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Abstract 

Throughout the last years, more and more cities around the world have integrated sustainability 
into their development goals to deal with today’s multiple environmental and social challenges. 
Simultaneously, an exploding strand of research stresses the potential of cities in a transition 
towards sustainability. However, in most cities claiming to be sustainable, policies often remain 
rather limited to climate change mitigation and environmental protection measures, while social 
issues fall behind. Many sustainable cities therefore suffer from increasing housing prices and 
gentrification, which in turn lead to the displacement of poorer parts of the population. This points 
to an often-overlooked trade-off between environmental and social goals in sustainable cities. 

Environmental gentrification literature suggests that the reason for this trade-off lies in the fact 
that the attractiveness associated with green cities increases the demand for housing and draws in 
a wealthier population. As rents are allowed to rise uncontrolled, they become a financial burden 
to the original inhabitants who are eventually forced to move to the outskirts of the city. According 
to critical urban theory, the reason for the city’s failure to secure affordable housing is the 
neoliberal logic underlying urban planning. Environmental sustainability is hence co-opted for 
marketing the city and primarily aimed at attracting tax payers and businesses. Embedded in this 
neoliberal paradigm, sustainable cities fail at achieving quality of life for everybody, since the 
measures only benefit the wealthier population, while poor residents are excluded from the city. 

Using Hamburg as a case study, this thesis investigates the hypothesis that environmental 
sustainability initiatives can have negative social repercussions when embedded in neoliberal 
planning. In order to do so, it draws on a mixed-method approach consisting of semi-structured 
interviews with city representatives and activists, official documents and statistical data. The results 
show an even stronger effect than expected: not only does the identified neoliberal paradigm 
create a trade-off, but even a “lose-lose” situation, in which neither environmental nor social 
sustainability goals can be achieved. A new approach in city planning is thus necessary which better 
incorporates the needs of the inhabitants, and recognizes housing as a basic need rather than an 
economic commodity. 

Key words: Sustainable Cities, Environmental Gentrification, Housing, New Urbanism, Densification, 
Social Mix, Critical Urban Theory, Neoliberal Urbanism 

Word count: 13,987 
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1 Introduction 

Cities have always been the center of change – socially, technologically and culturally. In the global 

debate about a transition to sustainability, cities are therefore not only discussed as the drivers of 

sustainability problems, but are also recognized as the places where solutions are created (Fücks, 

2011). With 70 per cent of world population estimated to live in cities by 2050 (WHO, 2014), they can 

become the hubs where global change is planned and implemented, and some authors even claim a 

shift of decision-making power from the nation-state towards cities (Barber, 2013; Katz & Bradley, 

2013).  

However, those cities generally ranked as most sustainable have also been found to be some of the 

most expensive to live in (McShane, 2009; Starkey, 2010). This trade-off is puzzling considering that 

sustainable city frameworks include aims such as social well-being, equality, and even affordable 

housing (Lehmann, 2010).  

Many authors are in fact very critical of the real impacts of sustainable cities. In practice, their 

general orientation tends to be limited to environmental protection and climate change mitigation 

(Choi, 2010), while social aspects like equality and the right to adequate and affordable housing fall 

behind (Pearsall, 2010). Developments undertaken beneath the sustainable city umbrella thus have 

caused rising housing prices and gentrification1, with critical impacts on social sustainability in these 

cities (Luederitz, Lang, & Wehrden, 2013). 

Critical urban theory and gentrification literature explain such repercussions on social sustainability 

as a result of city planning being embedded in a neoliberal paradigm aimed at maximizing profits 

(Smith, 1979). Following this goal, cities use sustainability primarily for “eco-branding”, i.e. to foster a 

positive image of the city attracting capital and inhabitants (Anderberg & Clark, 2013; Holgersen & 

Malm, 2014). Housing, which is recognized as a human right (UN, 1948), is left to the market, where 

the rules of supply and demand make it increasingly unaffordable. This has fundamental impacts on 

vulnerable groups who are excluded from centrally-located housing, and thus from life in the city 

itself (Lefebvre, 1996).  

By examining the case of Hamburg, I aim at shedding light on the relationship between sustainable 

city initiatives and gentrification, and at finding solutions to solve this conflict.  

                                                           

1
 Gentrification is defined as “the process by which an area is gentrified”, i.e. “change[d] (…) from being a poor 

area to a richer one, by people of a higher social class moving to live there” (Cambridge Dictionaries Online, 
2014) (see also section 3.4)  
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1.1 Working Hypothesis 

The starting point of my research is the hypothesis suggested by environmental gentrification 

literature that urban sustainability initiatives can cause gentrification. The assumption underlying this 

statement is that sustainable cities often show a one-sided focus on environmental sustainability 

while social issues are neglected. Consequently, environmental initiatives make the city more 

attractive and increase demand for housing, while no social countermeasures are put in place to 

avoid rent increases or gentrification (Checker, 2011).  

Following the argumentation of critical urban theory, I expand this hypothesis by assuming that this 

trade-off is not directly caused by the sustainability initiatives, but is due to the neoliberal economic 

logic2 in which they are embedded. This type of planning “has historically inhibited moves toward 

progressive ends and continues to stand in the way of greater social and environmental justice” 

(Novy & Mayer, 2009, p. 104). By prioritizing marketable measures that help the city attract outside 

capital, issues like housing affordability and tenure security fall behind. This implies that in order for 

sustainable cities to live up to their promises of creating quality of life for all (EC, 1994), what needs 

to be changed is the underlying neoliberal paradigm, rather than the sustainability measures 

themselves. 

This leads to the following hypothesis (see fig. 1):  

H1: Urban sustainability initiatives increase gentrification tendencies if they are planned within a 

neoliberal city planning paradigm. 

 

Figure 1: Hypothesis showing the connection between neoliberalism, sustainanbility initiatives and 
gentrification. Sustainability and gentrification are hereby not causally linked, but are both outcomes of a 
common cause, namely the neoliberal paradigm underlying city planning. In the special case of sustainable 
cities, this paradigm takes the form of an eco-branding strategy. Source: Own illustration 

1.2 Research Aim and Questions 

Based on the foregoing considerations, I investigate how a neoliberal paradigm in fact shapes 

sustainability initiatives in cities, and how it creates a form of sustainability in which environmental 

                                                           

2
 Neoliberalism refers to “a modern politico-economic theory favouring free trade, privatization, minimal 

government intervention in business, reduced public expenditure on social services, etc.” (Collins English 
Dictionary, 2014) 
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improvements come at the expense of social problems. The answers to these questions will then be 

used to identify solutions. The aim of my thesis can thus be formulated as: 

Aim: How can cities become sustainable without compromising access to affordable housing? 

To analyze whether the stated hypothesis holds in the case of Hamburg, the following questions will 

guide my research: 

RQ1: What are the focus areas of Hamburg’s sustainability commitment?  

RQ2: What expectations and attitudes drive these commitments? 

RQ3: Do the sustainability commitments influence city planning and housing policies? 

RQ4: How do these policies affect vulnerable people’s access to housing? 

RQ5: What alternatives are possible to avoid gentrification in sustainable cities? 

Based on these questions, the thesis will proceed in the following way: the next section will briefly 

review literature on sustainable cities, followed by an overview of the theoretical background in 

section three. Section four will focus on research design and methods that will guide the analysis 

presented in section five. Section six will discuss the results in relation to theory and the stated 

hypothesis. The last section will then summarize the results and provide a conclusion.  

2 Literature Review: Sustainable Cities 

Sustainable cities have over the last years received more and more attention as possible spaces for 

solving the sustainability challenges of our time. Many frameworks have been created, which are 

usually based on a “win-win” assumption stating that environmental, social and economic factors can 

be achieved simultaneously (Anderberg & Clark, 2013; Gibbs, 2000), a view inspired by the definition 

of sustainable development used in the Brundtland report (WCED, 1987). According to this 

perception, there is no contradiction between sustainability and pursuing economic expansion (Keil 

& Desfor, 2003), which makes more “radical transformations” unnecessary (Haughton, 1999, p. 234). 

While more critical views have emerged recently, these concentrate mostly on the fact that 

sustainable cities lack effectiveness in solving global environmental problems (Choi, 2010; Hornborg, 

2014; Rees, 1997). Others criticize that issues like social justice and equity fall behind environmental 

ones, being “components that are less marketable or politically supported” (Starkey, 2010, p. 9) (see 

also Agyeman, Bullard, & Evans, 2003). However, comparatively little research has focused on the 

question what forms these negative social consequences concretely take. Likewise, most studies 

measure urban sustainability by relying on official commitments and indicators (e.g. Warner, 2002), 
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without considering whether these goals are actually implemented. In my thesis, in contrast, I go one 

step further as I will also analyze policies and their effects on the ground. By taking a closer look 

behind official objectives, my research will help better assess the role of cities in a transition towards 

sustainability. 

In my analysis, I will specifically look at housing prices and gentrification, for several reasons. First, 

access to affordable housing is strongly related to questions of equity and justice in the city 

(Kleniewski, 2008). Many authors have shown that inequality is one of the most important barriers to 

achieving human well-being (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2011), political stability (Haughton, 1999), and 

environmental quality (Boyce, 2008; Gurstein, 2012; Holgersen & Malm, 2014). Wilkinson and Pickett 

(2011) even state that inequality is related to high levels of consumption. Therefore, sustainability 

efforts will be ineffective without a concern for equity, including access to housing. This is especially 

true when considering that the concept of sustainability itself is, by virtue of intergenerational 

equity, inherently justice-oriented. This concern, as Anand and Sen (2000) state, cannot solely be 

directed at future generations, but must take into account intragenerational equity, too. 

Moreover, housing is recognized as a human right (UN, 1948) and its availability, quality and location 

have crucial impacts on participatory opportunities and quality of life (BMAS, 2013). Knowledge 

about whether sustainability in cities might have negative effects on housing prices is therefore 

critical for policy design, and thus an important addition to the literature on sustainable cities. 

3 Theoretical Background 

The following section will give an overview of the theories of the neoliberal city, eco-branding and 

the Right to the City, as well as of gentrification research, which together will guide this research. 

3.1 The Neoliberal City 

The main theoretical basis for my thesis is provided by critical urban theory. According to authors in 

this field, the influence of neoliberalism has transformed the city into a “growth machine” (Molotch, 

1976), whereby planning “is being asked to confine itself to questions of efficient urban functioning, 

[thereby] instrumentalizing social concerns to serve growth and business prosperity” (Marcuse, 

2009b, p. 245). This is manifested in a retreat of the public sector from the city and its replacement 

by market forces through deregulation, liberalization, and privatization (Holm, 2008a; Novy & Mayer, 

2009), as well as in the subordination of values of justice and equity under private property rights 

and profits (Harvey, 2008). Simultaneously, democratic values and legitimacy deteriorate as 
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neoliberals become “the dominant voice in policymaking” and social control of capital is minimized 

(Purcell, 2008, p. 2). 

The increasing pressure for cities to keep up in the competition for global capital then leads to the 

development of the “entrepreneurial city” (Brenner, 2009, p. 15; Harvey, 1989). In order to increase 

its tax base, the city primarily aims at attracting tourists, investors, businesses and the “creative 

class” (Florida, 2004). To this end, it makes extensive use of slogans, branding campaigns and other 

marketing activities.  

Neoliberal thinking thereby assumes the accumulated capital to “trickle down” from top to bottom 

of society (Campbell, Tait, & Watkins, 2014, p. 48; Harvey, 2009; Holgersen & Baeten, 2014), as it 

drives the creation of jobs and ultimately alleviates social problems. The trickle down mechanism 

ensures that “the benefits of urban economic dynamism (…) will offset any detrimental political-

economic consequences” (Brenner, 2009, p. 456).  

However, this assumption is very contested: many scholars argue that neoliberal policies come with 

severe negative effects for marginalized groups in the city (Higgins, Campanera, & Nobajas, 2014; 

Leitner & Sheppard, 1998), as they lead to a deterioration of social services and exacerbate local 

inequalities (Brenner, 2009). Examples of this are the city’s withdrawal from housing provision, and a 

changed perception of housing from being a social good to an economic commodity (Holm, 2013). As 

housing becomes a valuable financial investment, especially in times of financial crisis (Holm, 2011), 

it turns into an object for speculation and profit-making, rather than for the fulfillment of the human 

need for housing and shelter (Tsenkova, Potsiou, & Badyina, 2009). 

3.2 Eco-Branding 

Adding to the notion that in the entrepreneurial city “[i]mage becomes everything” (Mitchell, 1997, 

p. 304), literature on eco-branding suggests that the motivation underlying urban sustainability 

initiatives is their potential for marketing the city, and that it is the expectation of increasing profits 

that makes cities choose an orientation towards sustainable or green goals (Anderberg & Clark, 

2013). Eco-branding can therefore be understood as a form of neoliberal planning specific to 

sustainable or green cities. 

As a result, not all aspects of sustainability are considered simultaneously, but economic aspects 

dominate over environmental conservation and social justice. This subordination results in what 

Checker (2011, p. 213) terms “selective sustainability”, whereby only those aspects of sustainability 

are cherry-picked which foster the city’s marketing orientation. Due to its vague definition and 

positive connotation, sustainability is well-suited to fulfilling the double purpose of branding the city 
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while legitimizing conflictual urban development policies (Krueger & Gibbs, 2007; Marcuse, 1998). 

