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Commissioning as cornerstone
of self-build housing
Assessing the constraints and opportunities
of self-build in the Netherlands
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Abstract

This paper investigates the relationship between selfbuild housing and the wider planning and housing regime.
Although there is growing policy and academic attention
to self-build housing, there is a lack of understanding of
the institutional and regulatory conditions shaping the
prospects of such housing provision. This paper takes the
case of The Netherlands and scrutinizes how institutional
dynamics over time have made lower and middle residents
dependent on densely organized consortia of municipalities,
housing associations and developers. These norms of land
development appear to be at odds with the logic of selfbuilding. Through exploring evidence in a pilot study of
a municipal self-building scheme in Almere, the authors
suggest that making self-building the cornerstone of a
resident-led land development strategy, also for low- and
middle-incomes, implies a reconfiguration of the actors’
positions in housing provision. This entails a commissioning
role for residents in the institutional domain of social and
commercial developers.
Published as: Bossuyt, D., Salet, W., & Majoor, S. (2018). Commissioning as
cornerstone of self-build housing. Assessing the constraints and opportunities
of self-build in the Netherlands. Land Use Policy.
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2.1 Introduction
Self-build housing, which entails residents obtaining responsibility for, and
control over, the development of their own dwelling, is being increasingly
promoted as a means to provide housing, though it remains quantitatively
and qualitatively understated. Underlying this is an assumption that dwellers’
control of housing production has the potential to improve individual and
social well-being (Turner 1972). Stimulated by economic liberalization and the
decentralization of service provision, there are growing expectations of a more
active involvement of citizens in the production of urban environments. Still,
in sharp contrast to the recognized position of self-organized forms of housing
provision in housing systems of the global south (Pasternak & D’Ottaviano,
2018), self-building remains only partially acknowledged by governments in
advanced capitalist economies (Harris 1999, Hall 2014). For example, in the
Netherlands in 2015 the share of self-build in newly built housing amounted
to only 14,15%.
In spite of growing attention to the stimulation of self-build housing, it
continues to constitute a peripheral means of housing provision for low- and
middle-incomes in advanced capitalist economies. Similarly, the position
of self-build housing remains insufficiently investigated in the international
housing literature (Duncan and Rowe 1993). This is striking in the light of
the positive effects self-building can have on the accessibility of housing
for low- and middle-income groups and the diversity of housing stock.
Resident involvement in procurement may contribute to housing that is more
affordable, of better quality and more attuned to residents’ needs (Parvin et al.
2011). Institutionalized systems of housing provision inhibit the substantive
right citizens ought to have in order to exercise control over urban space
(Alexander 1979, Scott 2012). For self-building, impediments in terms of
capital, regulation and land release remain considerable (Wallace et al., 2013).
While factors of planning and governance are crucial in terms of enabling selfbuild housing for low- and middle-incomes, these remain under researched
(Lloyd et al. 2015, Tummers 2015, Lang and Stoeger 2017). This raises questions
about the institutional drivers that underpin practices of self-building, as well
as the constraints and opportunities of self-build housing for low- and middleincome groups in urban areas.
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The objective of this paper is to investigate the relationship between selfbuild housing and the wider planning and housing regime. To enable in-depth
investigation, this paper empirically focuses on the case of self-build housing
in the Netherlands, a prosperous and urbanized setting where self-build
housing occupies a marginal position. Dutch planning and housing systems
are characterized by comprehensiveness and a large degree of government
regulation. Since the Second World War, housing has been provided through
close-knit consortia of municipalities, housing associations and large
developers. It is against the backdrop of this historical legacy that the Dutch
government has sought to stimulate self-building since the late 1990s. Although
some municipalities have been successful in doing so, the overall share of selfbuilding remains limited. The historical context of the Netherlands renders
the recent ‘turn’ towards self-building especially interesting.
To conceptualize the general research question, it is first necessary to demarcate
the quintessence of self-building, which may take different operational forms
and is also subject to various interpretations in the academic literature.
First, we will outline the centrality of the notion of ‘commissioning’ to the
operationalization and definition of self-build housing. Second, we establish the
opportunities and constraints for low- and middle-income groups in a historical
dependency on organized consortia of municipalities, housing associations
and developers. The dynamic context of self-build housing governance is
understood in terms of changing institutional conditions (the constituting
norms, rules, and procedures). Third, we investigate the governance of selfbuild housing through the strategic example of the Homeruskwartier in the
city of Almere where self-building is part of a large residential development
scheme. In sum, the paper investigates what institutional and regulatory
arrangements exist with respect to self-build housing and how these affect the
constraints and opportunities in self-building practices.

