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“The Rent Eats First”1 perhaps best captures the reality of most people’s 
everyday lives, regardless of their housing status — whether they rent pri-
vately, live with their parents, have built their own home, or benefit from a 
social housing support program. Housing costs constitute the largest sin-
gle household expense and almost always take precedence over all other 
needs, as having a place to live is essential for earning income, accessing 
health care and education, and exercising all other rights.2 

Yet, what does it actually mean when we say that housing is “the largest 
household expense”? Does it take up one third, half, or such a large share 
of the household budget that there is little left for food, medicine, or other 
urgent necessities? In the latter case, households face an impossible choice 
between paying rent, utilities, and electricity bills, or feeding their children, 
providing warm clothing, or securing adequate medical care for those who 
are ill. Beneficiaries of social housing in Serbia face such choices on a daily 
basis. Data show that every second person in the lowest income brackets 
(the first two income deciles) is overburdened with housing costs and, as 
a result, lives in overcrowded conditions.3 In situations of intergenerational 
poverty, housing expenses — including those in social housing — are often 
so high that they lead to chronic arrears in utility payments and undermine 
the satisfaction of other essential needs.4 Faced with competing basic ne-
cessities, families are unable to meet all imposed costs regularly, running 
the risk of losing their homes. This is the lived reality for the majority of so-
cially and economically vulnerable residents, including some beneficiaries 
of housing support — a paradoxical outcome of a policy that was, ironically, 
designed to prevent precisely such forms of extreme existential precarity.

1	 Title of the Chapter no. 16, M. Desmond, Evicted: Poverty and Profit in the American City.
2	 Herbert et al., Measuring Housing Affordability: Addressing the 30 Percent of Income Stan-

dard, p. 3.
3	 EUROSTAT data for 2024 (Note: Housing cost overburden refers to a situation in which more 

than 40% of the household’s budget is spent on housing-related expenses). Source: https://
ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi162/default/table?lang=en&category=t_
ilc.t_ilc_lv.t_ilc_lvho.t_ilc_lvho_hc 

4	 Vuksanović-Macura, “Social Housing in Serbia and Roma” p. 68. As stated in the Revised 
Strategy for the Social Inclusion of Roma 2022–2030, intergenerational poverty, very low 
income levels, and weak employment prospects represent additional barriers preventing 
Roma men and women from realizing their right to adequate housing conditions. Housing 
costs (including those in social housing units) are often so high that they jeopardize the ful-
fillment of other essential needs or result in significant debts for electricity, utilities, heating, 
and similar expenses. Due to this indebtedness, they are under constant threat of eviction 
from their homes (pp. 51, 59).

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi162/default/table?lang=en&category=t_ilc.t_ilc_lv.t_ilc_lvho.t_ilc_lvho_hc
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi162/default/table?lang=en&category=t_ilc.t_ilc_lv.t_ilc_lvho.t_ilc_lvho_hc
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi162/default/table?lang=en&category=t_ilc.t_ilc_lv.t_ilc_lvho.t_ilc_lvho_hc
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Who bears responsibility? Contrary to the dominant trend of individualiz-
ing responsibility imposed by neoliberal capitalism, this is undoubtedly a 
systemic failure and neglect. The greatest responsibility lies with the state 
itself, which designs and implements social, financial, urban, and housing 
policies whose outcomes continually perpetuate inequality, insecurity, and 
social and housing deprivation among certain population groups. As high-
lighted by the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate 
Housing in the 2023 report, the chronic lack of affordable housing stems 
from a misguided belief in market self-sufficiency without responsible State 
intervention, a notable decline in public housing provision, diminished pub-
lic support for enabling low- and middle-income families to secure suitable 
housing, inadequate legal safeguards for tenants (both in the private rental 
sector and within housing support programs), escalated housing and land 
speculation, and the financialization of housing.5 .  In all these processes, the 
state plays a decisive role — through the adoption of laws and procedures, 
the monitoring of their implementation, and through the political will to ad-
dress (or disregard) systemic problems. Housing unaffordability, particularly 
among the most vulnerable groups, remains far from the list of priorities for 
both national and local governments in Serbia. Instead, the problem contin-
ues to deepen and expand over time.

◆◆◆

In recent years, a number of analyses in Serbia have explored various struc-
tural challenges within social housing policies and support mechanisms for 
the most vulnerable population groups — addressing issues such as the 
treatment of social housing in urban planning6, the different housing support 
models applied in Serbia and their respective analyses7, housing conditions 
of Roma communities as a particularly vulnerable group among the bene-
ficiaries of social support programs8, and the spatial segregation of (social) 
housing9. Insights from field research conducted by the A11 – Initiative for 
Economic and Social Rights (hereinafter: the A11 Initiative) reveal numerous 

5	 UN, A place to live in dignity for all: make housing affordable, p. 3. 
6	 Vuksanović-Macura et al., The Role of Urban Plans in Social Housing Provision in Serbia
7	 Mojović et al., Construction of New Housing for Low-Income Refugees and Other Housing-Vul-

nerable Individuals,  Vuksanović-Macura et al., Social Housing in Serbia: Alternative Models 
Available to the Most Vulnerable Families and Discriminated Women

8	 Vuksanović-Macura, Social Housing and Roma 
9	 Ćurčić et al., Residential and Spatial Segregation and the Right to Adequate Housing; Timoti-

jević et al., What We Mean when We Say … Against Housing Segregation
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testimonies and experiences of social housing beneficiaries, indicating that, 
despite formally securing the right to housing support, they continue to face 
significant debts, the risk of eviction, and even homelessness. This report 
builds upon previous efforts; however, in an attempt to provide a comple-
mentary perspective, it focuses specifically on the narrower issue of social 
housing unaffordability. We aim to examine unaffordability from multiple 
angles in order to gain a more comprehensive understanding of all contrib-
uting factors, ultimately supporting advocacy for potential measures and 
policies that could help reverse the current trends in this area.

In addition to an analysis of relevant literature and existing research, do-
mestic and international legislative documents (laws, regulations, decisions, 
etc.) from the perspective of housing affordability, as well as (limited) pub-
licly available data in Serbia, this paper also draws on information obtained 
through interviews conducted by the A11 Initiative with residents of the 
Kamendin and Zemun Polje neighborhoods in Belgrade — the largest social 
housing complexes in Serbia10, as well as other insights collected by the 
organization during its fieldwork.

