting bicycle traffic. Bikes and Rails was able to purchase the
property from the developer in charge, Familienwohnbau gemeinniitzige Bau- und
Siedlungsgesellschaft, with the assistance of a low-interest loan from the City of
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Vienna totaling €1.17 million,® almost €1.5 million of raised direct credits (208
supporters) and €2.8 million of bank credits. The project then incorporated the
property in the habiTAT network. The average rents including operating costs and
heating costs are €9.6/m? for the apartments and €5.80/m? for the commercial units
(Holm et al., 2021).

4. Multiscalar networks as a key strategy in the foundation phase

The inquiry of the present study confirmed that comprehensive skills in divergent
fields is required to initiate a housing project in the habiTAT network (cf. Lang &
Stoeger, 2018). Access to land and project implementation are only feasible with
advanced knowledge of the property market, promotional instruments, financial
facilities, self-managed communal housing, etc. (Moore & Mullins, 2013). The mem-
bers of the two habiTAT projects acquired the necessary expertise on their own,
drawing on other social groups at different scales.

4.1. Horizontal bridging and bonding - building up a translocal network

4.1.1. Laying the local foundations for a new housing project — local bonding
Our study revealed that the habiTAT projects make use of their local support net-
works with which they share visions and positions (Cumbers et al., 2008) - in the
case of SchloR, institutions of Vienna's leftist alternative subcultural scene; in the
case of Bikes and Rails, ecological, cultural, (urban) political (grassroots) organiza-
tions (cf. Table 1). Correspondingly, a SchloR member emphasized: 'The Ernst
Kirchweger Haus social center, the Tliwi association and the Wagenburg movement,
which frequently offer us the structures we need for meetups (...) At the outset,
solidarity events were precisely the important things in somehow being able to get
better known in Vienna' (interview 10, 44ff.)” That is, by means of trustful networks,
financial resources and premises are mobilized in order to cope with everyday
problems and create the conditions for establishing the housing projects (see also
Lang & Stoeger, 2018, p. 50). This is also true for the issue of financing, since a
substantial proportion of direct credits frequently comes from networks of families
and close friends (interview 6).

The process also illustrates that proved collective action, which goes hand in hand
with specific organizational skills and with being anchored in self-organized, civil society
structures, is the prerequisite for initiating a habiTAT (or generally a syndicate) project.
For this reason, the groups partly incorporated skilled people. In line with this, a mem-
ber described the Bikes and Rails group: "They really all are people (...) who are used
to organizing themselves, who are active in the refugee movement, who founded food
corps, who have their own cultural societies or work in such fields'. (interview 20, 112)

4.1.2. Becoming part of a translocal 'knowledge and financial network' -
translocal bridging and partly bonding

Crucial for both projects was the voluntary knowledge transfer of counseling project
members from the habiTAT network and beyond - the central commoning and
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solidarity principle of access to the syndicate model (cf. Barthel, 2020) (cf. Table
1): 'how realistic is this financing, (...) how are the rents calculated; all these ques-
tions'. (member, Bikes and Rails, 8, 4)% Especially for the first habiTAT project,
Willy*Fred in Linz, and the related foundation of the habiTAT association, members
of the Mietshiuser Syndikat (particularly from southern Germany) with decades of
know-how acquired in self-managed housing project development were a crucial
reference, as the following statement shows: 'This transfer of knowledge and also
the feeling that you've got such an enormous organization to back you up, that was
definitely very important' (interview 6, 12) (for knowledge transfer, see also Moore
& McKee, 2012; Pruijt, 2014). The analysis further revealed certain key mechanisms
for the transfer of knowledge and other resources (cf. McFarlane, 2009; Routledge
et al., 2013; Nicholls, 2009): Besides using virtual meeting points (email lists, internal
communication platforms, etc.), it is particularly important for the projects to travel
to the open assemblies of the Mietshduser Syndikat, to participate in international
meetings and to visit syndicate projects in Germany. Moreover, they benefit from
inviting imagineers (counsellors of the Mietshiuser Syndikat) and sharing toolkits.