The actual aim of urban sustainability might thereby fall behind: such a “sustainability fix” (While, 

Jonas, & Gibbs, 2004) “may have absolutely nothing to do with concrete, measurable progress on 

relevant environmental indicators (selectively incorporated or not)” (Holgersen & Malm, 2014, p. 4).  

3.3 The Right to the City  

Against this background, the Right to the City demands a fundamental change of urban planning 

towards the interests of the inhabitants (Marcuse, 2009b). It goes back to French sociologist Henri 

Lefevbre, who coined the term in his 1968 book “Le droit à la ville” (Lefebvre, 1968, 1996). Critical 

elements are the rights to participation and to appropriation (Purcell, 2002). The first claims an 

alternative process of decision-making and a shift of power away from the dominant coalition that 

has formed between “developers, who are backed by finance, corporate capital and an increasingly 

entrepreneurially minded local state apparatus” (Harvey, 2008, p. 32), towards the inhabitants of the 

city. Their right to freely access urban space, and also to produce and change it according to their 

needs, is then described by the right to appropriation (Vogiazides, 2012). This implies a right to 

centrality, to the urban core, which in neoliberal cities has become a mere “place of consumption 

and consumption of place” for outsiders (Lefebvre, 1996, p. 73). The Right to the City, in sum, aims at 

transforming urban life towards a “city for people, not for profit” (Brenner, Marcuse, & Mayer, 

2011). 

Throughout the last years, the theory has been used by more and more Right-to-the-City movements 

in all parts of the world (Leavitt, Samara, & Brady, 2009). In Germany, the biggest network under this 

slogan, consisting of 63 initiatives, was founded in Hamburg in 2009 (Recht auf Stadt, 2014). 

Although support ranges from academia to social movements, interpretations of how to achieve the 

Right to the City differ strongly. Mayer (2011, p. 71) distinguishes two forms: the first refers to a 

radical “oppositional demand, which challenges the claims of the rich and powerful”, giving it a 

revolutionary and political nature. The second understands the Right to the City in terms of how this 

idea is institutionalized and formalized by actors on different scales, from local urban development 

plans to the global “World Charter on the Right to the City” by Habitat International (HIC, 1995) and 

other alliances (Marcuse, 2009b). 

I will draw on both these perspectives, arguing that reform and transformation complement rather 

than contradict each other. The aim is to identify concrete measures that can already be 

implemented on the city level now, but nevertheless follow the bigger vision of “a city that is more 

just, sustainable, and democratic” (Mayer, 2011, p. 64). 
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3.4 (Environmental) Gentrification  

Since Ruth Glass (1964) first coined the term gentrification in the context of urban development in 

London, the concept has evolved and changed its meaning several times. Generally defined, it is “a 

process involving a change in the population of land-users such that the new users are of a higher 

socio-economic status than the previous users, together with an associated change in the built 

environment through a reinvestment in fixed capital” (Clark, 2005, p. 258).  

While Glass still understood gentrification as a local development, others (Atkinson & Bridge, 2005; 

Smith, 1996) have stressed that it has now become a global urban development strategy. This is 

connected to a shift from demand- to supply-side explanations: originally perceived as caused by the 

middle-classes’ changing preferences towards urban lifestyles (Laska & Spain, 1980), gentrification is 

now becoming increasingly recognized as driven by the production side (Smith, 1979). This implies a 

change in the role of municipalities: while gentrification has always been observable in cities (Marx & 

Engels, 1872/1975), it was at most an unintended consequence of local policies. Recently, however, 

municipalities have shown to take an active role in driving gentrification (Slater, 2005). What shapes 

many cities today is therefore “state-led” (Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2008, p. 134) or “municipality-

managed gentrification” (Slater, 2004), whereby the local government initiates an urban renewal 

process in order to attract businesses, wealthy residents and tourists. It is not only these goals that 

are tied to simultaneous processes like globalization and neoliberalization, but also the means, as 

gentrification is achieved in an environment of increasingly close cooperation between the 

municipality, housing companies and real estate business.  

The central aspect of gentrification is that it results in displacement of the poor population, for 

whom “forces outside the household make living there impossible, hazardous, or unaffordable” 

(Hartman, Keating, & LeGates, 1982, p. 3). This reinforces social problems by reducing opportunities 

and access to education, jobs, and services for those classes, and is therefore detrimental to social 

sustainability in general (Denmark, 1998; Newman & Wyly, 2006; Swanstrom, Dreier, & Mollenkopf, 

2008). However, this automatic relationship has been questioned by proponents of the process, 

reframing state-led gentrification as “‘revitalisation, renaissance, regeneration, renewal, 

redevelopment, rejuvenation, restructuring, resurgence, reurbanisation and residentialisation” 

(Slater, 2009, p. 294). In this way, it has been used by municipalities as a positive development 

strategy. Based on the assumption that the arrival of affluent residents in neglected neighborhoods 

will improve conditions for the low-income population (Byrne, 2003), this discourse designates “the 

middle classes as the new savior of the city” (Atkinson & Bridge, 2005, p. 1).  
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Opponents of this view state that although gentrification does not always directly lead to 

displacement, it can also take indirect forms, especially “exclusionary displacement” (Marcuse, 1985, 

p. 206). Here, low-income households are excluded from gentrifying quarters since affordable 

housing becomes increasingly scarce. As a result, they no longer have the option of moving within 

these neighborhoods and become “trapped” (Slater, 2009, p. 306). 

A specific form of gentrification is environmental (Anguelovski, 2013; Banzhaf & Walsh, 2005; 

Checker, 2011; Curran & Hamilton, 2012; Pearsall, 2010, 2012), ecological (Dooling, 2009; Quastel, 

2009) or green gentrification (Ceaser, 2010; Dale & Newman, 2009; Gould & Lewis, 2009). This fast-

growing strand of research claims that environmental initiatives cause gentrification since their 

purpose is to serve the demand of middle-class residents for environmental quality. Rather than out 

of a genuine concern for the environment, they are thus primarily planned to attract capital. As the 

improved image in fact draws in wealthier residents and investors, housing prices rise, and 

consequently create displacement and financial burden for vulnerable parts of the population “while 

espousing an environmental ethic" (Dooling, 2009, p. 630). Sustainability, rather than being a 

framework for a rethinking of urban policies, is then being co-opted for continuing the same 

redevelopment idea (Checker, 2011). 

While my thesis seeks to shed light on whether these assumptions hold, it is important to delimit the 

topic. The concept of environmental gentrification used here refers to policies aimed at upgrading 

entire quarters, driven by city authorities rather than individual landlords. It thus does not cover the 

specific effect of individual energetic modernizations on rent levels (GdW, 2012; Holm, 2011). Nor 

does it give a detailed account of the demand side of gentrification (Rose, 1984), as it is based on the 

assumption that demand remains largely without consequences when it is not met by sufficient 

supply (Gotham, 2005; Jekel & Frölich von Bodelschwingh, 2009).  

4 Methods and Case 

In order to answer the research questions, I will draw on the case of Hamburg as well as on 

triangulation, which will be explained in more detail in the following section. 

4.1 Research Design: Case Study 

The research question will be analyzed using the city of Hamburg as a case study. Case studies are 

suitable for examining a phenomenon in its specific context, and to shed light not only on 

relationships between variables, but also on the causal mechanisms linking them (Gerring, 2007). 

This approach fits the purpose of this paper since my objective is not simply to confirm a concurrence 
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of sustainability initiatives and gentrification, but also to scrutinize how these two phenomena are 

connected. This demands an in-depth and context-specific analysis (Bryman, 2012). 

Hamburg is chosen as a case due to its polarization on the variables of interest – the municipality’s 

dedication to sustainable city objectives on the one hand, which is most visible in the title as 

European Green Capital 2011 (Stadt Hamburg, 2014b), and rapidly increasing housing prices on the 

other (F+B Forschung und Beratung, 2014). With this trade-off being clearly observable, Hamburg is a 

typical case (Gerring, 2007), in that it is representative of a broader category of cases (Yin, 2009). This 

will potentially allow for making broader statements about other sustainable cities. 

4.2 Research Strategy: Triangulation 

Within this design, I will rely on the research strategy of triangulation, which “entails using more than 

one method or source of data in the study of social phenomena” (Bryman, 2008, p. 379). 

Triangulation allows for the crosschecking findings and leads to greater confidence in the results as 

the disadvantages of different research approaches can be balanced out (Deacon, Bryman, & Fenton, 

1998). The three methods chosen for data collection are document analysis, semi-structured 

interviews, and descriptive statistics (see table 1). Since both official documents and interviews data 

are originally in German, quotes presented throughout this thesis are my own translation. 

Table 1: Data applied to research questions. The table shows how the different methods of document analysis, 
semi-structured interviews and statistical data relate to the research questions formulated in section 1.2. 
Source: Own illustration 

Research 

questions 
Applied methods 

RQ1 Document analysis of the city’s sustainability strategy, as well as interviews with 

urban planners and politicians RQ2 

RQ3 Document analysis of urban development plans, especially related to housing, as 

well as interviews with urban planners and politicians 

RQ4 Quantitative data on housing prices over time as well as socio-economic data of 

residents. Statistical data from public and private sources3 will be complemented 

by interviews with experts and representatives of the Right-to-the-City movement 

as well as with news articles 

RQ5 Interviews with representatives of the Right-to-the-City movement on possible 

alternatives in housing policy 

 

Using different data sources comes with several advantages: While much of the information on the 

city’s sustainability approach is available through official documents, my aim is also to understand 

the underlying motivations as well as barriers to actions, and thus to investigate possible “[g]aps 

                                                           

3
 For detailed information on statistical data sources, see Appendix IV 
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between official versions of reality and the facts on the ground” (Marx, 1997, p. 113). Such gaps are 

likely, as neoliberalism is rarely promoted directly, but is rather part of a “broader social climate” (D. 

Rose, cited in Slater, 2005, p. 55). For this purpose, I conducted semi-structured interviews with city 

planners, politicians, as well as city activists. This is complemented with statistical data on actual 

developments on the housing market as well as on their social consequences. Wherever possible, I 

used official public data, which I supplemented with data collected by private research companies 

and secondary sources. The main advantage of combining these different approaches is 

complementarity, as it helps address different aspects of the investigation (Bryman, 2012).  

4.3 Interviews 

Eleven expert interviews were conducted between the 17th and the 21st of February 2014, lasting 

approximately one hour each, with outliers of 29 and 101 minutes. Semi-structured interviews were 

chosen as most suitable for the purpose of my thesis since their flexible approach better allows for 

identifying underlying motivations and understandings (Doody & Noonan, 2013). All interviews 

followed an interview guide, which is presented in Appendix I. To interpret the data, I relied on 

theoretical analysis, which focuses on testing the material for congruence with theoretical 

assumptions (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).  

The selection of interviewees (see Appendix II) followed purposive sampling in order to ensure their 

relevance for the research topic (Bryman, 2012): Three of the interviewees were city planners from 

the Agency for Urban Development and Environment, three were politicians (from the Green, Liberal 

and Christian-Democrat Party), four representatives from the Right-to-the-City movement, and one 

was an expert from the “Future Council”4. In addition, I conducted six shorter interviews of 

approximately five minutes each with participants of the final participatory meeting of the “Mitte-

Altona” development project. 

4.4 Epistemological and Ontological Perspective 

My thesis takes a clear stand in critical realism, which is based on the assumption that an objective 

reality exists, but that, unlike in empirical realism, this reality cannot be directly observed. Rather, 

the real essence of the world is filtered through individual perspectives, and can only be understood 

by identifying structures and power relations shaping its perception. In this way, critical realism is 

situated between interpretivist and positivist epistemologies. An important characteristic of critical 

realism is that the goal is not only to understand reality itself, but to initiate positive change in 

society and to improve the human condition (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). It thus answers the call for 

                                                           

4
“Zukunftsrat”, independent sustainability organization for Hamburg  
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more “use-inspired, basic research” following the approach of Louis Pasteur, which serves to produce 

knowledge while at the same time benefitting society (Stokes, 1997). 

Critical realism fits the purpose of my research as it corresponds to both critical urban theory and the 

methodological approach: Testing hypotheses is in line with the “fallibilist” nature of critical realism 

(Benton & Craib, 2011, p. 122), which assumes that a given state of knowledge of the world can be 

proven wrong by additional research. Knowledge is furthermore created using retroduction (Ragin & 

Amoroso, 2011), according to which theory and evidence are continuously compared. Rather than 

merely testing the stated hypothesis, this allows for the incorporation of patterns emerging from the 

data in order to modify and advance the underlying theory (Bryman, 2012).  

4.5 Relation to Sustainability Science 

My work contributes to sustainability science in several ways. In terms of content, it adds to the 

literature on sustainable cities by shedding light on the relationship between sustainability and 

affordable housing. It thereby explicitly looks at the interaction between the economic, 

environmental, and social components of sustainability, all of which are present in housing and city 

development policies. The study also advances practical knowledge for sustainable cities by 

identifying enablers and barriers to achieving their goals and thus adds to the commitment of 

sustainability science to find solutions to the world’s most pressing problems (Kates et al., 2001). 