The synthesis of collected data was conducted on two complementary levels:

•	 City-level analysis – examining how spatial segregation affects ac-
cess to basic public services (healthcare, education, transport, em-
ployment), and how the distance and isolation of locations further in-
crease everyday living costs;

•	 Housing unit-level analysis – assessing the relationship between spe-
cific economic conditions of housing (rent levels, utility costs, taxes, 
etc.) and the actual income of residents (financial social assistance, 
irregular earnings, precarious employment), as well as identifying sys-
temic barriers (e.g., loss of subsidies during months without entitlement 
to social assistance) to achieving secure and affordable social housing.

The findings and conclusions of this report largely rely on data from Bel-
grade, due to the fact that the regulatory framework for social housing and 
related social protection measures is the most developed there (though 
some elements may exist in other local self-government units), as well as 

10	The insights presented in this section are drawn from a discussion with social housing resi-
dents in the Kamendin settlement, conducted on 5 June 2025 in Zemun Polje, as documen-
ted in the conversation transcript.
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because Belgrade hosts the largest examples of social housing. However, 
the analysis is not limited to Belgrade; findings have been supplemented 
with data from other cities and municipalities in Serbia in order to provide 
a more comprehensive picture of the phenomenon of social housing (un)
affordability, which is the subject of this report.

At the conclusion of each of the two levels of analysis, general recommen-
dations will be offered for improving both the regulatory framework and 
the implementation of relevant public policies. These recommendations are 
short-term and focused on existing frameworks and possibilities, reflecting 
the need for tangible progress in the field of the right to adequate and se-
cure housing. The horizon for change, however, is much broader and more 
transformative than the proposed recommendations and entails a recon-
sideration of the very understanding of social housing, social and housing 
equity, and justice. Its operationalization, however, is reserved for a sepa-
rate document. 
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1

What do we mean 
by the affordability 
of social housing

“…Should we use it for household 
needs, for food and drink, for the 
children’s clothes, or save it for 
the electricity bill?”  

(a social housing resident, 
Požarevac)
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1.1. Definition of Social Housing

Looking beyond the national context, it is extremely difficult to identify a 
single, universally accepted definition of social housing, particularly because 
there is no consistent use of the term social11, nor a uniform application with 
regard to the target groups it covers, or the type of housing ownership in-
cluded in this social housing policy model. It is also important to emphasize 
that social housing and social housing policy are not synonymous; social 
housing is only one of the instruments of social housing policy.12

In the local context, the definition of social housing employed in the Law 
on Social Housing of 2009 (Article 2) can also be found in the earlier publi-
cation Urban Planning Aspects of Social Housing (2006), which describes it 
as “housing of an adequate standard provided with state support for those 
population groups and categories who, due to economic, social, or other 
reasons and constraints, cannot meet their housing needs on the market 
and under market conditions.”13 The subsequent Law on Housing and Build-
ing Maintenance (2016), which repealed the previous legislation, aimed to 
consolidate various measures, including social housing, under a single 
concept of housing support.14, Nevertheless, in practice, one particular form 
of housing support—namely, subsidized rental in publicly owned housing—
continued to be formally and informally referred to as social housing. 

In this report, the focus will be primarily on the (social) rental housing model, 
as it constitutes the most prevalent form of social housing.15 On one hand, 
this model involves the rental of publicly owned apartments for a fixed pe-
riod without the option to purchase, provided to socially vulnerable house-

11	 In the literature and public policy documents of other European countries, the terms social, 
public, and affordable housing are used, often sharing numerous common elements, yet each 
also exhibits specific characteristics.

12	In the Serbian context, a comparable distinction can be made between social housing and 
broader housing support, which encompasses a range of models and instruments, of which 
social rental housing represents only one component. This will be explored in greater detail 
later in the text.

13	Milić, M., Urbanistic Aspects of Social Housing, p 30.
14	According to the Law on Housing and Building Maintenance (Article 92), housing support is 

provided through five models: 1) apartment rental; 2) purchase or other means of acquiring 
ownership of an apartment or family house; 3) improvement of housing conditions; 4) as-
sistance with legalizing an apartment or family house; and 5) housing provision.

15	Social rental housing with the option to purchase has been widely applied, particularly in 
projects offering housing support to refugees and internally displaced persons following the 
wars of the 1990s.
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holds through the non-profit rental model and its closely related variant, so-
cial housing under supportive environment as a social protection service. 
On the other hand, it encompasses housing allowances, which subsidize 
the rent of an apartment regardless of the ownership form—whether state-
owned, municipality-owned, or privately owned. 

This text will primarily focus on non-profit rental housing, under which res-
idents pay subsidized rent (significantly below market rates) from their own 
income, along with other housing-related costs, including utilities, water 
supply and sewage, building maintenance, heating, etc., but also electricity 
supply).16 The framework for this regime is established by the Law on Hous-
ing and Building Maintenance (2016) and forms part of the housing support 
model within the broader housing policy.

Social Housing in Supportive Environment, by contrast, is defined as a 
social protection service provided by local governments and regulated by 
local social protection decisions, such as the Decision on Social Protection 
Rights and Services for the City of Belgrade (2011). Consequently, there are 
differences in the regulatory framework for this support regime, the con-
ditions for accessing the service, and the authorities responsible for its 
provision to citizens in need.17 Although the target group for this model 

16	According to Vuksanović-Macura, between 2004 and 2017, a total of 633 apartments were 
constructed in Belgrade, of which 626 were rented to housing- and socially vulnerable hou-
seholds. See: Vuksanović-Macura, Social Housing and Roma, p. 77.

17	Article 31 clarifies that this service may be accessed by “socially and housing-deprived per-
sons who are accommodated in collective centers or using other forms of temporary accom-
modation, provided that household income per member does not exceed the threshold for 
determining eligibility for financial social assistance for individuals.” 
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only partially overlaps with that of general housing support18, it provides 
somewhat different conditions for the de facto rental of publicly owned 
apartments. As in the previous model, the housing unit cannot be owned 
by the beneficiary, but opportunities to reduce housing costs are some-
what greater. Tenants do not pay rent, but only housing-related expenses, 
while additional relief measures are available for vulnerable households.

