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Greening Red Vienna: lessons for social-ecological housing provision

Andreas Novya , Benjamin Baumgartnera, Simon Grabowa, Leonhard Plankb  and  
Hans Volmarya 
ainstitute for Multi-level Governance and development, Vienna university of economics and business, Vienna, austria; bresearch unit 
Public Finance and infrastructure Policy, Vienna university of technology Wien, Vienna, austria

ABSTRACT
Contemporary housing systems neither live up to their social nor their ecological aims, 
resulting in affordability and environmental crises. We explore the potentials for securing 
access to affordable and adequate housing for all while rapidly reducing energy and resource 
use and associated greenhouse-gas (GHG) emissions. For this purpose, we carry out a case 
study of the housing system in Vienna to scrutinize how social-ecological provision has been 
enabled or restrained by Viennese housing regulations. We introduce a broad conceptualization 
of housing that encompasses material objects (housing as noun) and socio-cultural practices 
(housing as verb) and embed these concepts in a provisioning perspective. The history of 
Vienna’s housing system is outlined with an emphasis on the radical municipal reformism of 
Red Vienna (1919–1934) and path dependencies from welfare capitalism to neoliberalism. 
Based on the historical analysis, we highlight barriers hindering social-ecological housing 
provision today and suggest three sets of measures for greening Red Vienna: (1) Establishing 
social-ecological obligations to property ownership, prioritizing ecological upgrading, and 
favoring retrofitting instead of new constructions; (2) introducing lower and upper limits on 
housing provision to reduce inequalities; and (3) overcoming the focus on individual building 
sites and widening the scope of housing policies toward securing habitation for all residents.

Introduction

As a prerequisite for human flourishing, housing 
plays a crucial role in efforts to stay within planetary 
boundaries and represents a key domain for social- 
ecological transformation. Yet housing systems 
around the world are neither satisfying social needs 
nor respecting ecological limits. With estimates of 
1.6 billion people to be affected by 2025 (World 
Bank 2021), housing shortages amount to a global 
tragedy. In Europe, over the last decade, house prices 
increased by 42% and rents by 16% (Eurostat 2022b), 
generating rising housing costs and exacerbating 
inequalities (Dewilde and De Decker 2016; Lee, 
Kemp, and Reina 2022). Even before the COVID-19 
pandemic and soaring energy prices, one in ten 
Europeans spent more than 40% of their income on 
housing (Eurostat 2022a).

Additionally, contemporary housing systems fall 
short of complying with ecological objectives (IPCC 
2022; zu Ermgassen et  al. 2022).1 Buildings and their 
related energy requirements are responsible for 16% 
of global greenhouse-gas (GHG) emissions (IPCC 

2022).2 Two of the most important construction 
materials, steel and cement, account for more than 
half of all industry-related GHG emissions (Rissman 
et  al. 2020). Moreover, the expansion of housing 
infrastructure and the related necessary supply chains 
for construction materials contribute to land-use 
change and biodiversity loss, threatening approxi-
mately 24% of endangered species listed on the 
International Union for the Conservation of Nature’s 
(IUCN) Red List (Torres et  al. 2022; zu Ermgassen 
et  al. 2019).

In summary, since Engels’ (1975  [1872]) original 
formulation, contemporary housing questions have 
evolved. Housing shortages have spread across social 
strata and the ecological dimension of housing pro-
vision is increasingly problematized (zu Ermgassen 
et  al. 2022). This article explores the potentials for 
securing access to affordable and adequate housing 
for all while rapidly reducing energy and resource 
use and associated GHG emissions. For this purpose, 
we carry out a case study of the housing system in 
Vienna and consider how social-ecological provision 
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has been enabled or restrained by housing regula-
tion. It is, thus, an attempt to find answers to the 
housing questions of the 21st century. The following 
section explains our underlying conceptual strategy, 
while the next section concretizes this approach by 
specifying our broad understanding of housing and 
the related political economy of housing. We then 
describe the housing system of Red Vienna and out-
line the contemporary Viennese housing system, 
shaped by path dependencies from welfare capital-
ism and neoliberalism. The article subsequently 
highlights three main barriers hindering social- 
ecological housing provision today and proposes a 
transformative agenda to tackle these barriers, draw-
ing on the legacy of Red Vienna. The final section 
offers our concluding comments.

Research approach

Contemporary research on provisioning systems 
acknowledges the importance of integrating 
socio-metabolic with politico-economic perspectives 
(Mattioli et  al. 2020; Pirgmaier 2021; zu Ermgassen 
et  al. 2022), often in historical analyses (Bärnthaler, 
Novy, and Stadelmann 2023; Fine, Bayliss, and 
Robertson 2018) to identify “key socio-economic 
factors [that] enable societies to meet human needs 
within sustainable levels of energy use” (Vogel et  al. 
2021, 1). Drawing on this literature, we adopt a 
case-study design that follows a Social Provisioning 
Perspective (SPP) (Fanning, O’Neill, and Büchs 2020; 
Jo and Todorova 2017) as well as a System of 
Provision (SoP) approach (Bayliss and Fine 2020). 
Further, we relate this body of research to the inter-
disciplinary field of housing studies, which has for a 
long time analyzed housing provision as embedded 
in wider societal structures (Ball 1986; Barlow and 
Duncan 1994; Kemeny 1995; Stephens 2020).

First, this approach is committed to a SPP based 
on an “embedded view of the economy” (Jo and 
Todorova 2017, 32) in social and biophysical pro-
cesses, conceptualizing it in line with an Aristotelian 
tradition as the “management of the material basis 
of the household or…politics” (Jo and Todorova 
2017, 29) and as the organization of livelihood 
(Polanyi and Pearson 1977). Hence, we relate decent 
housing provision to human flourishing in general, 
thereby explicitly rejecting a reductionist under-
standing of housing as a solely private affair and 
instead conceptualizing it broadly as habitation 
(Bärnthaler, Novy, and Stadelmann 2023). This has, 
as demonstrated later in this article, significant 
implications for policymaking. Second, we follow a 
SoP approach by exploring the distinctive political 
economy of a concrete phenomenon (Bärnthaler 

et al. 2022), namely the specific housing-provisioning 
system in Vienna. This entails integrating produc-
tion, consumption, and distribution while also 
exploring the interplay of politico-economic and 
socio-cultural elements in the analysis of a particular 
provisioning system (Bayliss and Fine 2020). This 
integrative approach will guide the historical analysis 
of the Viennese housing system.

The SoP approach was inspired by debates within 
housing studies starting in the 1980s, in particular the 
structures of provision approach developed by Ball, 
who claimed that housing provision should be ana-
lyzed “in terms of the totality of social relations asso-
ciated with the form of housing provision in question” 
(Ball 1986, 1). Furthermore, analyses of the political 
economy of housing (Aalbers 2017; Ryan-Collins et  al. 
2017), as well as explicitly historical approaches 
emphasizing path dependency (Bengtsson and 
Ruonavaara 2010; Blackwell and Kohl 2019) are 
well-established in the field. Consequently, housing 
scholars have analyzed the institutional mechanisms of 
housing provision in the spheres of consumption, pro-
duction, and distribution and their embedding in 
wider socio-economic structures (e.g., Stephens 2020; 
Baumgartner and Volmary 2022). The decoupling of 
energy use from human-needs satisfaction, however, 
has only recently been addressed (e.g., Cohen 2021; 
Lorek and Spangenberg 2019; zu Ermgassen et  al. 
2022). We expand on this literature by bringing 
together two important research traditions that have 
only lately started to relate to one another: research on 
housing provision as a social problem and as an eco-
logical challenge. This helps us to enrich both research 
traditions and overcome social-only as well as 
environmental-only policy recommendations.