Methodologically, this is further supported by drawing on the “transformative potential” (Connolly & 

Steil, 2009, p. 1) of critical realism and urban theory. Moreover, the combination of geography, urban 

studies, critical theory and sustainability science follows a transdisciplinary approach, which is one of 

the main characteristics of sustainability science (Max-Neef, 2005). The same is true for the mix of 

methods, which allows integrating qualitative findings on motivations and perceptions into the often 

rather technical study of urban geography.  

4.6 Ethical Considerations 

The main ethical considerations are related to the conduct of interviews. Following the four ethical 

principles stated by Bryman (2012, p. 135) – avoiding deception and harm to participants, as well as 

ensuring privacy and informed consent – all interviews contained a briefing about myself, the 

purpose of the study, sending institution, and level of confidentiality (Frey & Oishi, 1995). Moreover, 

the interviewees were given the option of anonymity, even though none of them made use of this 

possibility.  

Considering my role as researcher, two main considerations are important. First, the semi-structured 

interviews are prone to an interviewer bias, such as withholding information (Kvale & Brinkmann, 
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2009) or socially desirable responses (Frey & Oishi, 1995). A special focus was therefore put on 

minimizing these biases, especially by avoiding sensitive questions (Doody & Noonan, 2013). 

Furthermore, I try to manage any bias from predefined personal opinions by maximizing 

transparency and replicability (Bryman, 2012). I also maintain a critical perspective towards the 

theory, considering that the aim of this research is not to simply confirm it, but to identify how and 

under which conditions it applies to the case of Hamburg.  

5 Results and Analysis 

In the following section, I will analyze the sustainability goals and existing policies of the city of 

Hamburg. The section will first provide short background information on Hamburg and its housing 

market, and will then go on to present data collected from statistical sources, city documents and 

interviews. 

5.1 Background on Hamburg 

Located in the very north of Germany, about 100km from both the North and the Baltic Sea, 

Hamburg has traditionally been a trade city characterized by its harbor. With its 1.8 million 

inhabitants, it is not only Germany’s second biggest city, but also one of three city-states. Hamburg is 

both an industrial centre and a cultural one: With its famous red light district, musicals and cultural 

offers, the city attracts about 4.7 million visitors every year (EC, 2011b). 

In 2011, Hamburg was awarded the title “European Green Capital”. The criteria that convinced the 

jury were a high percentage of parks, water and green spaces, the availability of public transport, as 

well as ambitious climate protection goals of reducing CO2 emissions by 40 per cent by 2020, and 80 

per cent by 2050 (EC, 2011a; Stadt Hamburg, 2014b). 

The city’s housing market is comprised of 925,000 apartments. Apart from private housing, 130,000 

apartments are provided by cooperatives, and another 130,000 are owned by the public housing 

company SAGA-GWG. Of the latter, 97,000 apartments are currently subsidized (Kock, 2013). The 

large majority of Hamburg’s apartments, almost 80 per cent, are rental apartments, which is a 

considerably higher rate than the national average of 42 per cent (Statistikamt Nord, 2008).  

During the last years, Hamburg has experienced the fastest rent increase of all German cities (Focus, 

2012, Dec 20th). The average rent per square meter has risen from 5.59€ in 1995 to 7.56€ in 2013 

(see fig. 2). However, there is an immense difference between average costs shown in the public rent 
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index and investigations based on current offers (see fig. 2 and 3) (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 

2013). 

 

Figure 2: Development of official rent index in Hamburg. The average rent, including both existing and new 
contracts, has steadily increased throughout the last years, currently reaching 7.56€/sqm. Source: Own 
illustration, based on GEWOS (2013) 

 

Figure 3: Average rent level 2013 (not subjected to price maintenance). In contrast to the official rent index, 
the data presented here shows a clear difference between existing and new contracts on the one hand, and 
between publicly/cooperatively and privately provided housing on the other. Source: Own illustration, based 
on IVD-Nord (2013a)  

According to a study by IVD-Nord (2013b), rents on the private market are up to twice as high 

compared with public housing or cooperatives, with new contracts in good locations reaching an 
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average price of 11.33€. Moreover, the private market also displays considerably larger differences 

between “normal” and “good” locations (see fig. 3), and also covers a wider range of rents: While 

public and cooperative housing costs between 3.85€ to 9.00€, the private market shows square 

meter prices of up to 19.44€. The official average data therefore hides how fast the housing market is 

currently being separated, as new contracts on the private market are becoming increasingly 

expensive (IVD-Nord, 2013a, 2013b). 

5.2 Hamburg’s Sustainability Commitments  

The first section of the analysis deals with the question what characterizes Hamburg’s sustainability 

commitments. The analysis covers official plans and policies, complemented with results from the 

interviews with city planners and politicians.  

5.2.1 Sustainability Documents: Focus on Environmental Issues  

Hamburg has been actively engaged in sustainability issues since the mid-1990s. In 1996, it signed 

the Aalborg Charter and thus committed itself to a set of holistic sustainable urban planning 

principles (EC, 1994). In particular, the municipality’s commitment to the environment has been 

internationally recognized and awarded with the EU’s Green Capital title in 2011 (EC, 2011b).  

Key features of Hamburg’s official sustainability approach are (Bundesregierung, 2013):  

1) The Environmental Program 2013-2015, 

2) Green Economy and Energy Turnaround, 

3) The Master Plan for Climate Protection, 

4) The educational initiative “Hamburg Learns Sustainability”, and 

5) An initiative for environmentally-friendly procurement.  

Apart from these initiatives, Hamburg’s most recent plan is the construction of a “green network” of 

parks and bike lanes from the city center to the outskirts (EC, 2011b). Over the next 15 to 20 years, 

the stated aim is to make Hamburg entirely accessible by bike and foot, thereby decreasing the city’s 

CO2 production and combating climate change. 

While these explicit commitments concentrate on green objectives, social sustainability is given more 

attention as implicit or subordinated aim of these documents, even though the commitments remain 

rather vague: 

In the introduction of Hamburg’s Environmental Program 2012-2015 (Stadt Hamburg, 2012), for 

example, social sustainability, and housing affordability specifically, are mentioned as key themes for 

a sustainable Hamburg in 2015. However, these features are not dealt with in detail later in the 
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document. Housing issues are more explicitly mentioned in the 2013 Master Plan for Climate 

Protection, in the context of energetic modernizations of rental apartments. These renovations have 

to be implemented in a socially sound way, i.e. “tenants need to find, in accordance with the rate of 

income development, equally affordable rents”. In order to solve the “landlord-tenant-dilemma”, the 

city commits itself to supporting the “advancement of appropriate models” of socially acceptable 

financing (Bürgerschaft der Freien und Hansestadt Hamburg, 2013, p. 6). 

Finally, the “Hamburg learns sustainability” initiative and the according “Action Plan” (Stadt 

Hamburg, 2013b), too, have a social component, as they describe engagements by various actors on 

education for sustainability, from early childhood education to universities. The projects themselves, 

however, predominantly focus on the environmental component of sustainability. 

5.2.2 City Planning Vision: Holistic Sustainability Understanding 

While the vague commitments above suggest that social sustainability is not a priority in the cities’ 

sustainability strategy, the analysis of interviews with city planners concerning the general city vision 

shows a broader sustainability understanding. 

A first sign for this is the development of the mission statements Hamburg has given itself for many 

years. The first of these urban development guidelines was “enterprise city”, coined by the mayor 

Klaus von Dohnayi in 1983 (Sudmann, 2013, own translation). Another influential mission statement 

was titled “growing city”, established by the coalition of Christian Democrats, Liberals and the right-

wing Schill-party in 2002. This image concentrated on indicators such as above-average employment 

growth or increased internationality and was generally perceived as successful for the city (A. Köhler, 

personal communication) since it “created a fantastic impulse for Hamburg, (…) a fantastic dynamic” 

(H.-D. Roock, personal communication). However, this one-sided orientation also became subject to 

criticism and was consequently qualified into “growth with foresight” (Senat Hamburg, 2010) to 

include more sustainability-related indicators (M. Ziehl, personal communication). Under the current 

government it has been further modified to “We create the modern Hamburg” (Senat Hamburg, 

2011). However, growth, especially population growth, still remains the precondition for city 

development, so that city does not deal so much with the question of whether this growth is 

desirable but how to manage it and reach “sustainable growth” (S. Böhling, personal 

communication). 

Moreover, both city planners and politicians showed high awareness of the importance of qualitative 

development indicators, regardless of their political orientation. Goals include general livability, a 

“thriving social life” through diversity and social cohesion, and offering everybody the opportunity to 
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live the life they want. This also includes a strong commitment to fighting segregation (S. Böhling, 

personal communication). Sustainability is thus seen as a principle implicitly guiding most policies, 

from education to housing construction. However, these goals are not always framed as 

sustainability commitments, partly because sustainability has come to be considered as an “empty 

word”, which, due to its long-term perspective, is unable to obtain large-scale public support (A. 

Köhler, personal communication). 

5.3 Sustainability Translated into Housing and City Planning Policies 

The mentioned commitments have strongly influenced Hamburg’s current dedication to housing 

construction. While environmental targets were the focus during the ruling coalition of Greens and 

Conservatives, the change of local government to Social Democrats in 2011 has come with a shift 

towards social sustainability objectives (J. Menzel, personal communication): The city has now 

dedicated itself to housing construction, partly as a response to public criticism (Recht auf Stadt, 

2014), since Hamburg’s tight housing market had become the city’s most pressing issue. In fact, 

housing was one of the main topics in the election campaign, since the main reason for the shortage 

was seen in a lack of construction activity during the previous years (Stadt Hamburg, 2014d), 

especially of affordable rental apartments (Menzel, 2008).  

To counter rent increases and gentrification, the city’s key measure is to increase supply, based on 

the assumption that “[n]ew housing construction is the best and only sustainable rent brake” (A. 

Ibel5, cited in IVD-Nord, 2013a, p. 3, own translation). The overall approach is summarized in the 

“pact for housing” (Stadt Hamburg, 2011), which the city has developed in cooperation with the 

housing industry. In this document, the city dedicates itself to the construction of 6000 new 

apartments per year, following a so-called “thirds-mix”: one third of newly constructed housing will 

be owner-occupied, one third private rental apartments, and one third public housing. By this, the 

city also hopes to fight segregation: “there must be a mixed price level of apartments in a given 

quarter, because this is the decisive factor: ‘Can I afford the rent?’” (C. Köster, personal 

communication). In addition to classic public housing for low-income households with an initial rent 

of 6.10€ per sqm, the new Senate has introduced a second type of public housing for 

medium-income people. This type accounts for 800 of the planned 2000 new public housing 

apartments and has an initial rent of 8.20€ per sqm (Stadt Hamburg, 2014a). The public housing 

company SAGA-GWG will provide 1000 apartments per year, while the rest is to be built by private 

investors.  

                                                           

5
 Federal chairman of Bundesverband Freier Immobilien- und Wohnungsunternehmen BFW (German 

Association for Private Housing and Real Estate Companies) 
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Apart from these quantitative goals, qualitative objectives regarding more sustainable land use are 

being incorporated into city planning under the umbrella “sustainable urban growth” (EC, 2011b, 

p. 55), stating a commitment towards inward growth rather than further outward expansion, based 

on principles of sustainable city planning (Congress for the New Urbanism, 2013; Jabareen, 2006). In 

line with this, goals such as densification or social mix are formulated in the program “More city in 

the city – Chances for more quality of life in the city” (Stadt Hamburg, 2013c). The document argues 

how this approach can increase livability, strengthen social cohesion, and lessen environmental 

impact. 

Moreover, the city commits itself to “holistic and sustainable city development, which makes districts 

and quarters more attractive through investments in infrastructure and public space” (Stadt 

Hamburg, 2011, p. 5). This is incorporated into the “burden reduction strategy”, which is aimed at 

fighting the publicly discussed problems of gentrification and displacement. Since most of the 

demand concentrates on a few inner-city quarters, the city is trying to increase the attractiveness of 

other quarters (A. Köhler, personal communication). The reason for low demand in these areas 

despite cheaper rents is seen in their “bad image”, typically associated with high rates of 

unemployment, migrants and poverty. To solve this problem, the city is launching upgrading projects, 

most notably the RISE6-programme (Stadt Hamburg, 2014d), in order to attract a wealthier 

population and thus create the desired social mix. 

A focus area for such upgrading is currently the river island in the south of Hamburg, most notably 

the quarter Wilhelmsburg (see map in Appendix III), which is targeted in the so-called “Leap across 

the Elbe” (Senat Hamburg, 2011, p. 17). Shifting the demand in such a way is assumed to have a 

twofold benefit of improving quality of life while at the same time fighting exploding rents. A second 

part of this policy is the new construction of Hamburg’s biggest inner city development, the 

sustainable quarter “Hafencity” (Breckner, 2013). 