The paper does not consider subsidized rent—also referred to as housing 
allowances—under any form of housing ownership. To our knowledge, this 
form of support has not been operationalized by any local self-government 
unit, and no examples were found in practice regarding the granting of hous-
ing allowances or the conditions for obtaining or losing this form of support.19 

1.2.  Defining the Affordability of Social 
Housing

Although affordability of housing is recognized as one of the key aspects 
of the right to adequate housing, there is no universally accepted definition. 
It largely depends on national legislation and judicial practice. Consequent-
ly, methodologies for measuring affordability, monitoring strategies, and ef-

18	Under the Law on Housing and Building Maintenance, the target groups for housing support 
are listed (Article 89) as follows: 1) homeless persons; 2) temporarily homeless persons; 3) 
victims of domestic violence without housing or without adequate housing; 4) persons without 
housing who are beneficiaries of financial social assistance in accordance with the law gover-
ning social protection; 5) persons without housing or adequate housing who have the status 
of first-category war veterans, as well as beneficiaries of rights under the regulations on vete-
ran and civilian invalid protection; 6) persons without housing or adequate housing who are 
persons with disabilities; 7) persons without housing or adequate housing who lack sufficient 
means to secure housing on the market for themselves or their families, or to improve their 
housing conditions; 8) persons with professions identified as scarce and of interest to a local 
self-government unit or a state administration body. On the other hand, according to the De-
cision on Social Protection Rights and Services (for the City of Belgrade, Article 31), the Social 
Housing in Supportive Environment service may be accessed by individuals and families who 
meet at least one of the following conditions: persons over 65 years of age capable of indepen-
dent living; members of households with a physical impairment rated between 80% and 100%, 
in accordance with pension and disability insurance regulations; households including a child 
with developmental disabilities who is a beneficiary of care-giver allowance on any grounds; 
single parents; victims of domestic violence.

19	Article 95 of the Law on Housing and Building Maintenance states that “the specific conditi-
ons and procedures for granting housing allowances shall be determined by a decision of the 
competent authority of the local self-government unit.” The transitional and final provisions 
of the Law (Article 136) establish a six-month deadline for the adoption of implementing re-
gulations. To date, there is no evidence that any local self-government unit has adopted such 
a decision.
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fective policy instruments for ensuring affordable housing cannot be equally 
effective or applicable across all contexts. 

According to the 2023 Report of the United Nations Special Rapporteur on 
the Right to Adequate Housing, housing affordability goes beyond the finan-
cial capacity to purchase, rent, or construct a dwelling. Equally relevant for 
housing policy are costs such as deposits or loan downpayments, as well as 
essential service expenses including water, sanitation, and energy for heat-
ing and cooking.20 Accordingly, when discussing housing costs—particu-
larly in the context of social housing—it is necessary, beyond rent and tax 
payments (which are addressed separately below), to consider all expenses 
that make a housing unit truly habitable. It is therefore not coincidental that 
EUROSTAT’s indicator, “housing cost overburden,” is defined as the share 
of total housing costs in a household’s budget, encompassing various fees, 
such as waste collection, maintenance, and utility services.21 As EUROSTAT 
notes, these are costs “associated with the right to live in a dwelling”.

Serbia, like many other European countries, has experienced a steady rise 
in housing unaffordability over the past two decades. The mass privatiza-
tion of social housing during the 1990s played a pivotal role in reinstating 
a capitalist logic in the housing sector throughout the region. The wide-
spread transfer of apartments into private ownership effectively expanded 
the housing market, while speculative residential construction became a 
key driver of national economic growth in the absence of industry and via-
ble investment opportunities in the real production sector. According to the 
2022 census, 98.86% of apartments in Serbia and 98.33% in Belgrade are 
privately owned, predominantly on an individual basis. The outcome of this 
process is what is globally recognized as a housing crisis, though, as David 

20 UN, A place to live in dignity for all: make housing affordable, p. 5.
21	The housing cost overburden rate measures housing affordability as the percentage of the 

population living in households where the total housing costs ('net' of housing allowances) 
represent more than 40% of disposable income ('net' of housing allowances). Housing costs 
refer to the monthly expenditures connected with a household's occupancy of their accom-
modation. These costs include utilities (water, electricity, gas, heating) based on actual usa-
ge. Only costs that are actually paid are considered, regardless of the payer. This includes 
costs such as structural insurance, mandatory services and fees (e.g., sanitation and waste 
collection), routine maintenance and repairs, taxes, and utility expenses (water, electricity, 
gas, and heating). For owners, housing costs encompass mortgage interest payments (net 
of tax relief and gross housing allowances (i.e., housing allowances should not be dedu-
cted from total housing costs). For tenants, the calculation includes gross rent payments 
(i.e., housing allowances should not be deducted from total housing costs). Source: https://
ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Housing_cost_over-
burden_rate 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Housing_cost_overburden_rate
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Housing_cost_overburden_rate
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Housing_cost_overburden_rate
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Housing_cost_overburden_rate
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Madden and Peter Marcuse22 observe, it cannot be regarded as a temporary 
anomaly, as the term “crisis” might suggest. Rather, it represents a chronic 
shortage of affordable, secure, and adequate housing for a growing popu-
lation, perpetuating and deepening existing housing inequalities while sig-
nificantly restricting—or in many cases outright preventing—access to other 
social and economic rights. 

Data from the Ministry of Construction, Transport, and Infrastructure23 indi-
cate that only 10% of the population can afford to purchase or rent a dwell-
ing on the open market without exceeding 40% of their household budget. 
It is therefore unsurprising that EUROSTAT data show nearly one in two 
residents of Serbia (46.6%) living in overcrowded housing24, while one in ten 
households inhabits accommodation with leaking roofs, damp floors, walls, 
or foundations, or rotting doors and windows.25 Concurrently, weak or inad-
equate regulation of rental arrangements—whether within housing support 
programs or on the open market—creates highly precarious conditions for 
tenants, as rents, terms, and lease durations are often determined arbitrarily. 