We do so by conceptualizing housing as a materi-
ality (housing as a noun) and a practice (housing as 
a verb). This enables us to identify potentials and 
barriers for social-ecological housing provision in 
Vienna. In our historical and institutional analysis, 
we first examine regulatory changes in the political 
economy of the Viennese housing system, focusing 
on the relative power of landlords, tenants, and the 
municipality in advancing or hindering social and 
ecological housing policies. Second, we examine how 
these regulatory changes result in housing infrastruc-
tures (housing as a noun) and practices (housing as 
a verb) with distinct social-ecological consequences. 
Examples include average per capita floor space and 
daily mobility practices.

The Viennese housing system serves as a suitable 
case study, as the city is widely regarded as a 
best-practice example for providing both high-quality 
and affordable housing to large parts of its popula-
tion (Mari and Locatelli 2023; Marquardt and Glaser 
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2020). Rooted in Red Vienna’s socialist agenda, the 
city is still governed by social democrats and main-
tains responsibility for housing provision, which 
includes a large municipal stock. Notably, while sus-
tainability was not explicitly addressed at that time, 
many of Red Vienna’s policies align with contempo-
rary sustainability efforts and universal public ser-
vices to “deliver strong social outcomes without 
high levels of resource use” (Hickel et  al. 2022, 401). 
Hence, our study examines Red Vienna’s legacy as 
well as the changing trajectory of housing provision 
in Vienna since World War II, which contributed to 
today’s systematic ecological overshoot.

Conceptualizing housing for social-ecological 
transformations

To concretize our provisioning approach outlined in 
the prior section, housing has to be investigated as a 
multi-faceted research object that can be approached 
from various perspectives (Anacker, Nguyen, and 
Varadym 2015; Schippner and Vollmer 2020). For 
understanding the social and ecological impacts of 
housing systems, we propose a broad conceptualiza-
tion of housing that encompasses material objects 
(housing as noun) and socio-cultural practices 
(housing as verb) (Turner 1972). Moreover, we con-
ceptualize housing as providing use and exchange 
value (Aalbers and Christophers 2014; Harvey 2006) 
and stress the significance of property rights in 
appropriating the latter (Robé 2020).

Broadening the understanding of housing

As social-ecological housing is decisive for human 
flourishing, climate research increasingly acknowl-
edges the necessity to go beyond a hedonistic 
understanding of well-being that privileges indi-
vidual pleasure-seeking (Brand-Correa and 
Steinberger 2017). Instead, there is a revival of 
Aristotelian approaches that focus on eudaimonia 
(flourishing), human capabilities and needs, and a 
good life for all within planetary boundaries 
(Gough 2017; O’Neill et  al. 2018). By conceptual-
izing housing as habitation (Polanyi 2001), we 
draw on the notion of habitat, which accentuates 
the “long-term maintenance to guarantee the 
reproduction of both human and non-human life” 
(Savini 2021, 1089). This includes material infra-
structures (e.g., buildings, transport infrastruc-
tures) and socio-cultural practices (e.g., taking 
care of children or washing dishes) (Bärnthaler, 
Novy, and Stadelmann 2023), leading to a compre-
hensive understanding of framework conditions 
for social-ecological housing provision, including 

the built environment and contextualized society- 
nature relations.

For such a broader understanding of housing, it 
is useful to distinguish housing as both noun and 
verb (Turner 1972). As a verb it encompasses all 
activities connected to “doing housing,” in other 
words living and acting in a place (including daily 
commuting for work and leisure activities) which 
shape homes and their surroundings. And, as resi-
dents organize their daily lives in and between 
(always contested) private, communal, and public 
spaces, they attribute meaning to the material objects, 
turning them into a home. As a noun, housing 
describes material objects that shape land and nature. 
It is a dwelling, usually a house or an apartment, 
that provides shelter. Furthermore, it is embedded 
within a built environment—material infrastructures 
that are constitutive of daily life, like pipes and 
cables, streets, or green and public spaces. Housing 
understood in this sense fulfills—more or less effec-
tively—the basic human needs of autonomy, physical 
health, and societal participation (Doyal and Gough 
1991; Max-Neef, Elizalde, and Hopenhayn 1991). It 
creates and sustains a private and intimate sphere of 
autonomous action within one’s own walls, the space 
one possesses as a tenant or owner; it supports 
physical health in providing protection from the ele-
ments and by providing access to biophysical neces-
sities like water and heating; and it influences 
opportunities for societal participation, as private 
spaces are embedded in and entangled with 
socio-spatial networks.

Almost every aspect of housing provision is asso-
ciated with energy and resource use, so that housing 
as noun and verb have distinct ecological implica-
tions. As a material object, the construction, mainte-
nance, and refurbishment of housing infrastructure 
is associated with GHG emissions that are embodied 
in construction materials (Röck et  al. 2020; Ürge- 
Vorsatz et  al. 2020). As a socio-cultural practice, 
housing produces direct (e.g., heating and cooling of 
buildings) and indirect (e.g., energy production and 
distribution, mobility) GHG emissions (Kayaçetin 
and Tanyer 2020; Ürge-Vorsatz et  al. 2015, 2020).

Housing links infrastructures to a diversity of 
practices, thereby creating path-dependent provision-
ing systems. While housing structures everyday rou-
tines, these routines create and shape the built 
environment and affect socioeconomic and spatial 
inequalities (Strüver 2020). This includes spatial 
development patterns such as low-density housing 
forms that foster car dependency (e.g., Gill and 
Moeller 2018) and structurally privilege car owner-
ship for wealthy households in suburban areas. At 
the same time, increased car traffic creates pressure 



4 A. NOVY ET AL.

to further extend road infrastructures for motorized 
transport. Summing up, housing provision depends 
on both material infrastructures and socio-cultural 
practices.3

The political economy of property rights and use 
and exchange value

The needs-satisfying functions of housing described 
above constitute its use value, relevant for anyone 
seeking to lead a decent life. As a verb, housing is 
seen as residents using a dwelling, thus emphasizing 
its use value. As a noun, it is regarded as a material 
object that can be traded on markets, emphasizing 
its exchange value (Thompson 2020, 50). In capital-
ist societies, real estate markets combine basic need 
satisfaction for some with the often-speculative 
intentions of private and institutional investors which 
derive from housing’s exchange value due to the fact 
that housing serves as a perfect form of collateral 
(Ryan-Collins 2021) as well as a storage of value for 
excess capital (Aalbers and Christophers 2014). Its 
exchange value is further elevated by the scarcity of 
the land on which it is built (Ryan-Collins et  al. 
2017), making it a key asset class and economic sec-
tor in financialized capitalism (Piketty 2014).