2.2. Establishing the centrality of commissioning in self-build housing
Definition and operationalization of self-build housing require precision as
much confusion derives from contested usage of the term to refer to different
forms of housing production and living practices. The bespoke nature of
self-building contributes to further conceptual ambiguity. Besides, analytical
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definitions often overlap with popular terms that vary across national and
even regional contexts. The main challenges in conceptualizing self-organized
forms of housing provision appear to lie in determining the nature of the
agents and the extent of their role: are residents a singular or plural entity and
what is the extent of their engagement?
This paper defines self-build housing as the practice where people, individually
or as a group, commission the production of housing for their own use. The
extent of resident involvement may vary from fully self-building their own
homes to sharing design and construction responsibilities with other parties.
Admittedly, self-build as a term is a slight misnomer as physical labor can be
contracted out and often is. However, the term self-build housing has high
resonance and, as such, is preferred over other terms such as self-provision. By
emphasizing commissioning, self-management and control over production
become key dimensions of self-build housing. Unlike definitions that underline
formal ownership of land and means of production as necessary conditions
the definition taken on here is sensitive to the numerous ways of organizing
self-building practices. For example, in some cases land is formally owned by a
housing association or developer, but residents commission the production of
housing in accordance with their residential standards. On an operational level,
this definition directs attention to the commissioning actor in house building.
The active involvement of residents in different stages of housing development
has been covered by concepts such as self-promotion, self-development and
self-managed housing development (Clapham, et al., 1993). Duncan & Rowe
(1993, p. 1331) organize these all under the term of self-provision to indicate
that “the first occupants arrange for the building of their own dwelling and
in various ways participate in its production“. Resident contribution to
production varies and may include the involvement of external parties such as
specialized companies or architects. In order to further differentiate collective
self-organized of housing from individual forms, terms such as co-housing
or collaborative housing have been introduced (Fromm 2010, Jarvis 2015,
Czischke 2017). However, in some cases authors tend to emphasize particular
living practices rather than the production of housing. An example in case
is Fromm’s (2012, p. 364) definition of co-housing as ‘collective resident-led
autonomous housing with shared facilities’. This forecloses the inclusion of
individual forms of self-building, which may not necessarily accentuate specific
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living practices. As we are interested in different forms of self-building as a
means of housing relative to housing developed by speculative housebuilders
or housing associations, we underline both dimensions of production and
consumption.
Self-build housing has distinctive benefits over turnkey housing provided by
developers or housing associations in terms of affordability and quality. First,
as residents have to opportunity to draw on their own social capital and sweat
equity building costs can be substantially lower. In Belgium, self-builders often
draw on specialist expertise provided through networks of friends (De Decker
2008). In addition, there are no shareholder profit margins nor marketing costs.
Hence, self-building enlarges the opportunity for low- and middle-incomes
to obtain housing. Economic advantages extend to the larger society as selfbuild housing is less prone to boom-and-slump cycles that affect speculative
housebuilding. Second, as the residents are actively involved in procurement,
the built product will reflect qualities other than just the exchange value pursued
by large commercial builders (Tellinga, 2002). Self-builders build in pursuit of
the qualitative needs of their households. This leads to housing that is often of
higher quality or more energy efficient (Barlow et al., 2001). Undoubtedly, the
choices made by self-builders may not always be rational and could also be
made on emotional or psychological grounds (Brown 2007).
Above all, self-build housing presents a profound opportunity to increase
the accessibility of housing to low- and middle-income households. Housing
markets in advanced capitalist economies face recurrent crises of supply. At
heart of this crisis of undersupply lies the fundamental contradiction between
use value and exchange value in housing production (Aalbers and Christophers
2014). Self-building exposes this fundamental tension by providing a means
of housing development that harnesses the potential of residents to deliver
more qualitative and sustainable housing (Ward 1976). Having users define
the standards of their own homes through reinvesting the money that would
otherwise be used for developmental profit margins presents an opportunity
to increase the standard of construction and increase housing supply (Bower
2017).
Although a single comprehensive explanation is lacking, the existence of selfbuild housing has been related to structural drivers such as welfare regimes,

41

regulatory conditions and historical pathways (Barlow & King, 1992; Dol et
al., 2012). The recent resurgence of self-build housing and other forms of
citizen-led urban development has been brought into relation with the global
financial crisis, which triggered civic action in light of market and state failure
(Mullins and Moore 2018). This strand of literature emphasizes self-building
as a new means of community-building and antipodal to marketization and
socio-spatial polarization (Fromm 2012, Hamiduddin and Gallent 2015). Other
explanations relate the promotion of self-building to neoliberal ideas, such
as freedom of choice and market solutions to housing dilemma’s (Lloyd et
al. 2015). Still, self-building is not associated with one political ideology per
se and has often persisted without any notable support at all (Harris 1999).
Examples of countries with notable self-building sectors in Europe are France,
Germany and Belgium as well as parts of Southern and Eastern Europe (Soaita
2013). Recognizing the unique benefits provided by self-build, there has been
considerable interest from state actors to the enablement of such initiatives.
The key challenge remains how self-building can become viable as a means
of housing provision for low- and middle-incomes in urban areas. Despite
considerable attention, self-build initiatives remain peripheral in housing
systems for these groups in many advanced capitalist economies, including
the Netherlands. Institutional support has been identified as a key condition
to enlarging the potential of self-build, most notably through overcoming
barriers in terms of risk, land, capital, and skills (Minora et al., 2013). However,
the relationship between self-build housing and its regulatory context remains
under investigated.
This paper seeks to better understand the position of self-build housing and
its relation to the institutional and regulatory context through a theoretical
perspective that emphasizes the social relations in the provision of self-build
housing; the rules, norms and ideas that influence how actors relate to one
another; and the material resources used (Ball, 1986; 1998; Guy & Henneberry,
2002; Healey & Barrett, 1990). A historical perspective helps to understand
continuity and change in these relationships and the crucial importance of the
notion of civic commissioning.
This paper is based on a qualitative study conducted by the authors in the
Netherlands and Amsterdam between October 2016 and March 2017. It
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combines a historical study of institutional configurations pertaining selfbuild housing in the Netherlands with a pilot study of the Homeruskwartier
in Almere. Empirical data consisted of statistical and desk research of official
legislation,