In such a context of ongoing privatization and the reproduction of priva-
tism26, private ownership of housing is both a product and a mechanism 
for sustaining the commodification and financialization of housing. This 
generates an increasing number of housing-vulnerable households, while 
those same households attempt, by various means, to secure private own-
ership of (often inadequate) housing units. Paradoxically, in the pursuit of 
security, many place themselves in even more precarious positions—taking 

22 Madden et al, In Defense of Housing: The Politics of Crisis.
23 The data originates from 2019 and was taken from the Draft National Housing Strategy, 

which was open for public consultation in December 2021.
24	 The most recent available data are from 2024. Source: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrow-

ser/view/ilc_lvho05a/default/table?lang=en&category=livcon.ilc.ilc_lv.ilc_lvho.ilc_lvho_or 
25	 The most recent data for this parameter are available from 2023. Source: https://ec.euro-

pa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_mdho01/default/table?lang=en&category=livcon.ilc.
ilc_md.ilc_mdho 

26 The concept of privatism was developed by Sonja Hirt. While privatization is a socio-econo-
mic process with tangible consequences for production or property rights, privatism, accor-
ding to Hirt, represents a dominant cultural regime oriented toward private ownership and 
the reduction of support for narratives and activities linked to collective goals or models. 
Although rooted in Western neoliberal economic logic, privatism is primarily associated with 
post-socialist (compressed) transitions that produced a “rise of the private” more dynamic 
and pronounced than in Western European countries, where the shift toward private owner-
ship was more gradual. See: Hirt, Iron Curtains: Gates, Suburbs and Privatization of Space in 
the Post-socialist City.

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_lvho05a/default/table?lang=en&category=livcon.ilc.ilc_lv.ilc_lvho.ilc_lvho_or
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_lvho05a/default/table?lang=en&category=livcon.ilc.ilc_lv.ilc_lvho.ilc_lvho_or
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_mdho01/default/table?lang=en&category=livcon.ilc.ilc_md.ilc_mdho
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_mdho01/default/table?lang=en&category=livcon.ilc.ilc_md.ilc_mdho
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_mdho01/default/table?lang=en&category=livcon.ilc.ilc_md.ilc_mdho
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out housing loans despite uncertain employment, engaging in other forms 
of risky indebtedness, or purchasing “affordable” but legally unregulated 
housing units.

Housing unaffordability is even more pronounced among the most vulnera-
ble population groups, as illustrated by the following data:

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

63,5 60,1 54,1 50,7 57,0 46,8

Table 1. Housing Cost Overburden at the Level of the Republic of Serbia for the 
Population Below the Risk-of-Poverty Threshold (60% of the national median 
equivalized disposable income), EUROSTAT

Faced with unstable and insufficient incomes—whether due to temporary 
employment or reliance on financial social assistance—households already 
experiencing social exclusion, housing deprivation, and inability to cover 
housing costs are forced to live either in extremely inadequate conditions or 
under constant risk of eviction and homelessness. 

◆◆◆

Considering the situation in the housing sector — including its impact on the 
broader population and, in particular, the most vulnerable groups — it is un-
equivocally recognized at the international level that the state holds primary 
responsibility for taking measures to improve the housing conditions of its 
residents. General Comment No. 4 (1991) of the United Nations Committee 
on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights explicitly sets out the specific ob-
ligations of states regarding the right to adequate housing, including the 
aspect of housing affordability (paragraph 8 (c)). These obligations include 
ensuring that housing costs do not undermine other basic needs; aligning 
housing-related expenses with household income; providing housing sub-
sidies for those without affordable options; and protecting tenants from un-
justified rent increases.27 This report seeks to illustrate the extent to which 
these obligations remain unfulfilled in Serbia. It is hoped that, combined 
with continued advocacy efforts, this analysis will contribute to meaningful 
improvements in the housing situation.

27	 UN, A place to live in dignity for all: make housing affordable, 4.
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2

Spatial and Housing 
Segregation and the 
Unaffordability of 
Social Housing / 
City Level

“…When the children are sick, 
we have to go all the way to 
Padinska Skela and take two 
forms of transport, and it is 
worst on weekends when buses 
run infrequently and one has to 
wait a long time” 

(a social housing resident, 
Jabučki Rit)



17Unaffordability of Social Housing in Belgrade:
From the Burden of Housing Costs to Spatial Segregation

Spatial and Housing Segregation. Housing segregation is a widespread 
phenomenon in contemporary urban development, arising from a mar-
ket-oriented approach to planning and managing spatial resources, which 
both produces and reinforces spatial injustice. In principle, segregation can 
be defined as the spatial distribution—or concentration—of social groups 
according to particular social characteristics, such as race, ethnicity, social 
status, or other demographic factors. Within the local legislative framework, 
the Law on the Prohibition of Discrimination (2009, Article 5) defines seg-
regation as “any act by which a natural or legal person separates, without 
objective and reasonable justification, another person or group of persons 
based on personal attributes”. 

In the academic literature on urban geography, the dimensions of such 
spatial distribution examined in research reflect the multifaceted nature of 
segregation. These include the (un)even presence (or representativeness) 
of certain (typically minority) groups across different areas; the concen-
tration of specific social groups in particular locations; and the existence 
of physical, social, and economic barriers that limit interaction between 
these groups and the wider population, etc.28 Together, these factors 
produce a combination of spatial and social exclusion for certain social 
groups, which is why housing segregation is often a central concern in 
human rights research.29 

Given this understanding of segregation, it can be clearly stated that it con-
tradicts the right to adequate housing and negatively impacts the enjoy-
ment of a wide range of other human rights—including the right to health, 
social protection, work, and education.30 The right to adequate housing is 
a fundamental human right, recognized in the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (hereinafter: ICESCR)31, and further 

28 Massey et al, “The Dimensions of Residential Segregation”, p. 283.
29 Timotiević et al., What We Mean When We Say… Against Housing Segregation, p. 2-3.
30 Ćurčić et al., Residential and Spatial Segregation and the Right to Adequate Housing, p. 5.
31	The Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia ratified the Covenant in July 1971 (Official Gazette 

of the SFRY – International Treaties, No. 7/71), thereby committing, among other obligations, 
to submit reports to the competent UN body on the measures undertaken and the progress 
achieved in ensuring the realization of the rights recognized under the Covenant. Following 
the year 2000, the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, on 12 March 2001, submitted a declaration 
of succession to the United Nations, which included the reaffirmation of its adherence to the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. On 6 September 2023, the 
National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia ratified the Optional Protocol to the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, thereby formally adopting the mechani-
sm for the protection of these rights.
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elaborated in General Comment No. 4 of the United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights. According to this document, “ade-
quacy” encompasses multiple dimensions, from security of tenure and ac-
cess to basic services to affordable and adequate location. The latter two 
criteria—cost and location—are especially important in the context of social 
housing, as their interdependence is critical to understanding how spatial 
segregation and housing unaffordability reinforce each other.