Beyond learning processes, the statement above expresses the mutual politics of
solidarity on the basis of collective visions (Cumbers et al., 2008). In a similar way,
a member of the recently founded Czech syndicate association Sdilené domy (Shared
Houses), which in turn benefits from knowledge exchange with habiTAT, confirmed
the relevance of existing 'models' as an aid to orientation and thus a comparative
learning tool (McFarlane, 2011) and as proof 'that, theoretically, it can work'. (inter-
view 21, 75) To that effect, the interviewed habiTAT member also outlined that 'the
motor is actually this expert factory, the syndicate. Every group (...) starts out from
scratch and works on the steps you need for such a project, with support, with
documents, with handbooks. (...) And every group thus trains their own experts
who then can continue counseling [other initiatives]'. (interview 6, 96) The com-
moning practices thus imply an exponentialization of syndicate knowledge that can
be transferred to new initiatives and circulated beyond.

As a consequence, the findings reveal an increasing decentralization of knowledge
flows. By way of example, the Mietshduser Syndikat by now also profits from the
expertise generated within habiTAT in terms of specific issues, such as digital infra-
structure and sociocracy. And at the time of the inquiry, besides other European
representatives, habiTAT members were substantially involved in setting up the
‘commoning spaces network', an international support network founded in 2018 to
foster the expansion of decommodified, self-managed and solidary house projects
in Europe (field notes 1). The network can be traced back to international exchange
and meetings organized by the AG International (Task Force on International Affairs)
of the Mietshduser Syndikat over the last couple of years. In addition, the mentioned
physical points of interactions (at national and transnational scale) led to establishing
shared social belongings of the translocal community.

Financing appears similarly important as expertise provision: Apart from the
habiTAT association's capital invested in the foundation of new house LLCs financed
with the solidarity surcharge, the housing projects under investigation also benefit
from the direct credit approvals in the translocal assemblages. Calls for direct credits
are circulated by the habiTAT and Mietshduser Syndikat newsletters and thus also
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reach projects with ensured funding and private individuals abroad (field notes 3,
17). If the Mietshiuser Syndikat as an association grants a direct credit, this is also
a sign for syndicate projects to follow without hesitation.” Particularly, associations
in regions with low wage levels and savings like Sdilené domy invest hope in the
politics of solidarity in the assemblages (interview 21, 80). A member of Bikes and
Rails thus referred to the associations as ‘a knowledge network, a financing network'.
(interview 20, 136)

Moreover, the habiTAT, and even more so the Mietshiuser Syndikat, facilitated
access to partly crucial contacts, e.g., cooperative banks, foundations and other credit
institutions. With direct contacts and credit of trust - the Mietshduser Syndikat has
proven to be a reliable financial partner in Germany - the SchloR group could
comparatively easily raise a credit note with the German Umverteilen foundation.
Likewise, syndicate projects outside of Germany are also cooperating with the GLS
bank by now, e.g., from Vrijcoop, with which German syndicate members have
established contacts. Furthermore, the networks facilitate contacts with specific
services, such as specialized notaries and lawyers. Thus, the translocal networks,
including the national habiTAT structures, have facilitated access to expertise in
different fields and elaborated materials and structures.

4.1.3. Becoming local housing commons - local bridging

Beyond the translocal mobilizations of resources, the interviews and network graphs
confirm that in the further course of arranging their projects, the groups focused
on building up local networks (cf. Table 1). This includes using existing contacts
with different local initiatives and NGOs (Bikes and Rails, e.g., 'refugees welcome'
and the self-help bicycle workshop 'Lenkerbande') in order to integrate nonprofit
commercial uses in the projects (cf. Fig. 1). Particularly SchloR generates non-profit
commercial spaces for social integrative and sustainable activities in the 'underserved'
(interview 3, 49) Simmering district (cf. Figs. 2 and 3). For pragmatic reasons, the
use of the multipurpose hall is 'multiplied' as Bresnihan and Byrne (2015, p. 45)
describe such commoning practices, for example, supplemented by martial arts or