policy documents, reports, newspaper articles and secondary

historical literature on housing in the Netherlands. This was complemented
by six interviews with policy stakeholders involved with self-build housing
activities in the Homeruskwartier and in the Netherlands. In addition, the
authors conducted multiple site visits to Almere Homeruskwartier and
participated in various policy events on self-build housing in the Netherlands,
including site visits to various self-building initiatives. Data were analyzed
by means of a thematic content analysis, paying close attention to recurrent
topics, similarities, and differences across the different sources (Ryan and
Bernard 2003).

2.3 Unraveling the institutional suppression of civic commissioning
In the following historical analysis we demonstrate how changing institutional
conditions in housing provision have resulted in the suppression of selfbuilding for low- and middle-incomes in urban areas in the Netherlands.
Juxtaposing quantitative data on housing construction and tenure with
the characteristics of four historic episodes allows us to demonstrate the
emergence and entrenchment of a corporatist regime of housing provision.
Despite political, social, and economic changes over the course of the 20th
century, there is a remarkable continuity in the social relations of housing
provision in the Netherlands. In transitioning from one historical epoch to
another, housing policy reforms have built on existing modes of housing
provision that prioritize housing associations, large speculative developers and
municipalities over the commissioning role of citizens.

2.3.1 Civic initiative and institutional emergence: until the early 20th century
Piecemeal housebuilding by citizens, charitable organizations and small
entrepreneurs was the norm up until the mid-19th century. The role of the
state was minimized to intervention in land as a private actor, acquiring,
servicing and selling plots of land. Shareholder housebuilding companies did
not emerge specifically until the early 19th century when urban growth and

43

demand for housing surged.
Industrialization and urbanization triggered both demand for and the
financialization of construction. Concomitantly the scale of housebuilding
grew (Gerrichhauzen 1987). The principal relationship became one of financier
and builder, rather than commissioner and contractor (De Vreeze, 1993).
Alarmed by the appalling living conditions of tenants, housing associations
appeared between the 1850’s and 1870’s and sought to provide affordable
housing independently of speculative landlords. The housing associations, as
non-profit organizations, were initiated by philanthropic capitalists or workers’
cooperatives; the former were driven by commercial and charitable interests,
while the latter pursued an ideal of ‘self-help’. The 1901 Housing Act sought to
respond to the urban crisis, laying the basis for a corporatist model of housing
provision.
The 1901 Housing Act firmly cemented the relationship between urban
planning and housing policy through the introduction of three regulatory
measures aimed at tackling the negative externalities of uncontrolled
urbanization (Van der Cammen and De Klerk 2012, p. 175). First of all, housing
associations that were considered operating to the benefit of society became
eligible for national subsidies and loans. Secondly, municipal development
plans were instituted to control expropriation and building permits were made
a necessary requirement for any building construction. Third, municipalities
acquired the statutory obligation to establish building rules. The 1901 Housing
Act presents an example of institutionalization of small-scale private activates
in housebuilding, stipulating increased interdependence between state and
society.
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Figure 1: Annual housing construction in the Netherlands 19061991.

Private actors
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Though the aim of the 1901 Housing Act was to support collective self-managed
housing provision, it also transformed the nature of this civic involvement.
The financial independence of housing associations was curbed, as they were
required to put any monetary surpluses into a separate fund. In addition,
cooperative associations were excluded from financial support in 1904. The
state reasoned these did not operate solely in the interest of public housing
as residents accumulated property. Cooperative housing associations were
largely excluded from government support and continued to exist only in small
numbers, outside of the framework of the Housing Act (Beekers 2012). The legal
preference for associations and foundations over cooperatives was detrimental
to the pursuit of self-management. Additionally, this organizational preference
indirectly stimulated the pursuit of tenancy over ownership among low- and
middle-income households. With the 1901 Housing Act, state support for semiprivate public bodies gets established as the norm for housing low- and middleincomes in urban areas. Despite these overall trends, some individual ownerbuilding continued to exist, particularly in rural areas, where confessional
political factions aimed to stimulate subsidiarity and home ownership. Figure
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1 gives an indication of the total scope and the respective shares of public and
private parties in annual housing construction. Note that forms of self-building
can be found under both categories, such as private individual owner-building
on the one hand and types of cooperatives commissioned by public actors on
the other hand.
The growing public intervention in the sphere of housing built on existing
practices in land development such as the public responsibility for urban
development and an active land policy. Active intervention in land
development had always been commonplace in the Netherlands. The physical
characteristics of the Netherlands necessitated collective action to drain
land and lay out water infrastructure (Needham 2016). Commonly known as
an ‘active land policy,’ the customary mode of operation entailed that local
authorities actively acquire land, lay out basic services and infrastructure, and
subsequently sell off the land to private actors. Self-building could thrive under
this regime as long as the municipalities carved up the land into small enough
plots (Terlouw 1999). Left-wing political groups consistently ruled larger
municipalities since the early 19th century - and have so up until the late 20th
century – further supporting the notion of housing as a public good. Housing
reforms combined with existing land development practices to facilitate the
emergence of an institutionalized regime of housing provision that suppresses
the commissioning role of residents.