These upgrading initiatives across the Elbe were initiated by the international construction exhibition 

(IBA) and federal garden show (igs) in Wilhelmsburg (Breckner, 2013), which are judged positively by 

the city administration for successfully attracting middle-classes. Other measures to reach this aim 

are the provision of affordable work spaces to local artists which makes the respective quarters more 

culturally attractive (D. Behring, personal communication), and the construction of student 

apartments in these areas (J. Menzel, personal communication).  

                                                           

6
 „Framework program for integrated quarter development“  (Senat Hamburg, 2011, p. 16) 
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To avoid displacement through rising housing prices, the city has launched the so-called Social 

Preservation Regulation and Conversion Regulation (Stadt Hamburg, 2013d). These policies are 

aimed at preserving the social mix in quarters most affected by gentrification7. Demolition of 

apartments, conversion of rental apartments into owner-occupied apartments or offices, as well as 

luxury modernizations have to be authorized by the city (Stadt Hamburg, 2014c). Before being able 

to implement this policy, the responsible district offices have to prove that residents are in fact 

displaced due to high rents and that the social structure of the quarter is radically changing (O. Duge, 

personal communication).  

Finally, all construction plans are subject to public participation. In 2012, the city has established a 

process called “City Workshop” intended to “foster a new planning and communication culture” by 

including citizens in the decision-making process as early as possible. Instruments are predominantly 

informational evenings, participation at round tables, different workshops and consulting of planning 

teams (Stadt Hamburg, 2013a, p. 4). In addition to the formal participation process, the city also 

increasingly experiments with different forms of participation (Stadt Hamburg, 2013a), since the 

commonly used evening events are dominated by middle-class citizens rather than a representative 

sample of the population. Therefore, the city has recently launched a pilot project in 2013 specifically 

focusing on migrant women and other underrepresented groups (A. Köhler, personal 

communication).  

Table 2 shows Hamburg’s extensive commitment to sustainability. As can be seen from the table, 

even though most official commitments are in the environmental dimension of sustainability, all 

three pillars are covered if implicit commitments are taken into account.  

 

                                                           

7
 Among the quarters currently under Social Preservation Regulations are St. Pauli, Sternschanze as well as 

parts of St. Georg (Stadt Hamburg, 2014c, 2013d). 
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Table 2: Overview of plans and policies framed under sustainability concept. The table shows that Hamburg’s 
commitments, mentioned in official documents as well as in interviews with city representatives, cover all 
three pillars of sustainability. However, environmental goals tend to be explicitly stated, while social and 
economic goals are implicit principles underlying policies in these fields. Source: Own illustration 

Policy Environmental Social 
Economic/ 
Financial 

HOUSING/CITY DEVELOPMENT 

Housing construction  x  

Public housing construction  x  

Upgrading  x  

Thirds-mix rule  x x 

Densification x   

Social Preservation Regulation  x  

Hafencity (Sustainable Quarter) x  x 

Participation  x  

OTHER 

Balanced budget   x 

The Environmental Program 2013-2015 x   

Green Economy and Energy Turnaround x  x 

Master Plan for Climate Protection x   

Educational initiative “Hamburg Learns 
Sustainability” 

x x  

Initiative for green procurement x   

Green Network x   

5.4 Outcomes: The Untold Story 

The next section will deal with the actual effects of these commitments and policies once put into 

practice, based on interviews with planners, politicians and activists, as well as statistical data. 

5.4.1 The Empty Promise of the Green Capital 

As has been shown above, Hamburg’s sustainability commitment is extensive and its environmental 

activities are especially well-documented. It seems surprising, then, that most of the interviewees 

including the city representatives do not consider Hamburg a green or sustainable city.  

One of the main reasons for this is that, as most interviewees agreed, the Green Capital Award was 

not deserved, since the policies stated in the application were never implemented. The award 

provided the city with special funds which expired after one year, immediately leading to the end of 

the initiatives (G. Möller, personal communication):  

“(…) this Green Capital (…) has somehow degenerated into a marketing project, you really 
have to call it that. I had the impression, ‘we in Hamburg know what is good for the 
environment, we‘ll show the Europeans, what we find great – not what we do, but what we 
find great.’” (K. Duwe, personal communication). 

Also more generally, the city is not considered green or sustainable. Different decisions over the last 

years are criticized for being environmentally harmful, such as the controversial deepening of the 
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river Elbe in order to improve conditions for the harbor industry (A. Köhler, personal 

communication), the insufficient funding for nature conservation (K. Duwe, personal 

communication), or largely absent bike paths (C. Köster, personal communication). 

5.4.2 Contradictory Outcomes of the Housing Policies 

Concerning the newly agreed housing policies, a closer look into what the numbers and 

commitments actually mean provides a very different picture of their effects. 

First, the actual number of new apartments is likely to be considerably lower than proclaimed. The 

target of 6000 apartments per year is measured in building permits, rather than completed buildings, 

and also does not take into account apartments lost through previous demolition (D. Behrens, 

personal communication).  

Even if the targets are realized, however, the numbers do not live up to existing demand, especially 

for affordable housing: As many as 56 per cent of the citizens of Hamburg are entitled to public 

housing according to their income, corresponding to 512,000 households which are in need of 

housing for 8.20€ per sqm or less. Of this number, almost three quarters even qualify for the low-

income type of housing with an initial rent of 6.10€ per sqm (Kock, 2013; Stadt Hamburg, 2014a), 

whereas the supply of such housing is steadily decreasing (see fig. 4 and 5). 

 

Figure 4: Rents for new contracts 2005 and 2013, compared with maximum rent level of affordable housing. 
The figure shows that less and less areas in Hamburg have average rents that are affordable for low- and 
middle income households. The thresholds used for comparison are those provided by the city of Hamburg 
(6.10€ and 8.20€ per sqm). Source: Own illustration, based on F+B Forschung und Beratung (2014) 
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The reasons for this are not only increasing rents on the private market, but also that the public 

housing stock has been radically diminished over the last years: In 2013 alone, 12,210 subsidized 

apartments were converted into market-rate housing (Bürgerschaft der Freien und Hansestadt 

Hamburg, 2012), with currently less than 97,000 public apartments left (Statistikamt Nord, 2014). 

These developments have to be viewed against the background that socio-economic indicators such 

as unemployment, in contrast, have been stagnating (fig. 5) (see also section 5.4.4). 

 

Figure 5: Number of public housing units and unemployed citizens, absolute numbers. The graph documents 
the continuous decrease of Hamburg’s public housing stock. This is not aligned with the demand for such 
housing, which is exemplified by the stagnating number of unemployed people in Hamburg. Source: Own 
illustration, based on Statistikamt Nord (2012) 

Consequently, the decision to build 30 per cent affordable housing does not live up to the demand, 

especially when considering that in 2012, the Senate split the public housing program in two parts 

(Stadt Hamburg, 2014a): One third is now built for middle-income households, which makes these 

apartments already too expensive for most poor people (J. Füllner, personal communication).  

Another problem is that periods of retention for public housing, which traditionally lasted 30 years, 

have now been reduced to only 15 years. After expiration, the apartments are privatized, which 

allows rent increases of up to 15 per cent (Stadt Hamburg, 2014e). The reduction reduces obligations 

for the municipality, and ensures that investment in public housing is attractive to investors. 

However, public housing with such short retention periods cannot substantially solve the problem; it 

can merely postpone it:  

“If you only create obligations of 15 years, then actually you are already planning the 
problems in 15 years, (…) this is not very anticipatory, and is very much oriented towards 
short-term successes. A little bit like ‘Devil may care’“ (O. Duge, personal communication). 
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Moreover, the thirds-mix in fact supports the construction of owner-occupied housing considering 

that Hamburg has almost 80 per cent rental apartments. The current ratio is thus skewed towards 

owner-occupied housing (M. Ziehl, personal communication). Newly-built expensive apartments 

moreover raise the rent index, which defines how much rents are generally allowed to increase in an 

area (Sudmann, 2013). 

Finally, although social mix is a goal in all parts of the city, measures almost exclusively take place in 

low-income quarters, while wealthy neighborhoods resist such changes:  

„(…)and we want to put 60 new apartments there, 20 of which shall be public housing, and 
immediately there is a gigantic uproar, and people are so financially strong that they can 
easily buy the property. They put 2, 3 million Euros on the table just like that, no problem at 
all” (O. Duge, personal communication). 

Most interviewees also doubted the effectiveness of the Social Preservation Regulation, since it only 

applies to rent increases in relation to construction measures (Stadt Hamburg, 2014c). Moreover, it 

can take up to two years until such a measure is implemented, during which time the social structure 

has already transformed. The only possibility to make it work would therefore be in a preventive 

way: 

“When it [the city] does renewal areas, (…),it should so to speak as a very first measure 
implement a social preservation regulation, and only then the other steps, because as soon 
as the motto ‘We want to renew this area’ is out, then it is already an object for 
speculation, that is the problem“ (J. Menzel, personal communication). 

In fact, in the now highly-gentrified quarter of St. Georg, the regulation only came into force in 2012, 

thirteen years after it had first been claimed by the inhabitants (Joho, 2013). Despite such 

experiences, quarters currently experiencing gentrification, such as Wilhelmsburg, are not 

considered “endangered” (O. Duge, personal communication).  

5.4.3 Participation: Manufacturing Legitimacy 

The final difference between stated goals and implementation refers to the city’s approach to 

participation. Participation can rank from anywhere between manipulation to citizen control 

(Arnstein, 1969). The city administration is very transparent and open about the options for 

participation, but these options are very limited: participation is a tool for opinion formation (Stadt 

Hamburg, 2013a), aimed at increasing transparency, understanding and acceptance, but explicitly 

not at allowing influence on the final decision: “honestly, it has to be said that what is meant by 

participation is rarely participation in the [actual] decision, because decisions are always made by 

elected parliaments - always“ (A. Köhler, personal communication). Activists and citizens alike see 

this understanding as insufficient, as a way “only to legitimize existing power” (G. Möller, personal 

communication), but not to actually change pre-defined plans. Most citizens therefore share the 
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impression that it is economic interests that shape the final decision (participants of Mitte-Altona 

meeting, personal communication). 

5.4.4 Lack of Alternatives and Segregation 

The next section looks at the effects of the policies by contrasting the supply of affordable housing 

through the cities’ policies with the existing demand, based on statistical data on the socio-economic 

status of Hamburg’s citizens. 

5.4.4.1 Demand vs. Supply  

The decreasing availability of affordable housing in Hamburg has to be seen critically since the rate of 

people in risk of poverty has increased over the last years. It is especially the unemployed, people of 

migration background, as well as children and young adults that are endangered by poverty 

(Statistische Ämter des Bundes und der Länder, 2013a). Likewise, the rate of unemployment or low-

income employment is almost twice as high for migrants compared with the average population 

(Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 2010). 

 

Figure 6: Poverty, welfare and unemployment rate since 2005. While the decrease of indicators such as 
unemployment and welfare recipient suggest an improvement of the socio-economic status of Hamburg’s 
inhabitants, the figure shows that the rate of poverty endangered people has in fact increased. Source: Own 
illustration, based on Der Paritätische Gesamtverband (2013) 

Although indicators such as rates of unemployment and welfare recipients have somewhat improved 

over the same time period (fig. 6), most of the new jobs are in the low-wage sector (Buch, Seibert, & 

Stöckmann, 2012). Thus, incomes are becoming increasingly precarious: in 2010, 18.4 per cent of 

employed persons earned less than 900€ per month (Statistikamt Nord, 2013). Accordingly, demand 
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for affordable housing has further increased, since it is no longer limited to only welfare recipients, 

but now also affects people in formal employment. 

Despite this increasing demand for affordable housing, the housing market has been developing in 

the exact opposite direction: Approximately 245,000 apartments with a rent of less than 6€ per sqm 

vanished from the market only between 2008 and 2011 (Sudmann, 2013), and by March 2013, only 

in very few neighborhoods, new contracts below 600€ per month were still on offer (see Appendix 

IV). The maximum support for welfare recipients, in contrast, amounts to 522€ per apartment, which 

applies for a six-person household (Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 2013). This means a high financial 

burden for low-income households, who spend up to 60 per cent of their income on rent (Destatis, 

2013). But even on average, this number has risen to over 40 per cent (F+B Forschung und Beratung, 

2007), compared with a rate of 30 per cent which is generally considered affordable (Gurstein, 2012).  

5.4.4.2 Increased Displacement and Segregation 

The developments mentioned above ultimately result in segregation, although the opposite is the 

city’s stated goal. As the numbers of both affordable private and public housing constantly decrease 

(Günther, 2013), the location of remaining public housing becomes the main determinant for where 

vulnerable sections of the population can move, so that these groups become increasingly 

concentrated in the few affordable areas left. This is supported by Dohnke and colleagues (2012) 

who show that quarters of already concentrated poverty in Hamburg have become even more 

monostructured. In Hamburg, with a Gini-Coefficient of 0.32 the most unequal of Germany’s federal 

states8 (Statistische Ämter des Bundes und der Länder, 2013b), social segregation thus continues to 

increase, despite overall positive economic development (Friedrichs & Triemer, 2009).  

The exploding rents are now also starting to affect middle-classes (Günther, 2013), who find it more 

and more difficult to move within Hamburg without accepting a loss in the quality of housing (J. 