[
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Figure 1. The Bikes and Rails building. Source: authors' own.
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Figure 4. “Solidarity creates Space” - habiTAT information desk at the Volksstimme Festival in
Vienna. Source: Hanke, 2019.
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roller skating offers, and thus opened to a 'differentiated public' that urban commons
strive for (Sohn et al., 2015). Bikes and Rails also tries to increase public accessibility,
while one member pointing out that the city administration also requires so-called
'Gritzelarbeit' (neighborhood work) for subsidized building groups. In the sense of
generative spacing, these practices of commoning contribute to socio-spatial produc-
tions beyond the function of housing and the rather homogenous project residents
(Jeftrey et al., 2012).

Furthermore, it is striking how Bikes and Rails and SchloR cooperate with these
and other civil society groups to position ideas on urban commons in the city. (We
classify this as bridging since syndicate groups tend to cooperate with similar but
more diversified interest groups in this case.) For this purpose, Bikes and Rails and
SchloR make use of various formats of public debates (conference contributions,
regulars' tables, exchange with scientists), social media channels, press work and
solidarity events (cf. Fig. 4). Besides housing, the central topics are solidarity-based
economy, sustainable mobility and precarious spaces. Accordingly, SchloR initiated
'ARGE Riume', a solidary action platform with the objective of preserving and
creating independent cultural spaces in Vienna. The bridging described above is an
attempt to spread the 'political idea’ of habiTAT (founding member, habiTAT umbrella
organization, 6, 60) and to create a general public (including the attention on the
part of nonprofit real estate owners) by creating a common arena with other orga-
nizations. It also supports the public relations needed for the acquisition of direct
credits.

Moreover, the interviews illustrate the use of weak ties to similar housing projects
for mutual support, including legal and financial expertise: "'We're in a lively exchange
with other Viennese housing projects, such as LiSA or the Sargfabrik or Wohnprojekt
Wien or Gleis 21 (...) the extent to which you simply ask those concerned how
they've done it, in a solidary way and through short official channels'. (interview
8, 51)'° Thus, these contact points in geographical proximity allow for necessary
place-based translations of the translocal input and help to provide affordable infra-
structures (cf. Nicholls, 2009).

4.2. Local vertical linking

4.2.1. Sensitizing urban administration

Sensitizing political decision makers is another crucial practice in the founding
phase, in which the projects initially encounter three key challenges, as the inter-
views with a representative of Vienna's urban administration illustrated: First, the
bottom-up structures of habiTAT are not really in line with the city's image, nor
with that of the ruling Social Democratic Party (SPO) (see also Winterer, 2019). A
senior official explained that 'this is simply our fatal genetic code (...) So, [Austrian
Emperor] Joseph II formulated it brilliantly 200 years ago (...) 'everything for the
people, but nothing through the people'. By the end of the day, that's not only a
latent attitude in politics and administration, that's also an expectation if you've
learned it that way'. (interview 13, 47)!! A similar statement came from a former
Green councilman: 'Whoever wants to understand Vienna has to understand the
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Habsburgs. And I don't mean it as a joke, ours is a courtly, top-down structure
and our social life is organized in Habsburgian terms'. (interview 12, 14) Second,
although they admit that building groups provide incentives for subsidized housing,
the municipal representatives are aware that 'we're possibly not paying enough
attention [to new housing initiatives]'. (interview 13, 40) However, there is consensus
that housing policy has to focus on holding the share of long-term fixed-rent apart-
ments and establishing scalable solutions 'instead of bringing in new systems'. (inter-
view 15, 23; interview 2, 100) Third, opposed to the Mietshduser Syndikat, with
which many German cities now cooperate, the young habiTAT is still plainly unknown
in Austrian cities and politics and administration is skeptical (e.g., interview 16,
62). Skepticism can be traced back to the fact that until now only a small part of
Austrian building groups, whose legal form, degree of participation and financing
vary strongly, aim at long-term affordability and strong participation (Gruber &
Lang, 2018). A member of habiTAT explained, 'So, as a start, we in Austria have
to prove it first. You really get to feel it from the political side. This building group
project (Bikes and Rails) in Vienna is actually a kidnapped building group that (...)
simply has become a habiTAT project'. (interview 6, 64)