2.3.2 Post-war reconstruction and the welfare state
The post-Second World War period constituted a crucial time in the formulation
of a mode of housing provision characterized by comprehensiveness and
actor interdependency. As the Netherlands had suffered from large physical
destruction during the war, initial priority was given to the reconstruction
of the infrastructure and the economy (De Vries 2015). Only from 1960 did
public investment shift to housing. The delay in reconstruction had resulted
in a huge backlog in the provision of housing. Stabilization of rents had made
new housing construction increasingly difficult without governmental support.
Thus, the state established loans and subsidies to quicken the building process.
As indicated in Figure 1, the urgency to provide housing propelled construction
to 160,000 units per year by 1960 (about twice the average construction
rate). Here, the government decided to build on the framework of the 1901
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Housing Act, facilitating professional and institutional producers rather than
households.
The government utilized existing institutional structures of housing provision
as there was political reluctance to using public money to stimulate private
asset acquisition in owner-building. This is unlike post-war Belgium, where
the state primarily promoted rural owner-building to foster subsidiarity
(De Decker 2008). In the Netherlands, governmental financing, subsidies
and rental policies created a structure of interdependency between the
government, organized developers and housing associations (Salet, 1999) .
This policy was supported by broad political consensus and was an effective
coalition of authorities and large-scale housing developers on the production
side, sidelining the role of the users and self-producers of homes. Housing
associations had become the de facto executive bodies of housing policy for
low- and middle-income groups. Although the social housing stock doubled
between 1960 and 1980, housing associations became increasingly dependent
on financial governmental support and gradually lost their associative roots.
In 1965, the government excluded cooperatives and joint-stock companies
from governmental financial support, shattering any trace of self-help in
housing associations (Beekers 2012a). Owner-building was stimulated through
object-subsidies as well as fiscal benefits. Still, the extent to which self-build
could reap the benefits of these policies was dependent on land release.
Municipalities grew accustomed to working together with housing associations
and developers to combat housing shortages, to upgrade the quality of housing
in old neighborhoods and to secure accessibility. Housing followed a supplyled model, effectively providing standard housing for low- and middle-income
groups and allowing residents in only at the very end of the process.
Technical innovations and processes of rationalization, as well as standardization,
enabled large-scale house building. New building techniques, such as massive
concrete, became conditions for production subsidies (De Vreeze, 1993).
Efficiency in terms of resources and labor relative to housing output was
prioritized. (Adriaansens and Priemus 1986). Moreover, local authorities began
to adopt measures of aesthetic control to ensure urban quality (Nelissen and
De Vocht 1994). The combination of standardized subsidy and rent policies,
multiple forms of development control, standardized building techniques, and
comprehensive development strategies has contributed to the morphological
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uniformity that marks post-war housing development across the Netherlands.
Comprehensiveness was further facilitated by the established norm of active
land policy, enabling an increase in scale of land release to few developing
actors (Needham & De Kam, 2004). As a result, individual initiative was largely
squeezed out of residential land development.

2.3.3 Liberalization and choice
Over the course of the 1980s, there began a movement away from government
regulation towards the introduction of more market mechanisms in the
housing sector, spurred by political concerns over increased expenditure and
inefficiency (Musterd 2014). This resulted in a decline in financial support for
the (public) housing sector, the gradual reduction in the commissioning of
public housing, and the increasing importance of private actors in residential
development (Priemus 1995, Boelhouwer et al. 1997). Social rent is gradually
replaced by home-ownership as the principal tenure (Ronald, 2008). Publicprivate partnerships became the norm for residential land development. In
this new situation, developers acquired land and sold it to municipalities for
servicing on the condition they could develop it subsequently. Alternatively,
municipality and developer set up joint ventures to develop land together,
or the municipality would issue out a concession to a commercial developer
(Needham & De Kam, 2004). Control over spatial outcomes was guaranteed
through deliberation between municipalities and developers over content and
direction of plans (Verhage & Needham, 1997). The principal relationships
in house building continued to be defined by financiers and developers.
Privatization was primarily a means of repositioning the role of the state, rather
than enabling the commissioning role of citizens. Prospective owner-occupants
and tenants have no other choice than to draw from the offered supply and thus
a supply-led housing provision system persists. These corporatist practices
leave little space for residents to access plots, a key condition for self-building
to take place.
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Figure 2: Tenure composition of total housing stock in the Netherlands
1947 – 2010.
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Although privatization and liberalization of housing had a profound influence
on spatial development practice, this did not lead to a greater role for residents.
Comprehensive large-scale housing construction continued to be the norm.
In terms of built form and construction standards, we witness a continuation
between the serial housing built during the public housing boom of the
sixties and the privately developed neighborhoods of the nineties. During
privatization of land development, builders had tried to bring in aesthetic
differences between neighborhoods, but the result was still criticized for its
monotony and lack of spatial quality (Lörzing et al., 2006). Although societal
welfare had risen this was not adequately reflected in the built outcome:
expensive, monotonous housing (Musch 1999).