Füllner, personal communication). This results in a relatively low fluctuation rate of only 8 per cent in 

Hamburg (Cric, Tillmann, Wegner, & Wessels, 2013). The final consequence of the city’s policies is 

thus “not upgrading, but downgrading quality of life” (D. Behrens, personal communication). 

5.4.5 Gentrification as a Tool for City Development 

Although the ongoing developments are alarming, the city accepts little responsibility for these 

processes. The reason is the dominant perception of gentrification: City employees consider 

upgrading as a process detached from gentrification, which benefits the inhabitants if properly 

                                                           

8
 The Gini coefficient is a measure of inequality, whereby 0 reflects complete equality and 1 complete 

inequality (World Bank, 2011) 
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controlled (S. Böhling, personal communication). Upgrading is not assumed to lead to displacement 

since middle-class housing is added to these quarters rather than replacing existing residents. 

Moreover, although there is a general awareness that the upgraded city areas „are suffering from 

their own attractiveness“ in terms of housing affordability (C. Köster, personal communication), most 

city representatives stated that gentrification was simply unavoidable if living conditions in poor 

quarters were to be improved. Others claimed that is was overstated in the media and in fact only a 

minor problem in Hamburg (H.-D. Roock, personal communication). Astrid Köhler (personal 

communication) even explained that the marginalized population had a “wish for gentrification”, 

since „finally something is happening” in their quarters, and that for many of those who are 

displaced “the urban lifestyle doesn’t play a role, that’s also not why they lived in their old quarter. 

[They say] ‘I don’t care anyway about such an inner-city flair’”.  

However, the evidence speaks against the statement that controlled upgrading initiatives do not 

raise housing prices. In fact, it is exactly the quarters that were earlier identified as “focus areas” for 

municipal upgrading programs – due to their high rate of welfare recipients and low average income, 

such as St. Pauli, Veddel or Wilhelmsburg (Stadt Hamburg, 1996; Sudmann, 2013) - that show some 

of the highest rent increases of up to 36.8 per cent since 2005 (fig. 7 and 8) (F+B Forschung und 

Beratung, 2014). In St. Georg, where gentrification has been an issue since the 1990s, this has led to 

an almost complete exchange of the population during the last two decades (Joho, 2013). 

 
Figure 7: Rent increases in selected quarters, new contracts. The figure shows that rents in quarters currently 
subject to upgrading and social mixing policies have increased up to 36.8 per cent in only eight years. Source: 
Own calculations based on F+B Forschung und Beratung (2014) 
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Figure 8: Welfare recipients in Hamburg, per cent. The quarters with the highest percentage of welfare 
recipients are areas in the south and east, such as Wilhelmsburg and Veddel. Quarters like St. Pauli, 
Sternschanze or St. Georg still show a high percentage, but have already experienced a sharp decrease during 
the last years. Source: Adapted from Statistikamt Nord (2014)  

5.4.6 Consequences Summed Up 

The results suggest that despite an official commitment to increasing affordable housing, the city’s 

policies even exacerbate the current problems. 

Two simultaneous processes drive the continuous decline of affordable housing: Firstly, the overall 

stock of public housing continues to decrease, since retention periods for many subsidized 

apartments have recently come to an end, and will continue to do so in the next years (see Appendix 

IV.4). The new commitments to resume public housing construction are far from being able to stop 

this trend and remain a mere “drop in the bucket” (J. Füllner, personal communication), even more 

so as the retention periods are limited to henceforth only 15 years.  
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Secondly, private housing, too, is becoming increasingly unaffordable. The city plays a critical role in 

this: Not only does it shy away from rent controls, but it even further increases attractiveness to 

middle-class residents choosing measures such as social mixing, densification and upgrading. Rather 

than fighting gentrification by this strategy, the city expands the process to more and more areas. 

Unable to pay the high rents in the inner city, low-income households are displaced and become 

increasingly concentrated in the few affordable areas left.  

5.5 The Role of Neoliberalism 

The consequences stated above are clear outcomes of neoliberal city planning. As long as housing is 

on the free market, it creates a vicious circle of rents (see fig. 9): High rents on the private market do 

not only increase the absolute demand for public housing, but also the subsidy per apartment 

needed to make the construction economically feasible for investors. The resulting higher public 

expenditure is a financial burden for the municipality and has to be balanced with higher income. To 

get more taxes, the city tries to attract more people, particularly a wealthier population. This only 

further increases property costs and rents, since prices follow the higher demand (K. Duwe, personal 

communication). As long as housing is on the market and the city additionally fuels the demand for 

housing, therefore, this circle cannot be broken. 

 

Figure 9: Vicious circle of housing prices. The circle shows how rising property costs, against the background of 
stable demand for affordable housing, increase public spending for subsidized housing. These expenses have to 
be balanced with higher income, for example via new tax payers or profits from selling public property. Both 
strategies further increase housing prices, directly through increased property costs, or indirectly through 
higher demand on the market. Source: Own illustration 
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Despite this situation, leaving housing prices to the market is considered rational from a neoliberal 

perspective, which assumes that “society functions better under a market logic than any other logic” 

(Purcell, 2008, p. 13), since the market is the most efficient way to allocate resources, maximizes 

wealth and consequently secures welfare for all.  

In all its policies, Hamburg displays characteristics of such thinking, partly in response to the 

economic constraints of nationally-imposed spending restrictions (S. Böhling, personal 

communication). This shows not only in the city’s continued withdrawal from housing provision, but 

also in the fact that private investors gain considerable influence on political decisions due to the 

municipality’s close cooperation with real estate business: As private actors are also responsible for 

the biggest part of the new constructions, the city has to ensure that conditions are attractive to 

them, for example by allowing the construction of an overly big share of profitable owner-occupied 

housing via the thirds-mix, as well as a reduction of retention periods for subsidized housing to only 

15 years.  

Hamburg also strongly acts as an entrepreneurial city. The imperative to find the “highest and best 

use” (Purcell, 2008, p. 21) makes it necessary to align urban development policies with the demands 

of solvent groups. This explains most of the city’s decisions, for example that Social Preservation 

Regulations only come into force when a gentrification process is already far advanced and the 

profitability of an area is at its peak. It is only here that the city finally starts preserving a quarter’s 

social make-up, since “even for the yuppies it becomes boring if they only live among other yuppies” 

(M. Schreiber9, cited in Varschen, 2009, own translation).  

The necessity to meet the demands of the middle and upper classes also underlies the city’s 

motivation to pursue urban sustainability: 

“If this wasn’t the case anymore, attractiveness would of course decrease, consequently 
also demand, for example of the young professionals, to settle here in Hamburg, which 
then again makes it more unattractive for companies to relocate their headquarters here 
for example. So I believe that Hamburg benefits very strongly especially from this status of 
being a green and blue city.” (A. Köhler, personal communication). 

While the marketing orientation for environmental policies is most visible in the Green Capital, even 

the “green network” is motivated by the assumption that green as well as bike- and pedestrian-

friendly cities “attract more of the people they need to remain competitive” (S. Schulze10, cited in 

Braw, 2013). Likewise, one of the goals of 2013’s Master Plan for Climate Protection, is “tapping the 

                                                           

9
 Director of St. Pauli district office 

10
 Analyst at the Hamburg Institute of International Economics (HWWI) 
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economic potentials (e.g. job creation and location attractiveness)” (Bürgerschaft der Freien und 

Hansestadt Hamburg, 2013, p. 2).  

Moreover, even social policies are subordinated to economic goals: in order to fight gentrification 

and improve the housing situation, the city focuses on social mix, densification and upgrading which 

are chosen for their potential to increase attractiveness and competitiveness: social mix is 

considered to make a city more “colorful” (S. Böhling, personal communication), densification 

creates liveliness, and measures such as offering work spaces to artists in certain quarters make 

these areas more culturally interesting (M. Ziehl, personal communication). While this in fact draws 

in middle-class residents and businesses, the assumed positive effect of improving the housing 

situation for the low-income population and of lessening gentrification fails to appear. 

The motivation to make the city attractive for the “right people” also underlies Hamburg’s “urban 

boosterism” policies (Pow & Neo, 2013, p. 2257), particularly the continuous creation of flagship 

projects and events such as such as the “money pit” Elbe Philharmonic Hall or the celebrations of the 

“Harbor Birthday” (J. Menzel, personal communication). While the efficiency rationality promotes 

such expenditure, it leaves planners with little room to manoeuvre in the provision of public services, 

since funds for unproductive purposes such as affordable housing are scare: The question of “what 

do I want to spend this Euro of taxpayer money on?“ (S. Böhling, personal communication) is then 

used to explain that environmental goals had to be abandoned for social ones after the change of 

government. In sum, Hamburg clearly follows “the agenda of neoliberalization (…) to reduce state 

spending that does not benefit capital in order to free up revenue for spending that does” (Purcell, 

2008, p. 18). This also makes the city less open to suggestions from the public in participatory 

processes: On the final planning session for the Mitte-Altona area (18th February 2014), the Chief 

Building Director Jörn Walter openly announced that „chances are higher for all the measures that 

don’t cost anything”. 

5.6 Alternatives 

The final section deals with the question of how a different city planning could look like, drawing on 

the interviews with members of the Right-to-the-City movement. 

5.6.1 Rethinking the Goals 

In line with the Right to the City, the activists claim to completely rethink the goals of city planning, 

redefining it as planning for the inhabitants, rather than for outside capital. Several general themes 

emerge from this.  
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First and foremost, the city is to make better use of its possibilities to control urban developments, 

rather than simply leaving them to the market. Particularly the city’s suggestion for poorer 

households to move to other quarters as a response to exploding housing prices is strongly criticized 

by many Right-to-the-City activists:  

„Who creates the right of residence? Is that a market, or is that planning? When city 
planning says that there is also housing elsewhere, then it’s not planning at all! Then it 
simply lets things happen. Then it says: well there will be room for them somewhere. That’s 
not planned. That’s arbitrary“ (G. Möller, personal communication). 

A crucial step is moreover to redefine housing as a public good, like healthcare or education. It 

therefore needs to be taken out of the market, which has proven unable to provide such goods. The 

goal is “that the question of rent is not regulated via the wallet, but according to other ideas” (J. 

Füllner, personal communication). How exactly such reorganization should look like is yet to be 

defined, even though there is a general agreement for common or public ownership of housing, 

which is neither profit-oriented nor state-led socialist.  

In addition, a new and open dialogue about the city is considered necessary in order to deal with the 

inherently conflictual nature of urban policies, rather than subordinating all decisions to efficiency 

rationality. The focus is thus on a changed democratic process and more possibility for meaningful 

and open-ended participation.  

This requires that predefined agendas and constantly changing mission statements are abandoned, 

and that the agenda is instead based on the inhabitants’ ideas and existing initiatives (M. Ziehl, 

personal communication). To make this possible, more exceptions or – in the long run – changes to 

existing laws are needed, which currently serve as a barrier to such support. 

5.6.2 Concrete Demands 

Starting from the general ideas stated above, more concrete demands and starting points are 

formulated, such as: 

- Sufficient public housing: A first claim is the construction of affordable housing which meets the 

actual demand in the city (J. Menzel, personal communication). At the very least, this would mean 

building as many new units as are being turned into market-rate housing every year (J. Füllner, 

personal communication), and increasing retention times (O. Duge, personal communication). 

- Housing cooperatives: In line with a closer cooperation with existing initiatives, the city should 

better support housing cooperatives, which are generally seen as positive models for not-for-profit 

housing provision, even by city planners (C. Köster, personal communication). This approach also has 

the advantage of not demanding continuous payments, as is the case with subsidized housing, but 
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rather a one-time investment into an initial capital stock. This could solve problems such as 

decreasing retention periods for public housing due to financial pressure (D. Behrens, personal 

communication).  

- Funds for supporting bottom-up initiatives: One way of organizing support for cooperatives, as well 

as other welfare-oriented initiatives could be a publicly financed fund (D. Behrens, personal 

communication). 

- Rent limits: Another suggested measure is to define an upper rent limit. This is explicitly not aimed 

at making all housing the same in quality or price, but to make speculation less attractive. Below this 

cap, competition and price differences are still possible (J. Füllner, personal communication). 

- Stop selling public property: Instead of only modifying criteria for the sale of public property, the 

activists claimed stopping its sale altogether (G. Möller, personal communication). Rather, other 

models such as “lease in perpetuity” with low ground rents are suggested, which only give a right of 

use to the tenants, with the property going back to the public after the agreed period (D. Behrens, 

personal communication).  

- Stop expenses for prestigious projects: An important change is also to cut funds for prestigious 

flagship projects, which take up enormous sums and moreover drive gentrification (Vicario & 

Martinez Monje, 2005). 

- Use vacancies: Despite the housing shortage, many vacant spaces can be found throughout the city 

(M. Ziehl, personal communication), quite often for speculative purposes. These spaces should be 

made available to social initiatives and welfare-oriented projects. A more radical way would be to 

appropriate them for public use after a certain time period, for example six months (G. Möller, 

personal communication). 