When exchange-value considerations are domi-
nant, modern societies become market societies 
(Polanyi 2001), with strong traces of possessive indi-
vidualism. In market societies, property rights struc-
ture not only the possession of homes but also the 
right to improve, sell, or buy housing (Robé 2020). 
Ownership, thus, impacts upon any potential trans-
formation in housing provision. While both owners 
and tenants can possess and use housing, owners 
have the right to exclude others and are the 
decision-makers: “[o]wners are akin to lawmakers in 
connection with their property” (Robé 2020, 53). 
Their rights go well beyond possessing a thing: a 
tenant can possess an apartment, but only the owner 
has the “right of decision-making as a matter of 
principle” (Robé 2020, 53). This includes investments 
in building improvements or letting practices. 
Therefore, transforming housing-provisioning sys-
tems toward social-ecological goals depends not only 
on appropriate policies from public decision-makers 
(governments, parliaments, and public administra-
tions), but is heavily reliant on private owners and 
other types of investors. Their legal forms, whether 
a natural person or a large corporation, as well as 
the restrictions imposed on legal prerogatives of 
property strongly influence the potential for 
social-ecological housing provision.

Large-scale landlords, such as institutional inves-
tors (private equity, sovereign wealth funds, 

insurance companies, exchange-traded funds, and 
family offices) or wealthy individuals, have the 
capacity to shape housing-provisioning systems and 
siphon off value (Janoschka et  al. 2020). These pow-
erful players often ally with middle-class households 
profiting from price appreciation of their homes 
(Adkins, Konings, and Cooper 2020), resulting in 
broad political support for adding new housing stock 
(zu Ermgassen et  al. 2022). Whether the extension 
of housing production serves the satisfaction of basic 
human needs or the profit-interest of institutional 
and private investors crucially depends on the regu-
lation of housing provision—in particular rights and 
obligations tied to property ownership. Especially 
since the Great Financial Crisis of 2008 housing sys-
tems have privileged “not-for-housing housing” over 
“for-housing housing” (Doling and Ronald 2019). 
Such an “overproduction of (financialized) housing” 
hinders social-ecological housing provision as it 
“increases overall housing prices (weakening the 
floor) and devours massive amounts of resources 
(transgressing the ceiling)” (Bärnthaler and Gough 
2023, 9 in this Special Issue). To sum up, rights as 
well as obligations related to property ownership 
crucially shape the pathways for social-ecological 
housing provision.

Red Vienna (1919–1934)

In Vienna, collective responsibility for existential pro-
vision dates to the 19th century when energy, trans-
port, and other foundational infrastructures, like 
water and sanitation, were municipalized (Bärnthaler, 
Novy, and Stadelmann 2023). This explicit anti-liberal 
strategy assumed that “every member of society is in 
need of externally provided infrastructural services 
like ‘water, gas and electricity’” (Forsthoff in Folkers 
2017, 861). However, the municipality did not fully 
assume responsibility for social provisioning, leaving 
the satisfaction of housing needs to market logic. The 
housing boom of the 19th century Gründerzeit 
(founding era) consisted mainly of overcrowded pri-
vate tenement houses in a still densely populated 
“compact urban zone” (Musil, Brand, and Punz 2022, 
7). While world famous for its arts and intellectual 
life, the city suffered a tremendous housing crisis, 
with soaring rents and precarious living standards 
(Novy 2011, 243).

After World War I, Europe entered a crisis-prone 
interregnum, opening space for regulatory experi-
mentation (Becker and Novy 1999). In Vienna, from 
1919 to 1934, social democrats implemented a radi-
cal municipal reform agenda—Rotes Wien—with 
inclusive housing provision at its core (Kadi 2015; 
Kadi and Suitner 2019). Supported by a strong 
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worker and settler movement “from below,” progres-
sive social policies were implemented “from above,” 
via the local state. This was enabled by four favor-
able framework conditions. First and foremost, hous-
ing as a verb was also a political act, resulting from 
collective mobilization. For example, the settler 
movement constructed 3,000 self-built homes at the 
city’s periphery in the years prior to 1925 (Krasny 
2012; Novy 1981). Second, rent controls, introduced 
during the war, were maintained thereafter 
(Weihsmann 1985). Huge population loss after the 
dissolution of the Habsburg Empire additionally 
reduced earnings expectations for landlords and 
strengthened tenants’ relative bargaining power, 
which kept private rents low (Kadi and Matznetter 
2022). Third, urban land was cheap, and the munic-
ipality owned nearly 25% of the land located in 
Greater Vienna’s territory (Blau 1999), which facili-
tated public housing construction. Finally, in 1922 
Vienna became the ninth Austrian province and was 
granted additional legal powers, including taxation. 
The province introduced “a set of progressively stag-
gered consumption taxes on luxury goods such as 
cars, riding-horses, hotel rooms as well as private 
servants” (Weihsmann 1985, 32), in particular a 
municipal luxury housing tax that focused on large 
dwellings (Wohnbausteuer) while leaving small 
working-class homes largely unaffected. The most 
expensive 0.5% of taxed objects generated roughly 
45% of the revenue (Weihsmann 1985).

These framework conditions facilitated the con-
struction of 64,000 municipal apartments in little 
more than a decade, an achievement that has 
shaped the city ever since (Maderthaner 1993). 
Council housing offered workers access to afford-
able and decent housing. All apartments had access 
to running water and washrooms, and were 
equipped with “electricity, gas, tiled floors in the 
kitchen and hardwood floors in the other rooms” 
(Haderer 2023b, 55). The social-democratic munic-
ipal government promised to provide a “place that 
is no longer a mere bedding but a real dwelling” 
(Bauer in Haderer 2023b, 28). Housing practices, 
however, remained closely linked to middle-class 
and bourgeois imaginaries. “Norms of privacy, 
kitchen design, the forms of social control exer-
cised in the communal housing blocks” (Haderer 
2023b, 28) reproduced conventional gender norms. 
As semi-public water taps (Bassena) were abolished, 
a turn toward the interior was fostered. Within the 
apartments, the popular live-in kitchen was increas-
ingly substituted by “modern” work-kitchens, 
inspired by time-saving studies. Although based on 
radical and emancipatory intentions, household 
work and cooking tasks came to be performed in 

the work-kitchen by women in solitude (Haderer 
2023b, 57).

At the same time, Red Vienna emerged from col-
lective empowerment “from below,” by means of pop-
ular political agency. The municipal administration, 
supported by a mass movement, made a huge effort 
to improve non-private spaces, reconciling different 
housing practices and functions like care, dwelling, 
play, and consumption (Blau 1999). Infrastructures 
like public baths, libraries, kindergartens, youth cen-
ters, and medical care accompanied large apartment 
complexes such as the Karl-Marx-Hof. Spread around 
the city, these large estates with their spacious com-
mon areas addressed various social groups, thereby 
contributing to social mixing (Friesenecker and 
Kazepov 2021; Kadi and Suitner 2019). Council 
estates, however, remained islands of good housing, 
enclaves in the existing urban setting and townscape. 
Planning was seldom extended to the surrounding 
streets and thus lacked a systematic transformation of 
public spaces (Hegemann 1926). Mobility was orga-
nized in the densely populated, still “walkable” 
Gründerzeit-city by a municipal public transport sys-
tem, especially cost-effective and resource-light 
tramways.