2.3.4 Choice and control in housing since the 2000s
In a moment of institutional reflection, the Ministry of Spatial Affairs
published a memorandum in 2000 in which it recognized the shortcomings
of privatization and postulated choice as a major policy goal. ‘No party has an
interest in higher quality, diversity or identity. Developers aim for the building
values that generate the highest revenue by standardization. […] Municipal
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land agencies are not geared towards quality of housing, but rather on quantity
and land revenue maximization’ (Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and
the Environment, 2001, p. 179).
Self-build housing was introduced as a way of increasing resident control over
housing and consumer choice, presupposing a positive relationship between
individual responsibility and well-functioning neighborhoods (Qu and
Hasselaar 2011). Following an amendment by MP Adri Duivesteijn (1998), who
would later be responsible for a large-scale self-building scheme in Almere, the
ambitious goal that was put forward aimed to achieve at least one-third of new
housing production through self-building by 2005.
In order to achieve this goal, four sorts of policy measures have been introduced.
(Remkes 2005). First, a paragraph was added to the 2003 Spatial Planning
Act on the inclusion of housing typologies in land-use plans. Municipalities
could make the inclusion of particular housing types mandatory in land-use
plans. Self-building was added as a distinct housing type. Second, the national
government introduced communicative instruments to stimulate both the
supply and demand sides of self-building. Third, a limited set of subsidies was
introduced specifically for collective self-building. Fourth, technical building
regulations were cited as an impediment to self-building and subsequently the
national building regulations were loosened up.
As indicated by figure 3, the number of self-build housing has barely increased
since 2000. However, unlike housing constructed by developers, it remained
relatively stable through the 2007-2011 global financial crisis. Whereas about
10% of all building permits issued in 2009 pertained to (individual) self-building,
this had doubled to 20% in 2016. The global financial crisis urged municipalities
to abandon comprehensive public supply-led development strategies in favor
of more ‘organic’ or ‘incremental’ development strategies (Buitelaar et al.,
2012; van Karnenbeek & Janssen-Jansen, 2018). In the context of residential
development, this entails a division of a tract of land into small plots, which
are subsequently issued out to individual or groups of households with fewer
demands regarding time frames and end form (Sorel and Tennekes 2014).
Resident-led development unlocked crucial land revenue for municipalities
that faced losses in relation to forward payments in land servicing (Savini
2017b). However, since financial and building sectors have recovered, such
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‘organic’ development schemes are increasingly being abandoned in favor of
comprehensive commercial real estate policies, by-passing once more selfbuilding initiatives in urban contexts.
Looking back over the period of the late 19th century up till now, the gradual
change from housing as an expression of civic initiative to a standardized good
provided by a conjunction of large private and semi-public actors becomes
visible. The housing policy system shifted at a number of occasions in the
20th century, from the rise of the intervention state, to modernism and to
recent liberalization. Five crucial moments mark changing producer-user
relationships in this trajectory. First, the establishment of the Housing Act in
1901. Second, the redirection of new public investment in the interbellum.
Third, the consolidation of comprehensive housing provision in the post-war
reconstruction era. Fourth, the retrenchment of postwar national policies in
1989. Fifth, the growing pervasiveness of political liberalization as ideology in
the zeroes. At these transitional points changes in policy can be delineated,
yet in all cases housing provision continued to rely on organized production
rather the facilitation of civic commissioning. The political conditions enabled
standard, good quality, housing for low- and middle-income groups, but
simultaneously entrenched their dependency. Simultaneously, the principal
financier-builder, rather than commissioner-contractor, relationship has
persisted for more than a century.
As a result, a professional level of housing is achieved for low- and middleincome groups, but the standardized product generates tensions with the aimed
diversity of housing and spatial quality of the built environment. In the light
of increased individualization and mounting societal complexity the tensions
caused by the established regime of housing provision grow more salient. In
a growing crisis of housing supply, low- and middle-incomes face increasing
difficulties in terms of housing accessibility. On one hand social housing is
becoming more restrictive, on the other hand owner-occupancy is more and
more difficult to achieve ( Jonkman and Janssen-Jansen 2015). Self-building
may propose an opportunity to stimulate housing supply by harnessing the
commissioning potential of citizens.
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Figure 3: Newly built housing; building permits issued 1982 – 2016.
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2.4. Local supportive conditions: the Homeruskwartier, Almere
Having presented an analysis of the institutional conditions that have hindered
the emergence of self-build housing as a popular means of housing provision,
it is essential to turn to a specific Dutch locality in which self-building,
particularly for low and middle-incomes, has been promoted in the last decade.
By analyzing this pilot case, we start to unravel the necessary conditions within
the current setting that can enhance self-build housing practices.
The municipality of Almere employed self-build as part of an innovative
residential land development strategy for the Homeruskwartier neighborhood.
Almere is a new town on reclaimed land in the Amsterdam Metropolitan
Area, about 25 kilometers east to the center of Amsterdam. As of 2017 Almere
counts over 200.000 residents and is forecasted to continue growing. The
Homeruskwartier is a 106ha neighborhood that is situated within the larger
district of Almere-Poort, a multi-functional mix of urban and suburban living
environments and workspaces. The comprehensive scheme has attracted