The realization of Bikes and Rails in the course of urban tendering processes can
be seen as the result of already established vertical linking (cf. Table 1). As Lang &
Stoeger (2018) point out, the current conditions for building groups in Vienna are
largely due to the intervention of the Initiative Bauen und Wohnen (on the role of
such intermediaries, see Lang & Novy, 2014). Furthermore, the interest-free loan in
the framework of Viennese residential home subsidies, from which future habiTAT
projects could also profit, can be seen as the outcome of a challenging exchange with
Municipal Department 50, which is responsible for the promotion of residential con-
struction and acts as an arbitration board, as such promotion is actually only accessible
to limited-profit legal structures: "This habiTAT construction as a company with limited
liability and so on isn't an attempt to siphon off subsidies'. (interview 9/B, 59)
Nevertheless, a certain concession on the part of administration can be confirmed.!?
Thus unsurprisingly, with Bikes and Rails as a 'prototype’ (interview 9/A, 50) and
related vertical interactions, habiTAT has recognized — as has the Mietshduser Syndikat
(Holzl, 2022) - the promotional instrument of tendering procedures to be a chance
for future projects within the network (cf. Aernouts & Ryckewaert, 2017)."

The SchloR group aroused interest in its exchange with urban administration,
especially within the frame of the International Building Exhibition Vienna 2022,
even though it was unable to obtain housing or economic subsidies due to the
project specifics. However, by way of example, retweeting the SchloR direct credit
campaign, a Green politician commented, 'Got to know project @SchloRrr: Living
& housing beneath the same roof in a planned housing and cultural project. In
Simmering. They're currently looking for direct credits following the example set
by the German Mietshiuser Syndikat. A great thing!' (Dec. 18, 2018). Tweets such
as this one illustrate the new commoners' potential impact on the discourse sur-
rounding housing politics. With regard to taking up know-how on the part of
politics/administration, a senior official of the Directorate of Urban Development
correspondingly supposed 'that in any case, people make themselves heard and that
it ultimately takes place'. (interview 13, 45)
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In spite of skepticism on the part of politics and administration, the projects
have served to establish new contacts and interest among local decision-makers. At
least lobbying on the part of Bikes and Rails can be considered to have been suc-
cessful, which confirms the local decision-makers' key role in setting up new housing
models (cf. Lang & Stoeger, 2018). Due to the unassertive administration's willingness
to cooperate, however, the accomplishments are perceived in a slightly clouded
manner. In his interview, an academic expert emphasized that Vienna would have
the capacities to support new civil-society actors in the housing market over their
own properties and areas, and/or their buying and providing them to initiatives at
special conditions. However, the City was unwilling to do so (interview 19). However,
studies have shown that such partnerships to some extent result in increased reg-
ulations or co-optation, which experts would also fear in the case of Vienna (inter-
view 19; interview 3, 99), while at once preventing nepotism, as Aernouts &
Ryckewaert (2018) showed with the example of a cooperative in Brussels (see also
Szreter & Woolcock, 2004).