Spatial Segregation of Social Housing. When discussing segregation in 
the context of social housing, what is meant is involuntary, planned residen-
tial segregation — a form of segregation that inherently excludes the possi-
bility of choice.32 In Serbia, social housing projects are most often located 
on the urban periphery, as a result of both a prevailing discriminatory cul-
ture toward marginalized groups and an economic rationale of “preserving” 
land with higher exchange value for more profitable investments. Since the 
state’s obligation to secure and equip land for social housing is generally 
treated as an economic burden, the chosen locations are most frequently 
those in public ownership situated on the outskirts, where a larger number 
of social housing units can be concentrated. However, this phenomenon 
is not an isolated case within the local context—it is a manifestation of the 
global commodification of spatial resources (such as land), as well as of 
structural discrimination against socially and economically disadvantaged 
groups. The outcome is twofold: first, social housing becomes synonymous 
with spatial and social marginalization; second, even when rents are low, 
living in such settlements remains financially burdensome.

Spatial Segregation of Social Housing and the Question of Affordability. 
When social housing units are located on the outskirts of cities—often in 
areas with inadequate infrastructure and limited public transport, far from 
workplaces, schools, and healthcare services—their affordability becomes 
questionable. The nominally low or subsidized rent is frequently offset by 
the additional costs households must bear in their daily lives: commuting 
expenses, energy bills, and the time and money required to access essen-
tial services such as education and healthcare. Thus, spatial segregation 
gives rise to a new dimension of unaffordability—one that cannot be cap-

32 “In the context of planned housing segregation, it is essential to distinguish the so-called vo-
luntary housing segregation (which refers to the ability—typically available to the privileged 
segments of the population—to isolate themselves from areas of high density and develop-
ment within the city) from involuntary housing segregation (which denotes the absence of 
such choice).” p. 4.
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tured solely by the rent level, but must be understood through the total cost 
of living within a specific spatial environment.

The international framework for sustainable urban development clearly rec-
ognizes this interconnection. Sustainable Development Goal 11.1 seeks to 
“ensure access for all to adequate, safe, and affordable housing and basic 
services,” while the New Urban Agenda emphasizes states’ obligation to de-
velop policies that provide well-located and well-connected social housing.33 
Thus, a dwelling that is “cheap” in fiscal terms may in practice be unafford-
able if it is situated in an isolated settlement that exposes households to 
additional structural costs. This situation can be described as structural un-
affordability – a condition in which the overall cost of living in an ostensibly 
affordable housing unit becomes excessively high once spatial factors are 
taken into account. This clearly demonstrates that affordability policies must 
be viewed in relation to location; otherwise, social housing risks becoming a 
mechanism that perpetuates segregation.34

Empirical evidence over the past decades shows a rise in socio-economic 
segregation across almost all major European cities, with social housing 
regimes playing a key role in this process.35 In countries where the social 
housing sector is larger, more mixed, and spatially dispersed, the concentra-
tion of poverty tends to be lower and household costs more manageable. In 
contrast, ghettoized models of social housing—such as those most common 
in Serbia—lead to situations where nominally “affordable” housing becomes 
economically and socially costly in the long term, as it increases the expens-
es and disadvantages associated with spatial isolation and poverty.

In other words, segregation and unaffordability are not two separate prob-
lems. The spatial isolation of social housing causes it to lose its essential func-
tion—to relieve households of excessive costs in exercising their basic right to 
adequate housing. Instead, it becomes a mechanism that perpetuates poverty 
and inequality. For this reason, international bodies consistently stress that 
affordability must not be viewed narrowly through the price of rent, nor even 
solely through the housing-related costs tied to a specific dwelling, but rather 
through a broader set of factors that shape living standards and access to 
rights in urban spaces—factors that are intrinsically linked to location.

33 UN-Habitat, Housing at the Centre in 2016. Annual Overview of Activities.
34 UNECE, #Housing2030: Effective Policies for Affordable Housing in the UNECE Region.
35 van Ham et al, “A multi-level model of vicious circles of socio-economic segregation.”
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2.1. Regulatory Framework Analysis

The domestic legislative framework in the area of housing only indirectly 
addresses the issue of segregation, while the Law on the Prohibition of Dis-
crimination contains its definition, recognizes segregation as a distinct form 
of discrimination, and prohibits it. However, there are no detailed regulations 
that would reflect the political will to genuinely tackle this problem. 

As already mentioned, according to General Comment No. 4 of the ICESCR, 
when determining whether a form of housing can be considered adequate, 
it is necessary to take into account the criterion of location, which implies 
that adequate housing must be situated in “a location that allows access 
to employment options, healthcare services, schools, childcare centers and 
other social facilities.” However, such access directly depends on the costs 
incurred by a given household, as the distance between housing and public 
services or sources of income can significantly increase housing costs and 
affect affordability. 

In line with this criterion, Article 88 of the Law on Housing and Building 
Maintenance identifies as one of the principles governing the implemen-
tation of housing support programs “spatial and urban adequacy in terms 
of the proximity of residential buildings and houses under housing support 
programs to existing residential buildings and complexes, as well as to other 
compatible purposes, transport accessibility, and access to public service 
facilities such as primary schools, childcare facilities, healthcare facilities, 
grocery stores, and others, in order to prevent spatial segregation of resi-
dential buildings and houses included in housing support programs.” While 
recognizing the importance of location in the overarching law is a positive 
sign, this still does not constitute an explicit effort to address the existing 
problem of housing segregation, nor an attempt to prevent it. Furthermore, 
when the Ministry of Construction, Transport and Infrastructure opened a 
public consultation in late December 2021 on the Draft National Housing 
Strategy for the period up to 2032, along with the accompanying Action 
Plan for its implementation,36 the draft document contained no reference to 

36 According to Article 136 (Transitional and Final Provisions) of the Law on Housing and Bui-
lding Maintenance, the National Housing Strategy was to be adopted within twelve months 
from the date the law entered into force. This means that the strategy should have been 
adopted by the end of 2017, given that the law entered into force on 31 December 2016. 
However, although the draft strategy was presented for public consultation in December 
2021, it has still not been adopted—nearly seven years after the legal deadline.
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long-term measures aimed at mitigating existing or preventing future spatial 
segregation in housing. 