52

considerable media attention from the United Kingdom in particular and has
been hailed as ‘best practice’ in self-building.
The rationale for the self-building scheme was twofold and ties into the
national political emphasis on consumer control and choice in housing
provision. First, freedom of choice in housing provision is referred to as a
‘democratic right’ (Gemeente Almere 2006, p. 20). Second, self-build housing
is expected to lead to the ‘maximization of living satisfaction’ rather than
‘profit-maximization’, as well as to increased housing quality. The expected
outcome would contribute to a city with a ‘distinctive character’ (Gemeente
Almere 2009a, p. 4). For the entire neighborhood a total of 3000 housing units
were foreseen, with different types of commissioning: 1200 were planned to
be constructed through individual forms of self-building; 600 via collective
forms of commissioning and an additional 1200 through various forms of cocommissioning. Individual self-building entails a household acquiring a plot
of serviced land on which to build a house; in collective forms of self-building,
residents form an association before acquiring land and building; with cocommissioning, a developer or housing association assumes the responsibility
for land acquisition and risks, yet large parts of the design process are left up
to residents.
The explicit intention was to create variety in terms of both self-building form
and process. A plan was developed including different building typologies and
plot sizes, ranging from 94m² to 800m². A global abstract statutory land-use
plan was made for the neighborhood. More importantly, plot-based rules were
included in the private legal deeds of conveyances for each plot to guide the
commissioning process. While land-use plans can stipulate self-building plots,
additional plot-based demands would have been difficult to include through
public regulatory means. For each plot there were additional, private-legal
requirements, in addition to the national building regulations. These included
demands concerning the building line, building width, use of materials or
maximum building height. The decision was made not to formally test indoor
living space according to the national building regulations, claiming people
can judge for themselves what constitutes a qualitative living environment.
The result is unlike conventional post-war Dutch neighborhoods where plot
and housing typologies are more uniform. Within the neighborhood, there is
a strong diversity in terms of built form, including row houses, semi-detached

53

housing as well as a large variation in plot and building size.
Municipal ownership of land and processual guidance enabled the selfbuilding scheme. A physical office and municipal body were set up to provide
construction guidance and facilitate plot acquisition (Gemeente Almere 2018).
The municipality sought to stimulate affordability through the provision of
smaller plots, the stimulation of collective forms of self-building, and provision
of subsidies and rent-free loan scheme. The affordable self-build scheme,
known as ‘Ibba’ [Ik bouw betaalbaar in Almere – I build affordably in Almere], has
enabled self-building for income groups that otherwise would be dependent
on regular social rental housing. These affordable plots amount for 30% of the
total number of self-building plots sold annually in Almere (NUL20.nl 2010,
Gemeente Almere 2017). The affordable self-build scheme can be seen as a
success in terms of allowing low-income households to access housing tailored
to their needs and demands (Lloyd et al. 2015).