4.2.2. Incorporating local professional actors in housing

In the case of Bikes and Rails, the larger key partners are wohnbund:consult eG, an
urban development office commissioned to elaborate the concept and interface to
the intermediary Initiative Bauen und Wohnen, along with the architecture office
Rheinberg and the limited-profit developer Familienwohnbau. Sharing interest with
SchloR in the struggle for cultural space in Vienna, Gabu Heindl Architecture has
been an inspiring partner for that group. As in the case of wohnbund:consult eG,
Gabu Heindl has proven to be a strategically relevant partner and intermediary,
even beyond her assignments, on account of her networks (International Building
Exhibition Vienna, critical urban research, etc.) and activities in the media (publi-
cations, social media) (cf. Lang et al., 2020 on the role of intermediaries) (cf. Table
1). It can be assumed that these professional collaborations increased the visibility
of the habiTAT projects. In addition, for the case of SchloR, a special and perhaps
crucial buyer-seller relationship could be stated: Quite like the vanguards of the
cooperative movement (Koénig, 2004, p. 28), the owner granted the initiative special
conditions, such as extended periods until finance commitments were on hand, in
order to facilitate the purchase (interview 10, 38; 45).

Compared with other countries, the support network for community-led hous-
ing in Vienna and Austria has so far been of no great importance. Relatively
few institutions operate at the interface between administration and citizens. But
the trend towards 'common good-oriented acting' is noticeable, as a member of
WoGen, a recently founded umbrella cooperative in Vienna, pointed out (inter-
view 5, para. 21). For example, the Initiative Bauen und Wohnen Housing paved
the way for building groups in the aspern Seestadt through knowledge transfer,
mobilization, lobbying and networking practices (Lang & Stoeger, 2018). In
addition, there is a new auditing association for cooperatives in Austria, and in
2019, the land foundation MUNUS (formerly Rasenna) was founded following
the model of the Trias foundation (Germany) or the Edith-Maryon Foundation
(Switzerland).
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5. Summary and concluding considerations

The present investigation explored the role and characteristics of translocal networks
for implementing housing commons, using the example of the Viennese habiTAT
projects SchloR and Bikes and Rails. First of all, our study disclosed the particular
relevance of national and transnational bonding and bridging in the first stage of the
housing projects. In concrete terms, trustful contacts with habiTAT and the Mietshduser
Syndikat allowed for mobilizing knowledge via information and individual counselling.
Just as important as knowledge transfer might have been the issue of financing, first
considering the capital invested by habiTAT in the foundation of new project LLCs,
and second (and more importantly) the activation of direct credits in the close envi-
ronments of other national and international syndicate projects. In addition, members
of the Mietshiuser Syndikat also proved to be door openers to financial institutions.
And meanwhile, the generated expertise of the new housing projects enabled the
commoners to transfer their knowledge to new initiatives. In this respect, the model
differs significantly from the predominant cohousing scene in Vienna that tends to
act place based. It further became apparent that the identified bonding capital extends
to supra-regional networks. Among others, this can be traced back to the institution-
alized network links, particularly, moderate upscaling at national level and mutual
memberships in national umbrella associations (Levkoe, 2015, p. 179; Nicholls, 2009).

Secondly, in the long run, the resources permanently mobilized via bonding and
bridging, predominantly at the local scale, seem to be crucial. Spatial proximity
facilitated the Viennese habiTAT projects to benefit from relationships with trusted
groups of actors in order to receive financial and emotional support. The commoners
further established networks with comparable interest groups (cohousing etc.) whereas
exchange and concrete project support are in the focus, as much as loose local and
regional links in an effort to gain publicness, acceptance and sympathizers - not
least in terms of financial supporters. Thereby, they benefited from being part of a
wider commons network. As a result, however, besides place-making for different
publics in the immediate environment (Blomley, 2008), city-wide spatial co-productions
in different thematic fields appears to be a significant outcome of both housing
projects' network practices (cf. Aernouts & Ryckewaert, 2018).