At the by-law level, the Rulebook on the Conditions to Be Met by Facilities 
for Adequate Accommodation of Persons Entitled to Relocation speci-
fies certain spatial requirements that housing units must satisfy, including 
access to infrastructure and compliance with safety and security require-
ments. However, the regulation does not take into account the broader char-
acteristics of the surrounding environment, nor does it acknowledge the im-
portance of preventing spatial segregation.

On the other hand, the Rulebook on Conditions and Standards for Planning 
and Designing Residential Buildings and Apartments within Housing Sup-
port Programs (2017) provides, in Article 2—which also addresses the issue 
of location—several relevant criteria, including the possibility of connection 
to existing infrastructure networks, proximity to other residential complexes 
and services, and the suitability and safety of the construction site, among 
others. Importantly, these criteria are accompanied by a note “avoiding spa-
tial segregation.” The Rulebook also highlights the “accessibility of public 
transport stations and proximity to existing high-capacity public transport 
terminals and lines, as well as access to social infrastructure — including pri-
mary schools, childcare facilities, healthcare institutions, and grocery stores 
— and proximity to public green spaces.” While this represents a positive 
example, the inconsistent and sporadic recognition of housing segregation 
and its associated risks—particularly within housing support programs—
means that, in practice, attention to this issue is likely to remain limited and 
seldom effectively implemented.

◆◆◆

In addition to legislative regulation, addressing spatial segregation requires 
the regulatory framework to also encompass urban planning, as it serves 
as the primary instrument for determining and regulating land use within 
cities, structuring how various urban functions are spatially organized. 

This section examines the most significant city-level planning document—
the General Urban Plan (hereinafter: GUP) — which sets out the strategic 
vision for urban development over several decades. In the case of Belgrade, 
the long-awaited General Urban Plan by 2041 was made available for early 
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public review37 in 2022, allowing insight into the proposed directions for the 
city’s social, economic, and spatial development over the next twenty years. 
However, the plan’s concept reflected a continued inconsistency and ne-
glect in addressing housing inequalities and exclusion.38 

The Analysis of Conditions for Sustainable Housing Development in the Re-
public of Serbia – Baseline for the National Housing Strategy (2019), along 
with the Sectoral Study on Housing conducted by the Urban Planning Insti-
tute of Belgrade for the purpose of drafting the GUP and published during 
the early public review phase, both provided robust analyses of housing 
affordability. They identified housing unaffordability as a primary issue and 
proposed a range of measures, including market regulation and the intro-
duction of new models of public and affordable housing. Yet, despite these 
studies preceding the preparation of the GUP, their findings and recom-
mendations are entirely absent from the plan’s concept. The section de-
scribing the current state focuses primarily on statistical data such as the 
number and size of constructed housing units, their surface area, and de-
mographic indicators such as the average household size and age, as well 
as the typology of single- and multi-family housing. These are compared to 
conditions observed at the outset of the previous General Plan of Belgrade 
(2003). However, this analysis fails to include data on housing affordability, 
the number of residents in need of housing support, or homelessness—all 
essential indicators of the actual housing situation beyond the physical 
stock of dwellings. Furthermore, the distribution of housing units across 
municipalities would be considerably more meaningful if it incorporated 
socio-economic characteristics of residents, as this would help identify 
spatial inequalities within the city—inequalities that long-term planning 
could and should address. The Sectoral Study on Housing conducted by the 
Urban Planning Institute explicitly acknowledges the need for a “precisely 
defined assessment of current needs for social and subsidized housing”. 
Yet, this aspect is absent from the textual section of the plan.

37 The Law on Planning and Construction prescribes two stages in the plan development pro-
cess that allow for public participation: 1) Early public review (lasting 15 days), during which 
the public is introduced to the plan’s concept; and 2) Public review (lasting 30 days), during 
which the detailed draft of the plan is presented to the public. As part of the public review 
phase, a public hearing is also held, providing citizens the opportunity to present and explain 
their comments on the draft plan in person. 

38 The comments on the Belgrade General Urban Plan 2041 discussed in this text are based 
on the observations that the NGO “Ministarstvo prostora” submitted to the Urban Planning 
Institute of Belgrade. 



23Unaffordability of Social Housing in Belgrade:
From the Burden of Housing Costs to Spatial Segregation

One of the principles guiding the definition of the strategic objectives of the 
plan—housing support—refers to the “adequate location of zones for social 
housing and housing for vulnerable groups, subsidized at both the local 
and central levels.” However, the GUP does not specify what constitutes 
an adequate location, nor does it clarify which types of subsidized housing 
are envisaged. 

Furthermore, Strategic Objective No. 2 in the plan’s concept—aimed at en-
abling the construction of housing at lower prices—does not explain what is 
meant by “lower prices.” In addition, such affordable housing is foreseen pri-
marily through urban regeneration, a process that often leads to an increase 
in housing prices within regeneration areas and their surroundings. Accord-
ing to the plan, the spatial distribution of affordable housing is envisaged 
only in the middle and peripheral zones. In contrast, to prevent segregation 
and spatial inequality within the city, affordable housing should be evenly 
distributed across all zones, including the central ones—which is not the 
case here. The principle of a more balanced distribution is, in fact, affirmed 
in the Social Housing Study included in the documentation for the early pub-
lic review. The study identifies social inclusion as one of the key operational 
objectives, emphasizing that: “When planning social housing, isolated, most 
remote locations should be avoided, and this type of housing should be 
combined with other forms of affordable housing (including privately owned 
units) intended for a broader range of social groups, within environments 
characterized by the greatest possible social diversity.”39 

As the public has not yet had access to the prepared draft of the plan, it 
remains unclear whether any changes in the housing domain have been 
introduced compared to the concept.