Figure 4: Location of the Homeruskwartier in the Amsterdam
Metropolitan Area

Individual self-building was found to be most popular in terms of plot sales and
in municipal surveys ( Janssen et al. 2011, Gemeente Almere 2017). Although the
global financial crisis had profound effects on the Dutch property development
industry individual self-build proved to be less vulnerable to its effects. The
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sale of individual self-building plots went ahead in relatively uninterrupted
pace, accounting for more than half of Almere’s land revenue (Gemeente
Almere, 2012, 2013, 2017). A quantitative survey of individual self-builders
scheme found high rates of satisfaction, with nearly 80% of individual selfbuilders saying that would commit to building again processes (Van der Vegt
et al., 2014). In terms of obstacles encountered, the survey cites lengthy permit
procedures, lack of knowledge and experience in relation to building. Unlike
Germany or Belgium, employing an architect is not legally required and only
23% of self-builders chose to do so, frequently preferring to organize it with
help of catalogue-builder or contractor. Although there is limited qualitative
understanding of self-builders’ experiences and rationales across different
configurations, it appears living, financial and aesthetic considerations are
important to individual self-builders (Eckardt et al, 2013; Koole & Kämena,
2014)
Collective self-build and resident-initiated shops and neighborhood facilities
were initially foreseen for the centre of the Homeruskwartier (Homeruskwartier
Centrum. Zelf bouwen. 2010). Building collectively would make it possible to
build in a higher density and include shops or facilities at ground-level. As
these collective plots did not sell, the municipality eventually abandoned
this plan in favor of more plots for individual self-builders and commercial
developers. In 2012, the new municipal coalition adopted the ‘Ik bouw voor
een ander’ [I build for another] programme. Vacant plots could now be bought
and developed by private developers or architects. (Gemeente Almere 2016).
Apparently, political considerations of market fluctuations are a critical factor.
The continuation of resident-led development strategies is not safeguarded
under changing economic and political conditions. Legally this meant that the
residency requirement which applied to such plots was cancelled (Beumer and
Mannsur 2016).
Within our analysis, the co-commisisoning plots are strongly indicative
of the tensions between the institutional routines of housing provisions
and expectations of (prospective) resident action. To stimulate developers
and housing associations in developing resident-led housing strategies, the
municipality set up a co-commissioning competition. Developers were
requested to submit a formal proposal on co-commissioning in relation to a
particular target group, sustainability and urban design potential. Proposals
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stressed the importance of resident control, yet developers found it difficult
to promote their projects without preconceived end visions. This stood in
contrast to the idea that built form ought to be outcome of a deliberation
processes involving residents. Clear tensions existed between the request
within the context of the competition for developers to deliver a design vision
on the one hand and the call for ideas on resident co-commissioning on the
other; for instance, developers, in trying to promote their proposed scheme,
found it difficult to avoid producing images of an end result before the resident
consultation had actually taken place. Though there was high initial demand
for the competition, this quickly withered and eventually all prospective
residents turned their backs on the project before any purchase agreements
had been signed. In the end, it was decided to develop large tracts of land in the
‘traditional’ way, with small degrees of post-hoc customization.

Figure 5: The Homeruskwartier, Almere. Varieties of self-build.