Even though environmental concerns were sec-
ondary, the practice of collective consumption 
entailed positive ecological potentials as well as cru-
cial lessons for social-ecological housing provision 
today. Apartments were small, mainly between 38 
and 48 square meters (m2) (409 and 517 square feet 
(ft2)) (Weihsmann 1985), but complemented with 
communal facilities, like green areas, kindergartens, 
and libraries (Kadi and Suitner 2019). This signifi-
cantly improved living conditions and capacitated 
workers as healthy laborers and self-conscious citi-
zens. Shared facilities enabled needs satisfaction in a 
relatively resource-efficient manner (e.g., Baltruszewicz 
et  al. 2021). Supporting healthy living conditions, like 
access to fresh air and sunlight as well as green 
spaces for all, added an ecological dimension to 
Vienna’s social infrastructure that was hardly acknowl-
edged at the time. This institutionalized the right to 
decent housing for increasingly more residents as 
part of a broader municipal transformative agenda. 
However, these infrastructures focused on the inte-
rior of the council-housing estates.

In summary, Red Vienna successfully tackled hous-
ing questions of its time, fulfilling the basic need of 
housing for large parts of its population. In doing so, 
the municipal government pursued the following 
strategies: it (1) assumed collective responsibility for 
social provisioning, (2) tackled housing-related 
inequalities with progressive taxation, generating 
funds for social-housing construction, and (3) 
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embedded its housing program in a reformist agenda 
to change wider social-cultural practices.

Vienna’s contemporary housing system

In this section, we characterize the contemporary 
Viennese housing system, focusing on path depen-
dencies created by welfare capitalist and neoliberal 
housing regulation which influence possibilities for 
social-ecological housing provision today.

Vienna during welfare capitalism and the 
transgression of planetary boundaries

Red Vienna created a cornerstone for accessible and 
affordable housing. In 1934, however, this radical 
reformism was ended by a civil war, leading first to 
Austro-fascism (1934–1938) and then to Nazi-fascism 
(1938–1945). After World War II, Austrian political 
governance became structured around a top-down 
national compromise between social democrats and 
conservatives. The former continued to favor subsi-
dized council housing and limited-profit housing 
associations (LPHAs), companies providing cost-rental 
housing, satisfying needs through largely decommod-
ified housing (Matznetter 2002, 272). More conserva-
tive interests favored subsidizing home ownership, 
enabled by increased purchasing power. These oppos-
ing interests were successfully accommodated during 
the high-growth decades after World War II 
(Kadi 2018).

In Vienna, fiscal transfers from the federal gov-
ernment replaced the municipal luxury housing tax 
(Novy et  al. 2001). Regulating building codes, man-
aging council housing, and administering housing 
subsidies remained competencies of the City of 
Vienna (Kadi, Vollmer, and Stein 2021). The munic-
ipality upheld council housing, but slowly delegated 
responsibility for the construction of social housing 
to LPHAs, whose construction activity started to 
exceed council housing from the mid-1980s onwards 
(Matznetter 2002).

During the 1960s, the net increase in apartments, 
mainly at the urban perimeters, hit a peak with 
105,000 units (Eigner and Resch 2001). However, 
rigid rent controls disincentivized private investment 
in inner-city Gründerzeit-neighborhoods and con-
tributed to the deterioration of the 19th-century 
housing stock (Kadi 2018). Countering these devel-
opments, from the 1970s onward, Vienna initiated 
its comprehensive “gentle urban renewal” program 
with the aim to refurbish its existing building stock 
without negative social consequences like gentrifica-
tion. The program was successful in revitalizing and 
upgrading approximately 340,000 apartments (Novy 

and Hammer 2007). However, it resulted in larger 
apartment sizes by merging smaller, often-substandard 
apartments, and re-introduced commodification 
logic by limiting legal protection for sitting tenants 
to 15 years and increasing the attractiveness of 
Gründerzeit-apartments for high-income households 
(Hatz 2019). Many landlords took up public subsi-
dies in the expectation of higher long-term earnings, 
contributing in the long term to gentrification 
(Hatz 2019).

In welfare-capitalist Vienna, urban sprawl and the 
spatial separation of work and home, requiring lengthy 
daily commuting, accelerated the expansion of road 
infrastructure and institutionalized car dependency, 
for example, by closing tramway lines to enlarge auto-
mobile infrastructure (Eigner and Resch 2001). As a 
key regulatory framework, the road-traffic act of 1960, 
still in force today, prioritizes moving traffic over liv-
ability, thereby disadvantaging active mobility, like 
walking and cycling (Furchtlehner et  al. 2023). In 
1993, car-based mobility constituted 40% of transport 
demand, while public transport accounted for 29%, 
pedestrians for 28%, and bicycles for only 3% (Linien 
2023). Mass consumerism and social progress during 
welfare capitalism thus went hand in hand with GHG 
emission-intensive mobility practices, resulting in the 
transgressing of planetary boundaries (Büchs and 
Koch 2017; Koch 2022; Steffen et  al. 2015).

Vienna during neoliberalism and the deepening 
climate crisis

The corporatist Austrian housing system was also 
conservative in resisting neoliberal privatization and 
commodification (Matznetter 2002). Although adher-
ing to New Public Management and austerity poli-
cies, it remained committed to social housing and 
restrictions on financialization, like strict regulations 
on loan-to-value (LTV) ratios and the exclusion of 
mortgage securitization (Mundt 2018; Springler and 
Wöhl 2020). These policies prevented significant 
price surges until the 2008 Great Financial Crisis, 
although a liberalized tenancy law, that legalized 
time-limited rental contracts and a location-based 
premium for rent-regulated apartments, had already 
been enacted in 1994 (Baron et  al. 2021; Kadi 2015). 
In 2004, council-housing construction ended, while 
subsidized housing construction by LPHAs increased 
(Friesenecker and Kazepov 2021).

After 2008, Vienna’s population grew rapidly, and 
investors discovered the city as a profitable opportu-
nity. This led to a construction boom that culminated 
between 2018 and 2021, when almost 60,000 units 
were built, mainly by profit-driven developers in the 
unregulated housing segment at prices unaffordable to 
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average Viennese citizens (Plank, Schneider, and Kadi 
2022). “Buy-to-let” (BTL) became a popular invest-
ment vehicle for private (Aigner 2022) and institu-
tional investors (Plank et  al. 2023). In Austria, there 
are still relatively strict rental regulations in place for 
apartments in pre-1945 buildings. This incentivizes 
developers to demolish historic stock in 
Gründerzeit-neighborhoods and to build new and 
unregulated housing, predominantly condominiums 
(Plank, Schneider, and Kadi 2022), which leads to dis-
placement (Musil et  al. 2022). Furthermore, by agree-
ing to rent out a (new) apartment for a minimum of 
20 years (Bauernfeind et  al. 2021), buyers of so-called 
Vorsorgewohnungen (investment apartments) can 
reclaim valued-added tax (VAT) and deduct loan 
interest. In 2018, 446 projects with 23,886 
Vorsorgewohnungen were developed (Aigner 2022), 
often in large residential towers (e.g., Triiiple in the 
3rd and Rivus in the 23rd district).