◆◆◆

It appears that across the regulatory framework—whether in legislative, 
strategic, or urban planning documents—the issue of segregation is men-
tioned only sporadically. However, given the complexity of this problem and 
the wide range of measures required to eliminate it, it is crucial that each 
relevant document consistently include a clear and detailed plan for its 

39 The comments on the Belgrade General Urban Plan 2041 discussed in this text are based 
on the observations that the NGO “Ministarstvo prostora” submitted to the Urban Planning 
Institute of Belgrade. 
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resolution. Otherwise, the existing situation will merely be maintained and 
further intensified.

2.2. Current Situation

A common feature of most social housing projects in Serbia, including 
those implemented within the territory of Belgrade, is that they are built on 
publicly owned land provided and equipped by the local self-government. 
However, since land is increasingly regarded as a valuable resource capa-
ble of generating profit—through sale or allocation to the private sector—
plots designated for social housing are often those not integrated into the 
urban fabric. This results in weaker connections to services and sources of 
income for the residents of such housing, as well as insufficient linkage to 
basic infrastructure. 

An illustrative example is the social housing settlement in Jabučki Rit, locat-
ed in the municipality of Palilula, where 42 families were relocated in 2015. 
The settlement is served by only a single public transport line—bus No. 106—
which operates approximately once per hour. The local medical clinic pro-
vides only basic check-ups and emergency interventions and is open only 
until 10:30 a.m. The nearest comprehensive healthcare facility, the Health 
Centre in Padinska Skela, is about 12 kilometers away. The local primary 
school and kindergarten operate with limited capacity, and children from 
Jabučki Rit, starting from the fifth grade, must attend classes in the “cen-
tral” school building in Padinska Skela—without a direct public transport 
connection for students.40 The nearest soup kitchen, where beneficiaries of 
financial social assistance can collect free meals, is located in Borča, more 
than 15 kilometers from the settlement. Residents must travel approximately 
one hour each way by public transport to collect their daily meal. Finally, 
the Centre for Social Work, whose services are among the most frequently 
needed by residents of such settlements, is located in Cvijićeva Street, re-
quiring about two hours and ten minutes of travel by public transport. 41

40 Information on the locations was obtained from the report: “The Assessment of the Proposed 
New Sites – Jabučki Rit 1,” based on site visits conducted on 22 June 2012 with the Directorate 
and on 9 July 2012 with UNOPS, the Housing Centre, and the DRC, held in the archives of 
the A11 Initiative.

41	Information was drawn from the document “Report on Visits to the Locations Designated for 
the Construction of Permanent Housing Solutions for Roma Families Relocated from Belville 
and Gazela” (30 November and 3 December 2012)”
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Let us briefly turn to another example that illustrates how the lo-
cation of housing—when coupled with severe social exclusion and 
poverty—can directly affect the realization of guaranteed human 
rights. This situation was central to the case L.A. v. North Macedo-
nia, examined by the European Court of Human Rights, following an 
application submitted by four Roma women. The first applicant, a 
26-year-old single mother of three who was four months pregnant at 
the time, had never visited a gynecologist because she could not af-
ford the travel costs to the nearest healthcare facility.42 Although the 
case primarily concerned discrimination, it is also highly illustrative 
of the link between segregation and housing unaffordability among 
the most vulnerable groups. 

If we return to the example of Jabučki Rit, it is clear that residents of this 
social housing settlement find themselves in a similar situation, given the 
locational disadvantages described earlier. In a conversation with the A11 
Initiative, the residents of Jabučki Rit stated: “When our children are sick, we 
have to go all the way to Padinska Skela and take two buses, and it’s even 
worse on weekends when buses run infrequently and we have to wait for a 
long time.“43

A comparable case can be found in the social housing settlement in Mis-
lođin, comprising 32 housing units where Roma families were relocated in 
2016. The settlement is located about five kilometers from Obrenovac and is 
similarly surrounded predominantly by agricultural land. Through this hous-
ing program, families were relocated from informal settlements in Belgrade, 
where most had earned a living by collecting secondary raw materials. In 
such an isolated location, they were effectively prevented from continuing 
this work, and their opportunities to generate income through other means 
were drastically reduced, leaving them dependent on minimal social bene-
fits. The nearest school, healthcare center, and Centre for Social Work are all 
located in Obrenovac, while the public transport line connecting Mislođin to 
Obrenovac operates only eight times a day. 

If we look beyond Belgrade, the social housing settlement in Požarevac also 
reflects the assumption of a link between spatial segregation and unafford-
ability. In 2010, after years spent in a collective center, 19 Roma families in-

42 Ćurčić et al., Residential and Spatial Segregation and the Right to Adequate Housing, 32.
43 Ibid., 34.
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ternally displaced from Kosovo were moved into these social housing units, 
under the regime of social housing in supportive environment. Most of the 
residents are unemployed and rely on financial social assistance. The set-
tlement is located on the very outskirts of the city, near the municipal land-
fill. The area is surrounded on all sides by agricultural land, and there is no 
paved road leading to the settlement (which means that no public transport 
routes reach it), nor is there street lighting or waste containers. To reach the 
nearest primary school, children must walk approximately 2.5 kilometers.44

2.3. Towards a Different Approach

There is no doubt that the degree of intervention by the state and local 
government—through redistributive measures, social protection programs, 
and housing support—directly affects the extent to which spatial segrega-
tion and social exclusion are present.45 The focus of this section is on the 
issue of site selection within social housing programs implemented by local 
self-government units, whereas alternative approaches to enhancing hous-
ing affordability are examined in the subsequent chapter. 

When addressing the issue of location, segregation can be mitigated 
through systematic measures, several of which are discussed below.