6 Discussion  

The findings suggest that Hamburg fails at achieving its self-proclaimed goals, both environmental 

and social. Despite specifically aiming at improving the housing situation, the city’s policies 

exacerbate rather than alleviate the problem, especially for the low-income population. The paradox 

between good intentions and bad outcomes will be the focus of the first section. The second part will 

deal with the question of how alternative planning could look like. The last section will discuss 

possible limitations and will give an outlook for future research. 
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6.1 Paradoxes of Sustainable City Planning 

The first part of the discussion will relate the results to the original assumptions as well as to existing 

literature. 

6.1.1 From “Environmental” to “Sustainability” Gentrification 

Despite an active commitment to sustainability, the results show that Hamburg is still strongly 

suffering from rising housing prices and gentrification. However, the concept of environmental 

gentrification in its narrow definition cannot explain the situation in Hamburg since most of the 

environmental improvements announced by the city have never taken place. This makes Hamburg a 

case very different from cities where real environmental achievements accompany the green image 

(Holgersen & Malm, 2014).  

Another unexpected finding is that the sustainability definition found in the city administration is not 

as narrow as previously assumed. In addition to green objectives, both the city documents and the 

interviewees stressed social sustainability commitments, particularly towards a socially mixed and 

densely-built city. Even though these goals only rarely explicitly contain the term sustainability, they 

are in accordance with principles such as sustainable urban design or green and new urbanism 

(Congress for the New Urbanism, 2013; Lehmann, 2010; Stanley, Currie, & Stanley, 2007; Talen, 

2002). This shows that politicians and planners are in fact very dedicated to making Hamburg 

sustainable, and that, contrary to the expectations, the city is very aware of the importance of social 

sustainability for creating a livable city for all. 

Regardless of this awareness, the city fails at achieving these goals. The reason for this is that all 

sustainability commitments remain embedded in neoliberal planning. While this is quite obvious for 

the green goals with their only purpose to market the city to the outside, it is surprisingly also true 

for social measures: In order to fight rent increases and gentrification, the city works closely together 

with the private market, so that investors play an important role in deciding over which type of 

housing is to be built. Even more importantly, the city strongly relies on the measure of upgrading 

poor neighborhoods in order to shift demand away from the inner city. While reducing pressure on 

the inner city and increasing social mix sounds reasonable, the actual improvements open the way 

for private investments and the ruling of the free market. Housing prices then “[go] on rapidly until 

all or most of the original (…) occupiers are displaced, and the whole social character of the district is 

changed” (Glass, 1964, p. xviii). The city plays a crucial role in this since gentrification is first started 

through its active upgrading measures (Knödler, 2008). This process is accompanied by a decrease, 

rather than increase, in public housing. Finally, social repercussions are tackled only through small 

counter-initiatives, implemented too late to effectively halt gentrification. This is unsurprising 
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considering that gentrification is considered as mostly positive by city representatives, since it comes 

with an improvement of economic and social indicators in the respective quarters, and therefore 

helps achieve the goals of city planning.  

However, these improvements do not reach the poorer part of the population: The combination of 

risky upgrading and ineffective countermeasures leaves these groups with even less affordable 

housing options than before, and further concentrates them in areas “with fewer opportunities for 

social mobility, collective action, and political power” (Narefsky, 2014) (see also Goebel, Gornig, & 

Häußermann, 2010). Despite claims of being beneficial for everybody, livability is thus only increased 

for the newly-attracted middle-class (Smith, 1982).  

The findings support the notion that upgrading and gentrification are two sides of the same coin 

(Atkinson & Bridge, 2005; Marcuse, 1985). This can currently be observed in Wilhelmsburg or Veddel, 

where the “cascade of urban renewal” that has characterized Hamburg’s inner city for the last 

decades has now arrived (Holm, 2008b, own translation) and instantly drives housing prices. The 

measures used there are typical of state-led gentrification, ranging from the construction of student 

apartments – what Smith (2005) terms “studentification” – to the strategic support of artists (Wyly & 

Hammel, 2005). The latter provided the background of the “Not in our name, Marke Hamburg” 

manifesto (Nionhh, 2009), in which artists claimed: “We don’t want a cheap workshop in the city of 

the rich” (J. Füllner, personal communication). 

For such reasons, many authors are critical of social mix (Butler & Robson, 2001; Davidson, 2008; 

Fainstein, 2005; Lees, 2008; Merrifield, 2002) or densification (Quastel, Lynch, & Moos, 2012; Tu & 

Eppli, 1999). Relying merely on physical design has been shown to remain ineffective for building 

sustainable communities (Berke, 2002; Larsen, 2005). Ostendorf and colleagues (2001, p. 371) thus 

call social mix a “zero-sum game”, as social problems are not solved but merely relocated. Slater 

(2005, p. 56), too, argues that “social mix increasingly appears to be a shield under which 

gentrification is being actively promoted as a means of (…) improv[ing] local tax bases rather than 

civic pride and disparate social interaction”.  

In sum, the results suggest that, paradoxically, it is policies under the umbrella of social rather than 

environmental sustainability that help Hamburg’s quest for investors and wealthy residents, and that 

are responsible for negative social repercussions on the housing market. Rather than speaking of 

merely “environmental gentrification”, thus, the term “sustainability gentrification” might be more 

accurate.  
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However, such policies are not based on bad intentions, which differs from the assumptions that 

underlie critical urban theory. Measures such as the Social Preservation Regulation can be 

understood as direct attempts to tackle market failures such as exploding housing prices and social 

segregation. This is important since it shows that the cause for the social repercussions is the 

neoliberal structure rather than wrong intentions or behavior. However, these measures remain 

ineffective responses as they do not proactively tackle the underlying market forces driving the 

process (Leitner, Peck, & Sheppard, 2007; Novy & Mayer, 2009). The main finding of the analysis is 

therefore the effect of neoliberalism on sustainability, which will be the topic of the next section. 

6.1.2 Neoliberalism: From “Win-Win” to “Lose-Lose” 

My thesis started from the assumption that neoliberal rationality underlying sustainability initiatives 

in cities would lead to a trade-off between environmental and social goals. The results show that the 

role of neoliberalism in the failure of cities to achieve social well-being is even stronger than 

assumed. 

As expected, the results suggest that a 

neoliberal planning paradigm underlies 

Hamburg’s city planning. Not only are 

policies consistently aimed at increasing 

outside capital, but these goals are also 

disguised by “consensual” terms such as 

social mix or densification (S. Böhling, 

personal communication) which lead to a 

depolitization of the issue (Checker, 2011; 

Ferreri, Pesavento, & Theis, 2009; Holm, 

2011), and leave no option for resistance. 

Concerning the impact of neoliberalism, 

however, the results show that it creates 

even more problems than assumed (see fig. 

10): The sustainability initiatives in Hamburg 

neither created the aspired “win-win” effect 

of sustainable cities, nor the “win-lose” 

situation assumed in the hypothesis, 

whereby social goals are neglected due to a 

Figure 10: Results on the role of neoliberalism. The figure 
shows that within neoliberalism, sustainable cities can 
neither reach their environmental nor their social goals, 
creating a “lose-lose” situation. Source: Own illustration 
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trade-off with environmental aims. Rather, the social problems of housing affordability, displacement 

and segregation were exacerbated when the city made social improvements the focus of its policies. 

Neoliberalism could be shown to be the root cause of this failure (see section 5.5), since the social 

policies merely “combine market-driven processes with civic involvement and ‘capacity-building’ 

efforts even while ‘liberalized’ housing markets destroy the right to housing for more and more 

groups” (Novy & Mayer, 2009, p. 109). These results suggest a “lose-lose” situation, whereby neither 

environmental nor social sustainability can be achieved.  

The analysis shows that free-market solutions, such as increasing supply or extending demand to 

more quarters, increase existing social tensions rather than lessening them. Indirect forms of 

displacement – especially resulting from “new-built gentrification” (Davidson & Lees, 2009) – are 

overlooked or not seen as outcomes of the policies (Holm, 2011; Marcuse, 1985). Although outside 

capital is successfully attracted to the city, it has so far failed to improve the situation of the poor. 

This suggests that the assumed trickle-down effect does not take place, and that policies assuming 

that it does are unable to solve urban sustainability problems. 

6.2 Towards a New Planning Paradigm 

The foregoing considerations suggest that as long as the free market decides over housing and 

property values, the problem of increasing rents and gentrification cannot be solved. Only under 

changed conditions can sustainability initiatives achieve their goals. The following sections will 

therefore discuss possibilities to overcome the current “survival of the fittest” (Glass, 1964, p. xx) 

paradigm. 

6.2.1 Overcoming Neoliberal Hegemony 

The interviews with city representatives suggest that the “rise of neoliberalism to hegemonic status” 

(Connolly & Steil, 2009, p. 5) leaves no way out of the current system for city planners. In fact, 

although almost none of them believe that rents in the inner city will decrease due to existing 

policies, this does not lead to any change of strategy. Hamburg claims to do “the maximum of what is 

possible“ (A. Köhler, personal communication) against constraints such as national laws, the rules of 

the private market, and especially the status of property rights (S. Böhling, personal communication). 

However, many authors have shown that even within the constraints of this “actually existing 

neoliberalism” on a national and supra-national scale (Brenner & Theodore, 2002), cities are able to 

exert more control over city development than is currently the case (Breckner, 2013; Logan & 

Swanstrom, 2008; Novy & Mayer, 2009; Shaw, 2005; Woisin, 2013). Hamburg, being not only a 

relatively wealthy city, but also a federal state of Germany with many independent political 
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competences, could potentially be one of the role models towards a new, normative city planning 

model (Marcuse, 2009b). 

Based on this, the following section discusses alternative approaches for city planning in line with the 

ideas of the Right-to-the-City movement and puts them into context with existing literature. 

6.2.2 Key Measure: Regulating and Decommodifying Housing 

The most important element out of the suggestions mentioned by the activists is the 

decommodification of housing (Holm, 2013). This is crucial since it is the free market organization of 

housing that leads to the failure to achieve sustainability, as it allows the instant capitalization of all 

achievements on the free market. “[A] shift in perspective from one which upholds housing as yet 

another cog in the wheel of the market to one which views it first and foremost as a social good” 

(Lawton, 2012) is thus the only effective way to ensure adequate housing provision, as it follows a 

rationality guided by actual need rather than economic efficiency. Redefining housing as a non-

tradable basic right would impede decisions that force “urban residents from having to sacrifice 

quality of life for financial gain” (Fainstein, 2009, p. 25).  

Concretely, this can be achieved by regulating the market, and by supporting alternative forms of 

housing ownership and production such as cooperatives (Lees et al., 2008), which already now are 

successful in providing housing without profit-orientation. In this way, they challenge an “economic 

orthodoxy that simply views policy in terms of a dichotomous choice between state and market”, 

and open a new discussion about the urban commons (Harvey, 2012, p. 68; Ostrom, 1999). 

6.2.3 Changing the Process 

The following process-oriented points are suggested to support the transition towards city planning 

based on its inhabitants’ needs, since both process- and outcome-oriented principles have to go 

hand in hand in order to achieve a better city (Marcuse, 2009a). 

First, social issues must already be covered in the production, rather than only in the redistribution of 

welfare. Currently, there is a clear distinction between these two phases (Holgersen & Baeten, 2014), 

which must be overcome in order to “[transform] the processes that gave rise to urban inequality in 

the first place” (Connolly & Steil, 2009, p. 4), and to avoid falling back on ineffective counter-

measures to solve social repercussions.  

Secondly, such an incorporation of the inhabitants’ needs into the production stage requires better 

cooperation and participation since, as Purcell (2008) argues, the counter-project to neoliberalizing 

cities is to democratize them. Central to this is a local government which prioritizes citizens’ needs, 
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transforms the participatory process from its current state of “tokenism” towards levels such as 

partnership, delegated power or citizen control (Arnstein, 1969, p. 217), and cooperates with 

grassroots initiatives in the implementation of goals (Camponeschi, 2010). This is in line with the 

ideas of both activists and authors from different disciplines, who claim that allowing experiments 

and supporting small “niches” (Geels, 2004, p. 912) is the most promising pathway to create change 

(Foucault, 1993; Gibson-Graham, 2006; Merrifield, 2011; Ring, 2013). Urban social movements 

hereby gain influence by becoming “critical urban planning agents” (Souza, 2006).  

Nevertheless, the city’s role remains pivotal: first, as “even incremental collective gains are under 

threat” from forces defending the old model, it can help protect the emerging initiatives (Potter & 

Novy, 2009, p. 231); second, it can guide the process by ensuring bottom line criteria, such as aligning 

housing supply with real demand. This can ideally create a form of “[p]rogressive urban planning led 

by the local state but consistently open towards popular participation and committed to the 

reduction of inequalities” (Souza, 2006, p. 327). 

6.3 Contribution to Sustainability Science 

The analysis of sustainability initiatives in Hamburg provides new insights for research on sustainable 

cities. First, by combining research on the causes and effects of gentrification with sustainable city 

literature, this work shows that sustainable city commitments have to be treated carefully since they 

bear the risk of causing or exacerbating gentrification tendencies. In order to avoid undesirable side 

effects for social sustainability, sustainability measures have to be combined with broader changes in 

city planning. This also has important implications for the design of sustainable city frameworks, 

which should incorporate such important preconditions rather than uncritically accepting the 

simultaneous achievement of economic, environmental and social goals. 