The share of non-subsidized private for-profit 
housing construction increased from around 
one-tenth in the early 1990s to more than two-thirds 
by the late 2010s (Plank, Schneider, and Kadi 2022). 
As some investors, particularly in the BTL sector, 
view housing as solely a storage of value, exchange 
value increasingly dominates the social use of hous-
ing. Increasing this type of housing supply will 
hardly improve accessibility and affordability for 
low- and middle-class residents, as newly built units 
are often designed to suit preferences of high-income 
households, with average private rents twice as high 
as the average social rents (Plank, Schneider, and 
Kadi 2022). Moreover, vacancy rates (approximated 
as units without registered residents) remain high at 
almost 10% across the total housing stock (Statistik 
Austria 2023d) and can go up to 20% in new con-
struction projects of profit-oriented developers 
(Plank, Schneider, and Kadi 2022), indicating that 
some apartments primarily serve as assets for future 
valorization. Furthermore, institutional investment 
has driven up land prices, negatively affecting hous-
ing affordability because, first, social housing con-
struction relies on affordable land prices (Kössl 
2022), and second, the location-based premium in 
rent-regulated private rentals is coupled to the price 
of land (Kadi 2015). Accordingly, average rents in 
the private rental segment rose by over 50% from 
€6.9 per square meter (€/m2) (2008) to 10.4 €/m2 
(2021) (Statistik Austria 2021), while average prices 
for apartments in 2021 stood at 235% (compared to 
2008), indicating a housing bubble as highlighted by 
the central bank’s monitor (ÖNB 2023). This signif-
icant increase in rents, concentrated in attractive 
inner-city areas, reinforces segregation and gentrifi-
cation (Kadi and Verlic 2019). Those newly arriving 

in the city, especially young people and immigrants, 
face significant entry barriers for council housing; 
and even when eligible, they have to wait several 
years for an apartment (Aigner 2019). They are 
consequently disadvantaged as they depend on an 
overpriced private rental sector (Kadi 2015 2023).

Environmental and climate issues became import-
ant in Austria during the decades dominated by neo-
liberal ideology, which prioritized technology-oriented, 
market-compliant, and efficiency-enhancing policies 
(Haas et  al. 2023). Against this backdrop, Vienna’s 
2005 urban development plan focused on supporting 
economic development, with green spaces aiming to 
foster livability as well as the city’s international com-
petitiveness (Mocca, Friesenecker, and Kazepov 2020). 
Subsequently, Vienna’s Smart City strategy integrated 
social, economic, and environmental objectives. It 
does not, however, address potential conflicts and 
tradeoffs (Brandl and Zielinska 2020; City of Vienna 
2019) and focuses on experimentation, thereby avoid-
ing “collectively binding, political decisions” (Haderer 
2023a, 2). Recently, the city formulated ambitious 
goals for becoming climate-friendly by, for example, 
phasing out fossil-heat supply by 2040 and drastically 
reducing final energy consumed and resultant emis-
sions through energy-efficiency improvements and a 
shift toward renewables (City of Vienna 2022b).

Overall, the housing sector is the second largest 
contributor to Vienna’s target-relevant GHG emis-
sions, accounting for as much as 30% (City of 
Vienna 2022b). Most emissions originate from oper-
ational energy requirements due to low insulation 
levels in much of the city’s housing stock (Haas 
et  al. 2022). However, Vienna has cut emissions 
from operational energy use by 37% (UBA 2021b) in 
comparison to 1990 levels in spite of substantial 
population growth (+25%) and increases in available 
floor space (City of Vienna 2022a).

Until 2001, living space grew rapidly and contin-
uously. Since 2001, however, average floor space 
slightly decreased from 38 square meters per person 
(m2/person) (409 ft2/person) in 2001 to 36.8 m2/per-
son (396 ft2/person) in 2021 (Jany et  al. 2022), 
partly due to skyrocketing land prices increasing the 
attractiveness of smaller, compact dwellings for 
developers and consumers (Albay 2018). Figure 1 
visualizes significant inequalities along different ten-
ure types: individuals owning a house or a flat ben-
efited the most from floor-space growth between 
1971 and 2021, with living space growing by 17.6 m2/
person (189 ft2/person) and 9.6 m2/person (103 ft2/
person), respectively. However, also tenants in the 
private market (+5.1 m2/person or 55 ft2/person)), 
LPHAs (+10.4 m2/person or 112 ft2/person) and 
council housing (+5.5 m2/person or 59 ft2/person) 
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experienced increases in average floor space. 
Affluent homeowners thus occupy significantly more 
floor space than the average Viennese, namely 
19.4 m2/person (209 ft2/person) as well as 28.6 m2/
person (308 ft2/person) more than tenants living in 
council housing. Inequalities in the distribution of 
floor space are not only a reflection of prevailing 
socio-economic disparities, but translate into 
housing-related environmental inequalities (Frascati 
2018; Theine et  al. 2022). This can be attributed to 
floor space being a key determinant of energy con-
sumption as well as land and material requirements 
(Heeren and Hellweg 2019; Huebner and Shipworth 
2017; Ivanova and Büchs 2020).

Due to its low operational energy requirements, 
stock expansion is commonly framed as environmen-
tally beneficial. This characterization neglects indirect 
emissions embodied in construction materials, which 
account for an additional 20% of yearly use-phase 
GHG emissions (Haas et  al. 2022). Embodied GHG 
emissions of new buildings are substantially higher 
than those necessary for retrofitting the existing stock 
(Haas et  al. 2022; Ürge-Vorsatz et  al. 2020; zu 
Ermgassen et  al. 2022). This is also true for the 
expansion of public transport infrastructures, in par-
ticular regarding extensions to the underground rail-
way that are emission-intensive in construction and 
material when compared to similar tramway-based 
expansions (Buehler, Pucher, and Altshuler 2017). 
Constructions, moreover, drive land-use change, as 
agricultural land is repurposed for urban develop-
ment leading to soil-sealing (Augustin 2016).

From the 1990s onwards, mobility policies have 
prioritized “as-well-as” strategies, reconciling continu-
ing car-friendly policies with increased investment in 

public transport. This has resulted in a substantial 
reduction of the car-based share in overall mobility to 
26%, increases in walking and cycling to 35% and 
9%, respectively, and a share of public transport of 
30% in 2022 (Linien 2023); but Vienna is character-
ized by limited tree cover and limited venues for 
active mobility compared to other European cities 
such as Rotterdam, Copenhagen, and Munich 
(Furchtlehner and Lička 2019). Although the city has 
successfully decreased the share of motorized individ-
ual transport, its transport emissions still increased by 
as much as 51% between 1990 and 2019 (UBA 2021a). 
Today, the mobility system remains the largest con-
tributor to GHG emissions released within city 
boundaries, accounting for as much as 43%, with 78% 
of mobility-related GHG emissions originating from 
private car use (City of Vienna 2022b).

Key barriers to transforming housing 
provisioning

Based on our conceptual reflections on housing as a 
noun and a verb, as well as the historical overview 
showing the politico-economic shift toward neoliber-
alization, financialization, and empowerment of 
landlords, we identify three main path-dependent 
politico-economic barriers to social-ecological hous-
ing provision: (1) reluctance of (private and public) 
landlords to invest in social-ecological housing pro-
vision, reinforced by neoliberal rent regulation, (2) 
overproduction and overconsumption of housing, 
reinforced by welfare capitalism, and (3) the lack of 
comprehensive planning for secure and ecological 
housing, reinforced by a narrow understanding of 
housing as private space only.