Co-commissioning

Facilities
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Self-build

The process of co-commissioning was troubled by concerns over efficiency
and mutual mistrust, indicating at cultural obstacles to resident-led housing
development strategies in the Netherlands (Foeken and Van der Wouden
2009). First, in terms of efficacy, developers felt that resident participation is
time-intensive and cost-intensive and negatively impacts their performance
in delivering housing. Participating developers felt they had to actively market
their proposal in order to be considered eligible for the competition in the first
place, something that in the process undermined the notion of resident cocommissioning. Second, authorities and market parties doubt citizens’ capacity
to organize and develop housing proposals, accusing them of being NIMBYist. In this context, institutional parties arrived at the pessimistic conclusion
that “people are only interested in their own house – not so much in building
a city together” (Foeken and Van der Wouden 2009, p. 17).
The self-build scheme deployed in Almere is the largest of its sort in the
Netherlands and may provide strategic lessons for resident-led urban
development schemes, as well as transition processes in institutionalized
housebuilding patterns. As demonstrated by our analysis, we witness institutional
arrangements are primarily focused on financiers and professional production,
not prohibiting self-building initiatives directly. However, fundamental change
in the enablement of self-building presupposes a commitment on the side of
local authorities with respect to fostering the right to build for citizens. Local
governments in the Netherlands play a key role in land release, servicing land
for building processes. In the case of land ownership, municipalities are free
to cooperate with any type of actor including residents. Political leadership
can choose to enable and facilitate the commissioning role of residents in
land development. Similarly, it has a large degree of freedom with respect to
varying the intensity of legal rules regarding building process and form. This
requires a certain degree of sensibility to balance the autonomy to build, while
guaranteeing the spatial quality of a neighborhood. Crucial here is that selfbuilding is not identical to the absence of regulation or deregulation, rather it
depends on guiding and supportive policies as well as political commitment to
a change in practices.
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2.5 Discussion: Constraints and opportunities to self-building
The paper engaged with how viable self-build housing can be as a means of
housing to low- and middle-incomes in urban areas in the Netherlands. We
investigated this by scrutinizing the institutional and regulatory arrangements
that exist with respect to self-build housing and how these affect constraints and
opportunities in self-building practices. Legislation is not a strong obstacle. In
principle, building permission for self-builders cannot be refused if a building
plan complies with the national building regulations, the land use plan and
(potentially) aesthetic requirements in the Netherlands. As municipalities may
neglect opportunities for civic commisisoning, some advocates have plead for
the creation of a legal standard that requires municipalities to designate land
to self-building (Rodermans 2018, Tellinga 2018). It is not in the regulation of
the housebuilding process that the primary obstacles to self-building lie, but
rather in policies on land supply, and the political commitment to enabling
land access to civic housebuilders.
Access to land is essential to housebuilding practices and the customary ways
of land exchange among municipalities, developers and housing associations
is powerful inhibitor to the commissioning role of citizens. For most of the 20th
century, house building has taken place on land supplied by the municipality
and subsequently disposed to building developers (Needham 1997). This is
not legally required, but municipalities do so as it enlarges public control over
physical development. Land value capture is used to finance public goods and
municipalities can demand and impose additional obligations on the side
of private actors. In recent years, increased private actor involvement and
European rules on public procurement and state-aid have made this policy
less common (Buitelaar, 2010; Taşan-Kok & Korthals Altes, 2012). Yet, open
tenders are too costly and comprehensive for residents to access. Restrictive
land-use planning and high competition in land market severely restricts the
scope of opportunities for citizens as property developers. In practice, we
see that a dominant municipal position in land development can be both a
blessing and a curse for self-building practices. On one hand, municipal land
ownership gives the opportunity to enable large-scale self-build schemes such
as the Homeruskwartier. On the other hand, municipalities still often prefer
cooperation with professional parties through established networks as they
feel it gives a better opportunity to achieve certain criteria of spatial quality.
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The active involvement of residents in housing procurement generates a
diversification in housing stock as commissioners pursue specific qualitative
use values. At the neighborhood level this diversification generates variation
in terms of built form, which may generate tension with the cultural desire
for spatial order characteristic to Dutch planning practice (Faludi & van der
Valk, 1994) In public-led residential land development municipalities can
influence built form through aesthetic control plans and deliberation in
the bargaining process. In self-build housing, desired end-forms have to be
considered in a preparatory phase and stipulated in general codes and rules to
residents. Limits on desirable built qualities are thought out beforehand and
formulated in the deed of conveyancing. In Almere, binding conditions are
included in the deeds of conveyance for individual plots. This model is called
‘plot passports’ in the Netherlands and as translation of statutory regulations
and additional morphological limits into a single communicative document.
While an architect is not needed to apply for a building permit, municipalities
could include the demand for the use of certified selected architects in the
deed of conveyance (VNG et al., 2006, p. 44). In Almere, the governance of
self-build housing required planners here to engage with normative principles
of aesthetic organization. Here, the political intention to showcase and display
different forms of self-build housing resulted in a diverse variety of plot-based
rules.
Transitional processes have to overcome the routines and expectations that
have grown over many decades between the organized agencies in housing
provision. The plot-based land development associated with self-building
requires a procedurally different way of working: an uneven distribution of
plots may generate temporal differentiation in land revenue, requiring public
budgets to be set up accordingly (Savini 2017b). Project offices that normally
deal with bargaining over content and scope of public-private contracts have to
reposition themselves towards dealing with citizens directly. Co-commissioning
requires capacity-building and creating trust among involved agencies and
subjects. This includes governmental agencies, the organized builders and
financers but also the social initiators themselves. The impediments faced by
self-build housing development schemes demonstrate the social constraints
to institutional change. All involved actors must play new roles and it takes
new social customization to become successful, in particular in cases of cocommissioning of institutional agencies.
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2.6 Conclusion: reconfiguring positions in housing provision
The entrenchment of a corporatist regime of housing provision has suppressed
the commisisoning role of citizens in the Netherlands. Close relations between
state, housing associations and large private developers have resulted in effective
supply-led coalition of housing provision but have structurally weakened the
opportunity for residents to exercise control over the production of their
own living environment. While the Dutch norm of an active land policy can
potentially enable small-scale resident-led house building, it has been used
to facilitate cooperation with professional house building actors, as this is felt
to contribute to conditions of spatial quality and land revenue. Considerable
path dependency marks the constituting social relations, norms and rules of
housing provision over the course of the 20th century. Notably, even more
than twenty-five years after liberalization and privatization of housing policy,
a comprehensive supply-led system of housebuilding persists. At the level of
municipalities, there is a key role for political agency in enabling the potential
of self-build to contribute to supply and quality of housing.
The pilot study has revealed the difficulties of stimulating civic commissioning
in the light of strongly institutionalized housing practices. To enhance selfbuilding as the cornerstone of a resident-led land development strategy, in
particular for low- and middle-incomes, a reconfiguration of the actors’
positions in housing provision is needed. This entails a commissioning role for
residents in the institutional domain of social and commercial developers. The
Homeruskwartier in Almere is aptly illustrative of the diversity of available
options in terms of commissioning. Opportunities for co-commissioning
exist in terms of creating innovative forms of collective action and lowering
transaction costs in collective forms of self-building
Enabling self-build housing does not depend on the removal formal legal
constraints, but rather on strengthening the commissioning position of
citizens as highlighted by the case of Almere. On the one hand this requires
political commitment on the side of public authorities, on the other hand
this necessitates a social commitment to develop a public claim for selfbuilding. The under-institutionalized position of residents in a supply-led
system of housing provision appears increasingly at odds with processes of
individualization and liberalization. However, the public claim of self-build for
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low- and middle-incomes transcends the individual interest. It also concerns
the political recognition of social use values in housing practices in the light of
the commercial absorption of increasingly exclusive urban spaces.
Juxtaposing the statements from this research with the growing literature
on self-organized housing initiatives highlights the need for more in-depth
qualitative research into how self-builders respond to regulatory and financial
challenges and, how the commisisoning capacity of households may be
fostered (Mullins and Moore 2018). The continuous proliferation of selfbuilding initiatives renders the investigation of the themes of regulation and
residents’ experiences increasingly salient.
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