Thirdly, considering the ballooning land and real-estate prices, the existing subsidy
arrangements can partly be considered decisive for the establishment of the habiTAT
projects (Czischke, 2018; Lang et al., 2020). At least, the Bikes and Rails building
group benefited from a comparatively attractive Viennese subsidy program (see also
Ferreri & Vidal, 2021). And the endeavour to build up networks with local
decision-makers functioning as 'generative and productive spaces for forging and
sustaining commons against private appropriation' (Cumbers, 2015, p. 71) is striking;
not only in Vienna. In Germany, the Mietshduser Syndikat has been able to signifi-
cantly improve its framework conditions in many municipalities by means of linking.
However, new models are also confronted with difficulties since they break with
the established Viennese housing model (cf. Kazepov & Verwiebe, 2022). Furthermore,
coalitions with professional housing market actors — predominantly in the framework
of contract relations — opened access to further resources and exchange based on
mutual interest (see also Czischke, 2018).
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With respect to theoretical key arguments, we can draw the following conclusions:
In order to succeed in removing housing from the logic of exploitation, the initia-
tives unfolded networking activities that go far beyond the needful for the housing
projects. This can be particularly explained by the prefigurative intentions of many
members, i.e. the intrinsic will to create perspectives for a different model of society.
Certain subjectivation processes can therefore be regarded as a prerequisite for the
establishment of new housing commons. This is a central difference to other studies,
which can largely explain the actions of the users by the fact that they want to
secure access to housing (DeFilippis et al., 2019; Noterman, 2016). At the same
time, the findings reveal that the initiators' transformative motivation is usually
paired with pragmatic constraints on action, since none of the projects establishes
outside of state or market-based logics (cf. Bresnihan/Byrne 2015). Overall, the
habiTAT (and the Mietshiuser Syndikat) cannot fully live up to the theoretical ideal
of creating open and heterogeneous commons institutions (Stavrides, 2015). The
demanding individual capital (e.g. organizational knowledge) and time resources
required for the establishment of a self-organized housing project reduce access,
e.g., for non-German-speaking groups (see also Lang & Stoeger, 2018: 50). However,
this is also due to the design of municipal funding programs. The origin of direct
loans likewise demonstrates the advantages of financially strong social environments.
Thus, our analysis also points to the limits of creating non-excluding commons
institutions.

Furthermore, our analysis confirms what housing scholars pronounced for trans-
national housing networks, predominantly in countries of the Global South; namely
that housing and related negotiation processes are far from being bounded and
linked to specific places (McFarlane, 2011, p. 668; Herrle and colleagues 2016). As
compared to previous studies on housing commons (mainly in the Global North),
our analysis elucidates the ways in which horizontally organized support networks
in solidarity extend local places and potentially form translocal assemblages that
resist being fixed on one scale. Certain conditions seem to be crucial for the trans-
national networks to exceed functions of weak ties and add to the strategic values
of places (cf. Nicholls, 2009): the moderately upscaled and institutionalized trans-
national syndicate network, horizontal decision-making structures, regular physical
meetings and prefigurative intentions of the housing groups. This multiscalar poten-
tial is to be seen as a central research contribution to the field of housing commons.
In Europe, it appears to be most likely comparable to the European Action Coalition
on Housing which Bonfert (2021) describes as 'collective intellectual' created by
horizontally organized solidarity networks at different scales. The translocal networks
at national and international scale allow for crucial mobilization of resources for
the housing projects. At the same time, the direction of knowledge flows between
national associations is gradually changing. And while the city of Vienna proved to
be particularly relevant for project implementation with respect to local social net-
works and infrastructures, we also observed a horizontal generation of translocal
knowledge, confirming that the social groups are 'place-based, but not necessarily
place-bound' (Cumbers et al., 2008, p. 192). Furthermore, multiple contact points
and activities at different scales are increasing (cf. McFarlane, 2009), including local
housing projects, related citywide and national lobby networks and regional networks
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such as the Eastern European MOBA Housing SCE which combines young housing
initiatives in Central and Southeast Europe. Consequently, the starting conditions
are presently being reconstituted for coming groups, respectively, the translocal
scaling out of the syndicate model is facilitated.

Notes

1.