Figure 1. average floor space per capita across different tenure types in Vienna.
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First, while Vienna has defended a substantial 
public housing sector, re-regulation of the federal 
Tenancy Act and tax incentives has strengthened 
landlords at the expense of tenants in an Austrian 
legal system with strong constitutional prerogatives 
to protect private property (Kadi 2023).4 Private 
decision-makers are today much more powerful than 
during the days of Red Vienna. If retrofitting does 
not match income aspirations, landlords can deny 
support for socially and ecologically beneficial invest-
ments, or alternatively, as has occurred following the 
period of gentle urban renewal, use retrofitting to 
justify rent hikes. Thus, without preventative policies 
to secure basic provisioning, retrofitting can lead to 
rising property values and “low-carbon” gentrifica-
tion (Bouzarovski, Frankowski, and Tirado Herrero 
2018; Cucca and Friesenecker 2022); this will 
increase the quality of life for those who can afford 
it, but can lead to displacement of incumbent resi-
dents. This market-compliant mode of living valo-
rizes a broader understanding of good living but 
restricts its access (Bärnthaler, Novy, and Stadelmann 
2023). For example, co-housing initiatives, aligned to 
communal living ideals with more communal spaces 
and sometimes ambitious degrowth agendas (Hagbert 
et  al. 2020), remain niche projects for like-minded 
middle-class households, who have the time and 
financial means to participate (Cucca and 
Friesenecker 2022; Xue 2018).

At the same time, Vienna’s ambitious climate 
roadmap (City of Vienna 2022b) does not list any 
concrete obligations for greening council housing. 
Despite having substantial decision-making power by 
owning 24% of the Viennese housing stock, the 
municipality’s potential to drastically cut operational 
energy requirements and resulting emissions remains 
hardly explored. This illustrates the lack of a coher-
ent political strategy that integrates short-term social 
with long-term ecological goals. Simultaneously, 
LPHAs face the problem that social obligations, like 
limits on rentals, are legal obligations, while environ-
mental obligations like decarbonization are still vol-
untary. This represents a key barrier, as together 
council housing and LPHAs account for almost half 
of the housing stock in Vienna.

Second, growth-oriented housing policies have 
focused on housing as a noun as they have framed 
the housing question as a matter of inadequate sup-
ply. As a result, stock expansion has been the prime 
focus in tackling the housing shortage and precar-
ity—from Red Vienna to the current municipal 
objectives of constructing at least 75,000 additional 
housing units before 2030 (City of Vienna 2019)—
has hardly solved the affordability crisis for young 
and low-income residents forced to rent in the 

private rental sector (Kadi 2023). Overproduction, 
especially of unaffordable and not-for-housing 
dwellings, peaked between 2018 and 2021, resulting 
in greater supply of large luxury apartments without 
immediate price-dampening effects for the many 
(Plank, Schneider, and Kadi 2022). Moreover, unsus-
tainable mass-consumption patterns, especially 
greater floor space and intertwined housing and 
mobility practices, have become the standard of a 
middle-class lifestyle. Therefore, reductions in floor 
space cannot be restricted to high-income house-
holds only. In order to decarbonize the housing sec-
tor, reductions by the middle class cannot be 
averted.

Third, the current reductionist understanding of 
housing as a means of shelter is a root cause of 
unsustainability, as it neglects its implications for 
housing practices. This impedes a more harmonious 
human-nature relationship of mutual interdependence 
by neglecting the impact of surroundings on 
well-being. City planning in welfare capitalism was 
inspired by Corbusier’s ideal of a functionally divided 
city (Biagi 2021). Neoliberalism saw a partial reversal 
of the modernist functional division between produc-
tion and reproduction through the implementation of 
soft urban renewal in formerly degraded 
Gründerzeit-neighborhoods, but reinforced segregation 
and gentrification (Kadi and Matznetter 2022). Even 
in Red Vienna, despite its socialist aspirations, hous-
ing policies centered more on Gemeinschaft 
(milieu-segregated communities) within the council 
estates, neglecting streets and public spaces. 
Consequently, social housing complexes remain 
enclaves with high-quality communal infrastructures, 
while the surrounding city maintains its non-collectivist 
traces of the Habsburg Empire and capitalist modern-
ization. Potential synergies of housing provision with 
other provisioning systems such as mobility have been 
neglected and car-dependency consolidated.

A transformative agenda for greening Red 
Vienna

A transition to social-ecological housing provision 
that overcomes social-only and environmental-only 
policies has to align accessible and affordable hous-
ing with environmental goals beyond individual 
building units. This requires, first and foremost, a 
change in the priorities of urban policies in general. 
After more than three decades of “experimentation,” 
understood as “locally anchored, socially embedded, 
context-sensitive, participatory, adaptive, and reflex-
ive upscaling [of] social innovations” (Haderer 
2023a, 1), what is really needed is a different form 
of “experiment” that returns to more conventional 
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forms of government.5 It would re-empower public 
decision-making by linking deliberative and repre-
sentative forms of democracy (Bärnthaler 2024).  
As the task of overcoming social-only as well as 
environmental-only policies is enormous, the use of 
multiple instruments is required, reinforcing the 
conviction that (local) “states can do a great deal to 
facilitate societal transformations” (Eckersley 2021, 
248). For social and ecological housing provision, 
transformations at multiple levels are necessary. 
However, cities are nodal points in this transforma-
tion. Therefore, municipalities are key actors as they 
can help to overcome dualisms of top-down and 
bottom-up policies by better linking different forms 
of agency. Top-linked policies use public institutions, 
scientific expertise, and civic participation to imple-
ment rules that are valid and binding for the whole 
city (e.g., limits on luxury housing), and combine  
it with context-sensitive implementation by means  
of diverse bottom-linked activities (e.g., co-housing 
initiatives that cooperate with urban planning insti-
tutions) (Oosterlynck, Novy, and Kazepov 2019).

While 100 years ago, Red Vienna successfully tack-
led the housing question by providing decent dwell-
ings on a mass basis, today a new agenda is required 
to shape housing provision in an integrated way. 
This agenda has to overcome the ecologically detri-
mental effects of social-only measures predominant 
in 20th century welfare capitalism, as well as 
commodification-enhancing environment-only mea-
sures dominant during neoliberalism. To overcome 
the barriers summarized above, we highlight three 
corresponding objectives and suggest related sets of 
measures for greening Red Vienna: (1) Establishing 
social-ecological obligations to property ownership; 
(2) introducing lower and upper limits on housing 
provision; and (3) widening the scope of housing 
policies toward securing habitation for all residents.

Establishing social-ecological obligations to 
property ownership

Landlords, who as a “matter of principle” (Robé 
2020, 78) decide on investment decisions, should be 
under stronger, enforceable obligations to contribute 
to social-ecological transformations, mainly by prior-
itizing ecological upgrading, especially thermal reha-
bilitations and greening buildings and their 
surroundings. A return to the Aristotelian principle 
of “social obligations of property” (Szaif 2005) would 
also mark a paradigm shift toward a more precau-
tionary relationship to nature that respects biophysi-
cal boundaries.