By suggesting measures towards such changes, the thesis also reacts to criticisms of the Right-to-the-

City concept for not offering concrete solutions (Fainstein, 2009). This is also a problem common in 

sustainability science, where only few attempts specifically focus on how a transition can be 

achieved. To contribute to this discussion, the interviews with activists have shed light on what 

alternatives are currently being envisioned within the sustainability “niches” (Geels, 2004; Rotmans, 

2005). These can provide possible starting points towards a new paradigm in city planning. 

In a broader context, the results also add to the knowledge on the potential of market mechanisms 

for achieving sustainability (e.g. Heynen, 2007). Supporting the notion that the trickle-down effect 

traditionally assumed in economic theory is not manifested in reality (e.g. Greenwood & Holt, 2010), 



38 

 

it sides with those authors arguing that public goods should not be provided by the free market (e.g. 

Lynch, 2006). 

6.4 Outlook 

The following section will first discuss possible limitations to the results and will then go on to 

identify main directions for further research.  

6.4.1 Limitations 

Several themes point to a careful interpretation of the findings. The first is related to the interview 

method. It has to be noted that neither politicians of the ruling party SPD, nor representatives from 

the city’s sustainability department or from the Program for Integrated Quarter Development agreed 

to an interview. It is especially from these sources, however, that more insights on the development, 

motivation and constraints of Hamburg’s sustainability agenda could have been expected. If this non-

response was systematic, it might have distorted the results. Another problem might be due to the 

theoretically-guided reading of the interviews. Although I constantly reflected on my assumptions 

and role as a researcher (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009), this type of analysis is prone to biased 

interpretations.  

Moreover, since the analysis was limited to Hamburg as a single case study, the results might not be 

generalizable to other cities. Whether the phenomenon of “sustainability gentrification” is also 

observable in other cities, and how sustainability initiatives affect vulnerable communities should 

therefore be subject to further investigation. More knowledge about this question is crucial, since 

such measures are increasingly promoted by international organizations as positive “soft renewal” 

initiatives (Tsenkova et al., 2009, p. 83). Comparative and multi-case studies can help shed light on 

this question and identify best practices. 

Due to the fact that hardly any of Hamburg’s green plans were implemented, a direct causal link 

between green sustainability initiatives and gentrification tendencies could not be shown, calling for 

the examination of different cases. Moreover, environmental justice literature can be a valuable 

addition to the question of how specific environmental or social benefits of sustainability initiatives 

are distributed in the city. An important addition to research on either topic would be to follow and 

interview displaced residents over time, as a complement to quantitative socio-spatial data. 

Finally, I did not look into the specific question of the effect of energetic modernizations on rent 

levels (Ástmarsson, Jensen, & Maslesa, 2013). This is a complex topic for itself, as such individual 

modernizations possibly play an important role in overall rent increases in sustainable cities. This is 

especially true against the background of recent EU-wide directives on energy efficiency in buildings 
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(EU, 2010). Such research could also add to my thesis by identifying additional policies to confine 

rent increases related to energetic modernizations.  

6.4.2 Debate on Economic Models 

While my research has concentrated on reformist suggestions to a better city planning, the results 

can also be used to formulate more radical claims. After all, critical urban theory often targets not 

only neoliberalism, but capitalism itself (Harvey, 2012). From this perspective, the findings can be 

related to a wider debate on economic growth as a measure of well-being. Criticisms about this 

indicator have arisen since the 1970s, starting with “Limits to Growth” (Meadows, Meadows, 

Randers, & Behrens, 1972). Many of the alternative approaches developed since then have already 

shown their usefulness for city planning. Nussbaum’s (2000) and Sen’s (2008) Human Development 

approach, for example, has especially been referred to for its social choice model that takes into 

account existing trade-offs of city politics rather than downplaying them under consensual concepts 

(Fainstein, 2005). The current post- and de-growth debate also offers potential starting points for city 

politics as it „has its basic foundations in urban self-sufficiency rather than in romantic city flight” 

(Paech & Paech, 2011, p. 58, own translation) (see also Schneider, Kallis, & Martinez-Alier, 2010).  

Whether reformist or revolutionary, however, the common ground of all these approaches is an 

interest in building a city that achieves human well-being directly. In this way, they might provide a 

suitable way to creating sustainability for all, and with it “a transformed and renewed right to urban 

life” (Lefebvre, 1996, p. 158). 

7 Conclusion 

Simultaneously achieving environmental, social and economic sustainability is one of the biggest 

challenges for cities today. My thesis started with an assumption that sustainable cities in their 

current form typically concentrate on environmental goals while social issues of housing affordability 

fall behind. This suggested a trade-off between environmental and social goals, whereby 

gentrification represents the unintended consequence from the increased attractiveness associated 

with green cities. Using Hamburg as a case study, my aim was thus to shed light on the link between 

sustainability and gentrification. Drawing on official documents, semi-structured interviews and 

statistical data, I investigated the hypothesis that sustainability initiatives lead to gentrification since 

they are embedded in a neoliberal planning paradigm. Such planning, as critical urban theory 

suggests, uses sustainability as a mere tool to market the city, and to score high in the global 

competition for capital.  
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The results offer several new insights: First, contrary to the assumption, Hamburg’s sustainability 

commitments do not follow a one-sided focus on environmental goals. In fact, social goals have 

become the priority of the new Senate’s politics. But even policies directly aimed at improving the 

housing situation build on a neoliberal city model: Both social mix and densification policies focus on 

attracting investments, middle- and upper-class residents, and upgrading low-income areas, while 

housing prices are allowed to rise almost uncontrolled in upgraded areas. Therefore, by improving 

the image of the targeted quarters, the city further fuels gentrification and displacement of poor 

households. Sustainability is primarily used as a tool for marketing the city and to continue “business-

as-usual”, rather than to fundamentally change city planning. Despite good intentions, the city thus 

seems unable to achieve either environmental or social sustainability as long as it relies on the 

market’s trickle-down effect. The analysis of socio-economic indicators, in fact, suggests the absence 

of such an effect.  

Consequently, neoliberalism does not only create a trade-off between environmental and social 

goals, but a “lose-lose” situation in which neither environmental nor social sustainability can be 

achieved. Based on these findings, the thesis concludes that in line with the claims of the Right to the 

City, a new type of city planning needs to be established, based on a decommodification of housing 

and better incorporation of inhabitants’ needs and voices in the planning process.  

Making cities tap their full potential of fostering the living conditions of their inhabitants, rather than 

leaving them to the market, can then allow them to live up to the often-cited visions of cities being 

not only a problem for sustainability, but also the places where solutions are created. 
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Appendices 

Appendix I: Interview Guides 

1) General 

Sustainability 

1 How would you describe the vision for Hamburg’s city development for the next years? 

2 What indicators describe a successful city? 

3 What aspects of sustainability are especially important for Hamburg? 

4 What new opportunities for the city does the new sustainability orientation come with? 

5 Does Hamburg’s sustainable image make the city more attractive (esp. Green Capital title)? Is 
this also part of the intention? 

6 The sustainability initiatives also cost a lot of money for the city. Do you think that these 
measures pay off economically? 

7 Is there a consensus between different stakeholders –e.g. politicians, companies, inhabitants, 
- concerning the decision to make the city more sustainable? Is there a consensus among the 
citizens? 

8 Which are the constraints that in real life make the implementation of sustainability goals 
difficult? 

9 What are the trade-offs between sustainability and city development goals? 

10 If such constraints were not there, in your opinion which goals or measures should be 
incorporated more for sustainable city development? 

Housing  

11 Hamburg is known for its rents having rapidly increased over the last years. In your opinion, 
what are the main reasons for the rising rents? 

12 Do you think that rents in the inner city will decrease due to the new apartments? 

13 The media usually represents gentrification as something negative. Some researchers 
however claim that gentrification can have positive effects on city development. In your 
opinion, is gentrification an overall positive or negative development?  

14 Who, in your opinion, mainly drives gentrification?  

15 What are the benefits of living in Hamburg’s inner city? 

16 Some researchers think that sustainability initiatives accelerate gentrification. What effect do 
you think the sustainability agenda in Hamburg has on living costs? 

17 Imagine living in Hamburg was more affordable for more people, but the city would not be as 
green – how would that effect the overall sustainability of the city? 

18 What are your wishes for better city development? 
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1a) Extra questions for participation 

Participation 

1 What are the benefits of participation for city planning? 

2 Are the participatory mechanisms successful? In what way/ in what way not? 

3 In which steps of the planning process are inhabitants involved? Are the inhabitants also 
involved in formulating the goals of city development? 

4 On which criteria is the decision based whether a participatory process will take place as 
information, consultation or cooperation? 

5 If there is a conflict between political goals and inhabitants’ interests, based on which criteria is 
the final decision made? 

6 What are the barriers of integrating socially disadvantaged groups in the planning? 

7 How does the city include opinions from outside the formal participatory process, e.g. of social 
movements or the media? 

8 How binding are the results of the participatory process? 

9 What can be reasons not to accommodate the inhabitants’ wishes in the final decision? 

 

1b) Extra questions for general city planning 

Sustainability 

1 What was originally the motivation behind the decision to make Hamburg a sustainable city?  

2 Have the general city development goals changed since the sustainability commitments were 
introduced? 

3 Hamburg wants to be a city for everybody. How does the city try to achieve this? 

Housing 

4 Are there currently measures to ensure that green living is accessible for lower incomes? 

5 How binding are the sustainability commitments? 

6 The city of Hamburg has decided to build 6000 new apartments per year, of which a third are 
public housing. How were these numbers chosen?  

7 In some quarters of Hamburg, a “social preservation regulation” is in force. What is the city’s 
motivation for this regulation? Would you consider it successful in averting gentrification so 
far? 

8 What measures does the city take in order to impede rent increases which are not happening 
due to renovations? 

Integrated quarter development 

9 What are the benefits of a socially mixed neighborhood? 

10 Are there also measures to increase social mix in unproblematic areas? Why/why not? 

11 Does increasing social mix affect the rent level of the neighborhood? 
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1c) Extra questions for Right-to-the-City movement 

Participation 

1 Are the current participatory mechanisms successful? In what way (not)? 

2 In which steps of the planning process are inhabitants involved? Are the inhabitants also 
involved in formulating the goals of city development? 

3 If there is a conflict between political goals and inhabitants’ interests, based on which criteria is 
the final decision made? 

4 How does the city include opinions from outside the formal participatory process, e.g. of social 
movements or the media? 

5 How binding are the results of the participatory process? 

6 What can be reasons not to accommodate the inhabitants’ wishes in the final decision? 

7 Do you know people that had to move from their neighborhood into a cheaper neighborhood? 
Why? 

Movement 

8 What are the main goals of your movement? Who are its supporters? 

9 What is your main criticism of the current city planning? 

10 Does your movement represent the city’s entire population? 

11 What, in your opinion, is the goal of the current city planning? Could you imagine another 
goal? 

12 Is sustainability part of your goals? 

13 What measures do you concretely demand from the city? 

14 What are barriers for your movement to achieve more? 

15 Which structures and acteurs is your movement directed against? 

Housing 

16 In some quarters of Hamburg, a “social preservation regulation” is in force. What is the city’s 
motivation for this regulation? Would you consider it successful in averting gentrification so 
far? 

 

2) Questions for participants of Mitte-Altona participatory process 

1 Are you content with the public participation process? 

2 Does the city act on behalf of the city’s inhabitants? 

3 Based on which criteria are conflicts between inhabitants and the city decided on? 
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Appendix II: List of Interviewees (17th-21st February 2014)11 

Name Group Position/Representative of 

Sven Böhling City Administration 
BSU, office for housing, urban renewal and land division, 
unit for housing support 

Astrid Köhler City Administration BSU, “City Workshop” and participatory processes  

Claudia Köster City Administration 
BSU, office for regional planning and landscape 
management, unit “General urban and thematic 
development planning” 

Olaf Duge Local Politician 
Green Party, spokesperson for urban development 
committee 

Hans-Detlef Roock Local Politician 
Christian Democrats, chairman of urban development 
committee 

Dr. Kurt Duwe Local Politician 
Liberal Party, spokesperson for urban development 
committee 

Daniel Behrens Right to the City Frappant e.V. 