Analysis of CLTs account for a certain exception, although the spatial focus remains on
the local or national scale. For example, Moore and Mullins (2013) compared the
different scalar forms of support to facilitate the diffusion of CLTs and self-help hous-
ing in the UK; however, the focus is only on the national scale of the UK. Thompson
(2018) went further to explore the historical development of CLTs in Liverpool through
mobile urbanism, amongst others. And Raynor (2018) investigated the process of as-
sembling an innovative social housing project, and how such innovations may be scaled
up or scaled out.

The differences between the two cases regarding location (peripheral industrial versus
central conversion area), housing type (predominantly rehabilitation versus new con-
struction), financing (no public funds versus publicly funded building group) and use
(mixed versus housing only) were considered as enrichment to the analyses.

For example, the new Smart Wohnen initiative intends to have a positive influence on
costs with small,efficient floor plans. As rents are not to exceed €7.50/m? (warm water
and heating not included), Vienna is “subverting” the purchase option introduced by
the federal government (interview 15, 19). And for the first time since 2004, the City
is to initiate 4,000 community housing apartments without self-funding requirements
(Gemeindebauwohnungen-NEU program) (Reinprecht, 2017).

The revision of the zoning category of subsidizable housing, with which city politics have
reacted to increasing land prices in 2018, is to be emphasized. This amendment facil-
itates price caps in rezoning grassland to building land. With regard to its factual
application, the City of Vienna stated that two thirds of the areas in any rezoning
effort are earmarked for public housing (wien.at-Redaktion, n.d.).

For sustainability reasons, habiTAT and the Mietshduser Syndikat originally shared the
norm to select (and rehabilitate) existing buildings; this has changed, as the number
of offered affordable buildings has strongly decreased over the last decade.

In the framework of the Wohnheim (residential home) grant category, which is exclusive
for Vienna, the communal areas of housing projects are funded with 25% of the con-
struction costs and interest-free loans for nonprofit building can be granted. Created
in the 1980s, the cooperative-like Wohnheim originally applied to student hostels and
care facilities. In this housing form, a house association consisting of the residents
allocates use and occupation contracts to the residents. The most noted examples in-
clude the Sargfabrik housing and cultural project and its follow-up projects — three
residential homes of Gemeinschaft B.R.O.T (Gruber, 2015). However, there is a relevant
limitation in that the residents of these houses are not entitled to benefit from payments
for individuals.

In the further process, a professionalized representation on websites and dissemination of
regular newsletters are equally noticeable, as much as a periodical presence on Facebook,
Twitter and Instagram.

At this point, the sometimes difficult distinction between bonding and bridging becomes
obvious (Pinto, 2006). The present classification was chosen because crucial new re-
sources could be mobilized through the involvement in translocal networks, although
common norms exist and there is homogeneity with regard to diverse sociocultural
characteristics.

In all conscience, the projects can refer to the Mietshiuser Syndikat as a safe investment,
as merely one out of currently 165 projects has failed in its history.
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10. The recently implemented building groups LiSA (aspern Seestadt) and Gleis 21
(Sonnwendviertel) also rely on the premises of affordability, solidarity and common
property. As part of the WoGen housing project cooperative, the Wohnprojekt Wien
is also a common-property project which, however, has restrictions to access due to
high deposits. The key reference point is the Sargfabrik, completed in 1996. This proj-
ect accommodates 112 housing units, hosts concerts and seminars, and has a swimming
pool.

11. In his interview, an academic expert also emphasized the “special situation” in Vienna:
Unlike the other Austrian states, this city was said to barely have experience with
bottom-up strategies, even historically (interview 19). The housing shortage following
World War I gave rise to one single example: the Viennese settlers' movement which
was quickly smashed thereafter (see also Blau et al., 2019, p. 158).

12.  This illustrates a frequent practical problem encountered with so-called “hacked” legal
forms, i.e., diverted from its true purpose (Bollier, 2017), for practices of commoning,
namely, falling through the cracks of housing promotion (Barthel, 2020).

13.  In fact, with Living for Future only recently a new Viennese building group joined
habiTAT.
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