Red Vienna was a socialist project that aimed at 
changing property relations by increasing the share 

of public property in mixed economies. It success-
fully created a strong municipal sector for public 
provision based on material and social infrastruc-
tures. Today, 24% of Viennese residents live in coun-
cil housing and an additional 21% in LPHAs 
(Statistik Austria 2020). Affordability of housing long 
benefited from national rent regulation and a shrink-
ing population, which disempowered landlords. 
Today, the municipality is facing increasing difficul-
ties in countering neoliberal commodification and 
financialization dynamics that hinder social-ecological 
transformation.

In infrastructure-abundant European cities, new 
constructions should be a measure of last resort 
(e.g., Schneider 2018). Prioritizing retrofitting reduces 
operational energy requirements of the existing stock 
and minimizes raw material consumption and 
embodied emissions (Haas et  al. 2022; Lederer et  al. 
2021; zu Ermgassen et  al. 2022). Both socially and 
ecologically advantageous, retrofitting is a key con-
temporary social obligation: energy-efficiency 
improvements result in enhanced thermal comfort 
and lower utility bills, producing co-benefits for ten-
ants and homeowners. It is also beneficial to the 
larger economy by creating domestic value-added 
(Böhm and Getzner 2017; Ürge-Vorsatz et  al. 2020). 
To achieve its self-declared goal of zero housing 
emissions by 2040, the municipality needs to switch 
about 500,000 gas-heated apartments to renewable 
energy sources and ramp up its efforts to elevate 
renovation levels from currently 0.9% to 2.1–2.4% 
per year by Aue and Burger (2021; City of Vienna 
2022b). Implementation, however, remains slow due 
to diverging interests and uneven decision-making 
power (Ebrahimigharehbaghi et  al. 2019). Thus, to 
drastically cut emissions in the housing sector, mobi-
lizing public and private capital and engaging private 
owners will be a prerequisite.

While legal obligations to retrofit are hard to 
implement given the current legal framework, there 
are several instruments that facilitate instituting 
social-ecological obligations to property. First, regula-
tion could require owners to implement specific mea-
sures within a reasonable timeframe. This could be 
induced via tax reductions and subsidies. Such a 
“carrot-and-stick”-approach could also be used for 
greening façades, unsealing courtyards, planting trees, 
or opening spaces to the public. Alternatively, one 
could take up the idea of social licensing, which is a 
private law approach elaborated by the Foundational 
Economy Collective that ties public support to private 
redistribution for well-being (FEC 2018).

Second, landlords could be required to make a 
fair contribution to finance the necessary transition, 
for example, via a land-value tax or betterment 
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levies that capture unearned value increases (Norris 
and Lawson 2023; Ryan-Collins et  al. 2017).

Finally, averting social discontent against envi-
ronmentally beneficial measures requires regulatory 
changes, especially rent regulations, so that burden 
shifting to low-income tenants as well as inactivity 
by (private and public) landlords is avoided 
(Weißermel and Wehrhahn 2020).

Introducing lower and upper limits

Current climate research offers increasing evidence 
that societal disparities in GHG emissions are key 
drivers of climate change (Chancel 2022; Oswald, 
Owen, and Steinberger 2020), deepening the consen-
sus that climate policies require courageous distribu-
tional policies (Lorek and Spangenberg 2019; 
Millward-Hopkins and Oswald 2023). Introducing 
lower as well as upper limits disincentivizes the con-
struction of housing and redistributes existing hous-
ing stocks.

Such policies can take inspiration from Red 
Vienna’s agenda that challenged the privileges of the 
wealthy, among other measures by taxing luxury 
consumption, while guaranteeing decent living stan-
dards for workers by subsidizing leisure activities, 
social assistance, and school reforms. Red Vienna’s 
quickly escalating progressive housing tax dis 
incentivized excess floor-space consumption and 
provided revenues for the construction of affordable 
housing on a mass basis. The key logic of introduc-
ing lower and upper limits is “a minimum social 
floor and a maximum biophysical ceiling” (Cohen 
2021, 178) to secure existential provisioning (“guar-
anteeing a lower limit”), while redistributing away 
from the main polluters, the affluent, who benefit 
from “rent-seeking” (“imposing an upper limit”) (see 
also Bärnthaler and Gough (2023) in this Special 
Issue; Fuchs et  al. (2021)). However, imposing an 
upper limit is more challenging today than during 
Red Vienna, as the (mass) production and consump-
tion norms established during welfare capitalism 
imply not only “taking from the rich” but also lim-
iting current (housing) consumption practices of the 
middle classes (Cohen 2021).

Notwithstanding these substantial challenges, sev-
eral pragmatic measures are feasible for transitioning 
toward more sustainable housing systems. First and 
foremost, current tax reductions and exemptions for 
housing construction, homeownership, and institu-
tional investors should be scrapped, as they have 
effects similar to “fossil-fuel subsidies” in nudging 
overproduction and overconsumption.

Second, for the majority unable to obtain prop-
erty, more effective rent regulation is one key factor 

for achieving affordable housing. Well-designed 
rent regulation can de-financialize housing provi-
sion by limiting value extraction via short-term 
rental contracts and location-based premiums  
(Kadi 2015), while largely avoiding negative conse-
quences (Marsh, Gibb, and Soaita 2022; Whitehead 
and Williams 2018).

Third, existing stock should be used more effi-
ciently in order to free up unused residential spaces 
for basic needs satisfaction. Pragmatic measures with 
radical potential for limiting overconsumption would 
be progressive taxation of secondary homes, multiple 
property ownership, and vacancies to ensure more 
effective utilization of underutilized housing (Heindl 
2022a). Similarly, regulatory requirements that limit 
the practice of “demolish to replace” to the most 
energy inefficient housing stock (Cabrera Serrenho 
et  al. 2019) could restrain overproduction, as devel-
opers tend to apply this strategy to circumvent 
tenant-friendly rental regulations tied to older build-
ings (Heindl 2022b). Preventing the unnecessary 
demolition of retrofittable housing stock and instead 
shifting toward low-carbon retrofits wherever possi-
ble further lowers material throughput and thus 
embodied emissions (zu Ermgassen et  al. 2022). We 
thus agree with the call of Calafati et  al. (2023) for 
adaptive reuse to prioritize adding, transforming, 
and reusing over demolishing, removing, and replac-
ing. In addition, and in light of mounting empirical 
evidence pointing toward the importance of curbing 
the consumption of floor space for achieving decar-
bonization targets (e.g., due to higher material 
requirements and temperature-controlled living 
space) (Cabrera Serrenho et  al. 2019; Pauliuk et  al. 
2021), promoting “space-efficient” housing via down-
sizing programs or support for elders to move into 
smaller apartments can limit overconsumption of 
floor space (Cohen 2021; Lund 2019).

Fourth, LPHA stock expansion could be enabled 
through favorable tax and subsidy design and by 
providing inexpensive land (Norris and Lawson 
2023; Plank et  al. 2023), while limiting right-to-buy 
schemes for such apartments (Mundt 2018).

Finally, preventing the burdening of low-income 
tenants in private LPHAs and public apartments 
with the costs of switching from fossil-based energy 
sources to renewables will be imperative for averting 
low-carbon gentrification.