Jonas Füllner Right to the City “Stop rent insanity” 

Georg Möller Right to the City „BaSchu e.V.“, St.Pauli-manifesto, Gängeviertel 

Michael Ziehl Right to the City “Vacancy detector” 

Jochen Menzel Other  “Future council” 

Various (6)  Other 
Participants of final participatory meeting for the 
“Mitte-Altona” development project 

 

                                                           

11
 Organization names: Own translation 
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Appendix III: Map of Hamburg 

Administrative districts Hamburg. Source: Goldflam (2014) 
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Appendix IV: Statistical Data 

IV.1 Summary of Sources for Statistical Data Used in the Thesis 

 Overview of data sources. Source: Own illustration 

Data Source 

Rent level, by type of housing IVD-Nord (2013b), Lister & Biegler (2013) 

Rents by city quarter, new contracts F+B Forschung und Beratung (2014), Gymnasium Ohmoor (2013) 

Official rent index GEWOS (2013) 

Socio-economic data Der Paritätische Gesamtverband (2013), Statistikamt Nord (2012) 

Poverty rate  Destatis (2013) 

Rent expenses Bundesagentur für Arbeit (2013), Destatis (2013) 

Segregation Dohnke et al. (2012), Friedrichs & Triemer (2009) 

 

IV.2 Rents 

New contract rents in selected quarters. Source: F+B Forschung und Beratung (2014), own calculations 

Year 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 Increase 2005-2013 Increase per cent 

Hamburg Total 7.68 7.71 7.92 8.23 8.55 8.99 9.27 9.48 9.63 1.25390625 25.39 

Wilhelmsburg 5.89 6.03 6.33 6.64 6.86 7.24 7.42 7.85 8.04 1.36502547 36.50 

St. Georg 9.01 9.11 9.49 9.85 10.32 10.46 10.89 11.61 11.96 1.32741398 32.74 

St. Pauli 8.33 8.7 9.16 9.61 9.96 10.45 11.14 11.42 11.36 1.3637455 36.37 

Sternschanze 8.4 8.84 9.11 9.54 9.94 10.27 10.88 10.88 10.88 1.2952381 29.52 

Hammerbroock 7.78 7.98 8.06 8.64 8.66 8.88 8.91 9.51 9.8 1.2596401 25.96 

Veddel 6.08 6.07 6.41 6.65 6.87 7.23 7.72 8.29 8.32 1.36842105 36.84 

Rothenburgsort 6.08 6.06 6.4 6.64 6.87 7.22 7.72 8.29 8.31 1.36677632 36.68 

Eimsbüttel 8.82 9.01 9.24 9.56 9.99 10.71 11.04 11.26 11.47 1.30045351 30.05 

Hafencity 11.6 12.19 13.13 13.24 13.13 13.66 13.73 13.71 13.71 1.18189655 18.19 
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  Rents in Hamburg, €/sqm. Source: Lister & Biegler (2013, p. 16) 

 Type Location Price 
maintenance 

Observations Arithmetic 
mean 

Standard 
deviation 

Minimum Maximum 

Public/ 
Cooperative 
housing 

New contract Good No 611 6.60 0.83 4.39 9.00 

New contract Normal  No 10.447 6.63 0.97 3.85 9.00 

New contract Good Yes 429 5.74 1.16 3.93 8.96 

New contract Normal  Yes 4.251 5.85 1.09 3.84 9.00 

Existing contract Good Yes 5.151 5.61 1.01 3.92 8.98 

Existing contract Normal  Yes 54.988 5.59 1.04 3.84 3.84 

Existing contract Good No 6.730 6.09 0.84 3.91 9.00 

Existing contract Normal  No 115.200 6.06 0.90 3.84 9.00 

    197.807 5.95 0.99 3.84 9.00 

 Type Location Price 
maintenance 

Observations Arithmetic 
mean 

Standard 
deviation 

Minimum Maximum 

Private 
Housing 

New contract Good No 806 11.33 2.46 5.50 19.44 

New contract Normal  No 3.943 9.50 1.98 4.84 17.21 

New contract Good Yes 11 6.70 1.41 5.06 8.91 

New contract Normal  Yes 211 6.12 1.06 4.64 8.87 

Existing contract Good Yes 133 6.21 1.01 5.00 8.98 

Existing contract Normal  Yes 2.503 6.09 1.04 4.52 9.33 

Existing contract Good No 5.204 9.32 2.35 4.58 19.35 

Existing contract Normal  No 25.778 7.70 1.73 4.53 18.89 

    38.589 8.06 2.09 4.52 19.44 
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Net rents in Hamburg (online and newspaper offers) 2013. Source: Gymnasium Ohmoor (2013) 

 



62 

 

IV.3 Poverty and Income 

Rate of poverty endangered people
 
in Hamburg, by socio-demographic characteristics, in per cent, in relation to national median.  

Source: Statistische Ämter des Bundes und der Länder (2013a) 

Characteristic 
Year 

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Total 15.7 14.3 14.1 13.1 14.0 13.3 14.7 14.8 

Labour status 

Working  9.0 7.9 8.3 7.4 7.6 7.7 8.0 8.1 

Self-employed (incl. Unpaid 
family workers) (7.8) (7.5) 9.7 (7.2) (6.1) (7.3) 9.0 9.0 

Employed 9.1 8.0 8.1 7.5 7.9 7.8 7.9 8.0 

Unemployed 43.7 44.5 46.5 46.5 49.5 46.4 51.8 50.7 

Inactive  19.3 17.8 17.3 16.9 18.2 17.0 20.3 20.6 

Retired  7.6 5.9 7.0 7.2 8.0 8.1 9.9 11.7 

Younger than 18 years 23.4 21.2 20.9 22.2 21.9 20.0 22.2 21.3 

 Other inactive 35.0 35.0 33.6 30.3 33.3 30.7 39.2 39.4 

Level of qualification of person with highest income in the household (main income earner)  

Low (ISCED 0 - 2) 32.6 32.0 32.5 31.4 34.1 35.8 39.9 39.6 

Medium (ISCED 3 - 4) 13.0 11.7 11.8 11.5 11.6 11.4 12.6 12.8 

High (ISCED 5 - 6) 7.9 6.0 5.8 5.0 5.5 4.7 5.7 5.1 

Citizenship 

Without German citizenship 33.8 34.4 33.6 32.4 31.5 28.5 30.2 30.6 

With German citizenship 12.8 11.2 11.2 10.3 11.3 11.1 12.5 12.5 
 

Unemployment rate in Hamburg, referred to total civilian labour force, by personal characteristics, in per cent. Source: Statistische Ämter des Bundes und der Länder 
(2014) 

Year 
 

Unemployment rate 

Men Women Foreigners Age 15-25  

2013 7.9 6.9 14.8 5.8 
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Income for employed people in Hamburg, by monthly net income classes, status October 2010.  
Source: Statistikamt Nord (2013) 

Monthly net income   
Total 

  

          

from ... to % Men % Women % 

Less than ... Euro           

  Number 

< 100 (2 750)  0.4 (1 224)  0.2 (1 526)  0.2 

100  -    200 7 145  1.0 2 939  0.4 4 206  0.6 

200  -    300 12 322  1.8 5 575  0.8 6 747  1.0 

300  -    400 33 123  4.8 14 060  2.0 19 063  2.7 

400  -    500 14 470  2.1 6 816  1.0 7 654  1.1 

500  -    600 13 510  1.9 5 495  0.8 8 015  1.2 

600  -    700 16 014  2.3 6 764  1.0 9 250  1.3 

700  -    800 14 459  2.1 5 539  0.8 8 920  1.3 

800  -    900 13 677  2.0 4 397  0.6 9 280  1.3 

900  -   1000 16 899  2.4 6 392  0.9 10 507  1.5 

1000  -   1100 18 974  2.7 6 890  1.0 12 084  1.7 

1100  -   1200 20 366  2.9 8 397  1.2 11 969  1.7 

1200  -   1300 22 684  3.3 9 600  1.4 13 084  1.9 

1300  -   1400 24 216  3.5 10 512  1.5 13 704  2.0 

1400  -   1500 27 231  3.9 12 037  1.7 15 194  2.2 

1500  -   1600 30 137  4.3 13 548  1.9 16 588  2.4 

1600  -   1700 32 562  4.7 15 971  2.3 16 591  2.4 

1700  -   1800 30 765  4.4 15 055  2.2 15 710  2.3 

1800  -   1900 31 201  4.5 16 064  2.3 15 137  2.2 

1900  -   2000 29 282  4.2 16 363  2.4 12 919  1.9 

2000  -   2100 27 896  4.0 15 627  2.2 12 269  1.8 

2100  -   2200 25 593  3.7 14 922  2.1 10 671  1.5 

2200  -   2300 23 092  3.3 14 203  2.0 8 889  1.3 

2300  -   2400 21 419  3.1 14 024  2.0 7 395  1.1 

2400  -   2500 17 827  2.6 12 371  1.8 5 456  0.8 

2500  -   2600 17 388  2.5 12 038  1.7 5 350  0.8 

2600  -   2700 14 167  2.0 9 564  1.4 (4 603)  0.7 

2700  -   2800 13 018  1.9 9 233  1.3 (3 785)  0.5 

2800  -   2900 12 321  1.8 8 900  1.3 (3 421)  0.5 

2900  -   3000 10 867  1.6 7 845  1.1 (3 022)  0.4 

3000  -   3200 17 943  2.6 13 871  2.0 (4 072)  0.6 

3200  -   3400 14 502  2.1 11 836  1.7 (2 667)  0.4 

3400  -   3600 11 748  1.7 9 705  1.4 (2 043)  0.3 

3600  -   3800 8 823  1.3 7 306  1.0 (1 517)  0.2 

3800  -   4000 7 225  1.0 6 257  0.9 (968)  0.1 

4000  -   4200 6 630  1.0 5 879  0.8 (752)  0.1 

4200  -   4400 5 402  0.8 4 795  0.7 /  0.1 

4400  -   4600 4 075  0.6 (3 585)  0.5 /  0.1 

4600  -   4800 (3 116)  0.4 (2 886)  0.4 /  0.0 

4800  -   5000 (2 603)  0.4 (2 313)  0.3 /  0.0 

5000  -   5200 (2 427)  0.3 (2 180)  0.3 /  0.0 

5200  -   5400 (1 956)  0.3 (1 781)  0.3 /  0.0 

5400  -   5600 (1 493)  0.2 (1 385)  0.2 /  0.0 
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5600  -   5800 (1 347)  0.2 (1 173)  0.2 /  0.0 

5800  -   6000 (1 235)  0.2 (1 138)  0.2 /  0.0 

6000  -   6200 (907)  0.1 (824)  0.1 /  0.0 

6200  -   6400 (954)  0.1 (811)  0.1 /  0.0 

6400  -   6600 /  0.1 /  0.1 /  0.0 

6600  -   6800 (876)  0.1 /  0.1 /  0.0 

6800  -   7000 /  0.1 /  0.1 /  0.0 

7000  -   7200 /  0.1 /  0.1 /  0.0 

7200  -   7400 /  0.1 /  0.1 /  0.0 

7400  -   7600 /  0.1 /  0.1 /  0.0 

7600  -   7800 /  0.1 /  0.1 /  0.0 

7800  -   8000 /  0.0 /  0.0 /  0.0 

8000  -   8500 /  0.1 /  0.1 /  0.0 

8500  -   9000 /  0.1 /  0.1 /  0.0 

9000  -   9500 /  0.1 /  0.1 /  0.0 

9500  -  10000 /  0.0 /  0.0 /  0.0 

10000  -  12000 /  0.1 /  0.1 /  0.0 

12000  -  14000 /  0.1 /  0.1 /  0.0 

14000  -  16000 /  0.0 /  0.0 /  0.0 

16000  -  18000 /  0.0 /  0.0 /  0.0 

18000  -  20000 /  0.0 /  0.0 /  0.0 

20000 and more /  0.0 /  0.0 /  0.0 

Total  696 041  100.0  387 566  55.7  308 476  44.3 

 

 



65 

 

IV.4 Public Housing 

Public housing in Hamburg, 1996-2011. Source: Statistikamt Nord (2012) 

Public housing 

  1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Per cent of all 
housing 21.1 20.0 17.9 17.9 17.8 17.6 17.3 16.4 14.9 14.9 14.0 13.2 11.6 11.1 10.7 11.0 

Absolute 
number 175833 167859 151610 151407 152657 151615 150339 142790  - 130365 122868 116487 103004 98470 95499 98495 

 

 Public housing in selected quarters and Hamburg total, status January 2013. Source: Statistikamt Nord (2014) 

District 

Housing 

Public housing, 
Jan 2013, 

absolute numbers 

Public housing, 
Jan 2013, 
per cent 

Public housing to turn into market-
rate housing until 2018,  

absolute numbers 

Public housing to turn into market-
rate housing until 2018,  

per cent 

HafenCity   0 0.0   0 0.0 

St. Pauli  2 158 17.3   589 27.3 

St. Georg   850 14.8   199 23.4 

Hammerbrook   114 10.6   0 0.0 

Rothenburgsort   839 18.4   286 34.1 

Veddel   414 20.0   0 0.0 

Wilhelmsburg  6 463 29.1  2 335 36.1 

Sternschanze   478 11.2   36 7.5 

Eimsbüttel   652 1.9   90 13.8 

Hamburg Total  96 854 10.4  33 561 34.7 
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  Public housing units and unemployed citizens. Source: Statistikamt Nord (2012) 

  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Unemployed, rate 6.5 6.9 7.7 7.3 6.8 5.9 5.8 6.5 7.3 7.0 8.5 7.8 6.5 6.0 6.5 6.1 5.7 

Public housing, rate -  21.1 20.0 17.9 17.9 17.8 17.6 17.3 16.4 14.9 14.9 14.0 13.2 11.6 11.1 10.7 11.0 

Public housing, 
absolute number 

-  175833 167859 151610 151407 152657 151615 150339 142790 -  130365 122868 116487 103004 98470 95499 98495 

Unemployed, 
absolute number 

78095 82073 92152 86110 80080 70398 68932 76465 85736 82035 99720 92707 77229 71335 78830 71940 68495 
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