From housing to habitation

To contribute to human flourishing, housing policies 
have to overcome their focus on housing as a noun 
and individual building sites as if they were islands in 
the townscape. Buildings are always embedded in 
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places composed of complex human-nature relations, 
in settlement structures and infrastructures for mobil-
ity, leisure, and care (Cohen 2021). This enables more 
or less social and ecological practices of “doing hous-
ing.” Therefore, social-ecological provision of housing 
is about habitation—socio-cultural belonging resulting 
from acting in a place in which one’s home is embed-
ded. To support housing provision that enables human 
flourishing while reducing emissions and resource use 
(Haas et  al. 2023; Haderer et  al. 2023) requires pro-
found changes which will not be possible without 
public institutions that systematically align housing 
policies with urban planning as well as social, envi-
ronmental, and economic policies.

In Red Vienna, ecological concerns focused on 
equal access and public health, providing shared 
infrastructures and communal areas of good quality, 
such as public baths, kindergartens, libraries, medi-
cal care, and green areas within council housing.6 
Along with providing shelter, privacy, individual 
autonomy, and security for tenants, Red Vienna pro-
moted a sense of belonging that shaped communal 
ways of “doing housing.” However, social-ecological 
housing provision today needs to be more ambitious 
and based on a broader understanding of housing 
and belonging, embedding the home in the neigh-
borhood by integrating private, communal, and pub-
lic spaces, enlarging the forms of doing housing 
beyond the private domain (Bärnthaler, Novy, and 
Stadelmann 2023). As in Red Vienna, the municipal 
government is a key actor for this transition, sup-
ported by other levels, especially the federal state in 
charge of rent regulation, social, and fiscal policies.

A crucial enabler for this shift in perspective 
from housing to habitation goes beyond the tradi-
tional field of (municipal) housing and planning 
policies and relates to national policies, like 
sufficiency-enhancing investments in public infra-
structures or updating the road-traffic act. The latter 
must stipulate livability as a second main function of 
streets after smoothly moving traffic. Such a change 
in nationally binding regulations would facilitate the 
transformation of car-dominated streets into green 
streets with landscaped areas and leisure facilities for 
all generations, countering heat islands and compen-
sating for small homes (Furchtlehner et  al. 2023, 99). 
Socially inclusive and ecologically sustainable neigh-
borhoods comprising green and public spaces, living 
streets, and lively and walkable neighborhoods that 
enable emission-saving practices (e.g., accessible and 
affordable public transport, compact city designs, 
and the proximity of everyday amenities and ser-
vices) avoid unnecessary commuting while fostering 
active mobility (Creutzig et  al. 2022; UNECE 2020).

Conclusion

The prime aim of this contribution has been to pro-
vide lessons for addressing the housing question of 
the 21st century which critically hinges on overcom-
ing social-only and environmental-only analyses and 
policies. The analytical approach that we employed 
draws on different provisioning approaches—Social 
Provisioning Perspective and Systems of Provision 
Approach—which is detailed in our conceptualiza-
tion of housing for social-ecological transformation. 
We mobilize this approach to explore the unique 
political economy of Vienna’s housing system and its 
social-ecological consequences. To do so, we link 
insights from housing studies with different strands 
of environmental research. While the former tends 
to focus on the historical and institutional analyses 
of social issues with ecological concerns remaining 
peripheral, the latter seldomly incorporates insights 
from politico-economic research. We enrich the lit-
erature on provisioning systems by exploring histor-
ical and institutional dynamics and policies at the 
interface of social and ecological questions. Moreover, 
our broader understanding of housing as more than 
just a private space opens new ways for addressing 
the housing questions of our time by taking inspira-
tion from Red Vienna.

By bridging social-only and environmental-only 
analyses, we try to contribute to the improved align-
ment of social and environmental goals in housing 
policies. We consider this an imperative, as public 
acceptance for drastic reductions in housing-related 
impacts (e.g., emissions, resource- and land-use) can 
only be achieved if social impacts are made transpar-
ent and cushioned. To do so, we investigated how 
politico-economic regulations have materialized in a 
built environment that has over the last century been 
shaped by changing housing practices. Red Vienna 
laid a foundation for social housing as part of a wider 
transformative municipal agenda by constructing new 
housing as well as changing housing practices. While 
it is rightly known for addressing the housing ques-
tions of its time, the radical reformist project also 
included ecological dimensions with respect to public 
health and recreation, representing forms of eco-social 
policies avant la lettre and fostered social-ecological 
infrastructures. Welfare capitalism has increased pur-
chasing power and opportunities for many people but 
encouraged environmentally harmful socio-cultural 
practices of mass consumption, contributing to the 
systematic transgression of planetary boundaries. 
While the beginning of the 21st century was marked 
by the growing importance of climate policies, neolib-
eral governance endangered both social and ecological 
aims of housing provision by promoting market-centric 
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policies. Although Vienna’s social housing model 
remained “remarkably stable” (Kadi and Lilius 2022), 
landlord-friendly re-regulation of the Tenancy Act 
contributed to rising land, housing, and rental prices. 
The recent housing boom with overproduction of lux-
ury and “not-for-housing housing” reinforces this 
trend. At the same time, operational energy require-
ments of the existing stock continue to account for a 
large share of overall emissions, with low renovation 
levels counteracting Vienna’s mitigation objectives.

In this conjuncture, a transformative agenda toward 
social-ecological housing provision consists of at least 
three fields of action: First, introducing social and 
ecological obligations for private property and green-
ing public property can satisfy human needs of auton-
omy, health, and participation while respecting 
environmental boundaries. Second, redistributing the 
existing stock by introducing upper and lower limits 
(e.g., via luxury housing tax à la Red Vienna) is 
imperative for curbing environmental pressures and 
achieving decarbonization targets in the housing sec-
tor. Third, cities must be transformed as a whole to 
overcome social-only and environmental-only policies. 
Pursuing the transformation of habitation, not just 
housing, requires top-linked policies that align coura-
geous public decision-makers with civic participation 
and expert knowledge. The outlined measures are 
imperative for achieving social-ecological housing 
provision and addressing the housing question of the 
21st century.

Notes

 1. Following Bourne, housing systems encompass “the 
full range of interrelationships between all of the 
actors (individual and corporate), housing units and 
institutions involved in the production, consump-
tion and regulation of housing. It is thus a much 
broader term than housing market or sector” 
(Bourne 1981, 12).

 2. As the residential housing sector is responsible for 
almost 80% of building emissions in Austria (UBA 
2021b), we use building emissions as a proxy for 
housing emissions.

 3. Housing sufficiency—limiting housing consumption 
to what is enough—encompasses the material infra-
structure, such as floor size or settlement structures, 
but also broader practices associated with housing, 
such as commuting and shopping for daily necessi-
ties, which these structures foster (Cohen 2021).

 4. The Austrian Tenancy Act governs all rent-regulated 
private apartments. In Vienna, this concerns pre-
dominantly apartments in old buildings, generally 
those built before 1945. Rents for apartments in 
these buildings are capped at moderate levels but 
the law does feature the possibility to deviate from 
these rent ceilings, depending on the location, ame-
nities, and other features.

 5. For a systematic critique cf. Novy, Barlow, and 
Fankhauser (2022).

 6. Today, council-housing complexes have 70,000 trees 
and one million bushes (Furchtlehner et  al. 2023, 100).
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