One possible approach is to establish a coherent framework of criteria 
for the selection of sites for social housing programs, ensuring its inte-
gration into all relevant planning and housing policy documents. Draw-
ing on the general criteria specified in individual by-laws (as discussed in 
the previous chapter), it is possible to identify a core set of requirements 
that each social housing site should fulfill. A good example is the document 
“Criteria for Evaluation of Social Housing Locations”, developed within the 
Let’s Build a Home Together project at the very beginning of the project, 
as part of its methodological framework. Drawing on the criteria set out in 
General Comment No. 4 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights, as well as General Comments Nos. 13 and 14—which 
elaborate on the rights to education and to health care, respectively—a 
comprehensive set of criteria was developed. One of its components refers 

44 The A11 Initiative for Economic and Social Rights produced a short documentary film por-
traying life in this settlement: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NbhC_pZfJwg 

45 Musterd et al., “Socioeconomic Segregation in European Capital Cities. Increasing Separation 
Between Poor and Rich”, p. 5.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NbhC_pZfJwg
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to “Accessibility and availability of services, costs, and financial sustainabili-
ty”, of which the most significant are highlighted below46:

•	 Availability and frequency of public transport - This criterion should 
refer to the number and frequency of buses or other forms of public 
transport, as well as the distance to the nearest bus stop. The assess-
ment should also take into account the fact that most families earn 
their income in the informal economy and are engaged in waste collec-
tion in the city center. Belgrade has a well-developed public transport 
network—comprising buses, trams, trolleybuses, and trains—operated 
by the public utility company GSP Belgrade, all integrated within a uni-
fied ticketing system. The suburban network extends from Belgrade to 
the centers of suburban municipalities, from which local lines connect 
to smaller settlements. The adequacy of transport frequency should be 
evaluated separately in each individual case.

•	 Cost of public transport to the nearest urban center and/or rele-
vant destinations - The city’s public transport system is unified and 
applies to all modes of transport (GSP, private carriers, Lasta buses, 
and Beovoz trains) through the use of personalized and non-person-
alized electronic cards, as well as single-use electronic tickets. This 
criterion serves to determine whether families can afford the cost of 
transportation to workplaces and essential services (such as schools, 
health centers, and similar), rather than whether they are legally enti-
tled to access and use public transport.

•	 Access to employment opportunities or primary sources of in-
come - In addition to the regular income-generating activities of the 
male Roma population, who are typically oriented toward city centers 
through waste collection and resale, the working group should also 
consider other potential sources of income and employment oppor-
tunities for women—such as seasonal work, land cultivation, domestic 
services, caregiving, and similar activities. Physical access to employ-
ment opportunities must be ensured.

•	 Access to health care services - Under this criterion, the working 
group should assess whether primary health care infrastructure is 
available in the vicinity and whether it is sufficiently equipped to pro-

46 UNOPS, “Criteria for Evaluation of Social Housing Locations” pp. 6-8
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vide basic health services. Distance, operating hours, availability of pe-
diatricians, and similar factors should be considered when evaluating 
potential locations.

•	 Access to primary and secondary schools - This criterion should pri-
marily address the availability of primary and secondary schools locat-
ed within a reasonable and safe distance that children can reach easily. 
Distance, travel time, and similar factors should be considered when 
assessing accessibility for all grades of both primary and secondary 
education.

•	 Access to the Center for Social Work - Social protection, as a safety 
net for the poorest and most vulnerable individuals and families, must 
uphold the principles of efficiency, accessibility, and the best interests 
of beneficiaries. Direct access to the Center for Social Work contrib-
utes to building a more inclusive and tolerant environment, while si-
multaneously reducing social distance between minority groups and 
wider society. It is therefore essential to assess the distance and travel 
time to the nearest center, as well as any related costs.

Moreover, for all of these services, the criteria explicitly emphasize the im-
portance of considering the cost of public transport, required travel time, and 
the element of safe physical distance47 These services are not only essential 
for everyday life and closely linked to housing conditions, but are also fun-
damental to the realization of basic social and economic rights for all resi-
dents. At the same time, they inherently carry an economic dimension—the 
potential financial burden associated with exercising these rights. 

This publicly available document can serve only as a starting point for a 
broader public discussion in which, together with beneficiaries, final cri-
teria could be defined and subsequently incorporated into the regulatory 
framework.

Stronger integration of strategic social housing planning into the urban 
planning system. Positioning social housing within urban planning frame-
works is a precondition for ensuring access to basic services and amenities, 
and for combating residential segregation and the unaffordability of social 

47	 Particular attention should be paid to the previously discussed examples of Jabučki Rit, 
Mislođin, and Požarevac in relation to these criteria.
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housing.48 This would mean including the housing needs of the most vulnera-
ble groups in the very process of conceptualizing social and spatial relations, 
with a focus on contributing to spatial and social justice rather than exacer-
bating inequality, through a more balanced distribution of different housing 
types. Such an approach would also “reserve” certain locations and ensure 
that decisions on where to position profitable housing and where to place 
housing support programs are not made arbitrarily. To date, such discretion-
ary decision-making has only resulted in drastic examples of segregation.

It is noteworthy that the General Urban Plan of Belgrade to 2021, ad-
opted in 2003 (Official Gazette of the City of Belgrade No. 27/2003), 
introduced—for the first time within the national legal and planning 
framework—social and affordable housing as a distinct category of 
housing. The concept of social housing set out in this plan followed 
international principles of adequate housing and reflected contem-
porary European experiences. The textual component of the plan pro-
vided a definition of social housing, identified the population groups 
for whom such housing was intended, and specified locations, urban 
planning parameters, and other implementation instruments.49 

For example, the plan established criteria for selecting locations for 
social housing to be applied in the further elaboration of planning 
documents:  a) healthy and suitable locations for housing; b) prox-
imity to existing residential areas; c) relatively easy access to public 
transport; d) the possibility of connection to adequate infrastructure; 
e) the presence of essential social services (schools, childcare fa-
cilities, retail outlets, health centers, etc.). Although some of these 
formulations remain somewhat imprecise (for instance, the use of 
terms such as “relatively” or “acceptable”), which allows for different 
interpretations, it is nonetheless significant that a reference planning 
document exists which recognizes the importance of these individ-
ual spatial elements in shaping housing solutions for the most vul-
nerable groups. 

In addition, the General Urban Plan envisaged further anti-segregation 
measures. It stipulated that a share of social housing units should be 

48 Vuksanović-Macura et al., “The Role of Urban Plans in Providing Social Housing in Serbia,” 
p. 218.

49 Ibid., 220.
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built within residential developments containing more than 250 apart-
ments, with 5–8% of units reserved for these purposes. This approach 
sought to ensure a more diverse socio-economic structure of residents. 

Finally, the initial version of the plan included a total of 58 locations 
designated for social housing.50, However, in one of the plan’s early 
revisions, this list of locations was removed from the final version.51

The concept of the forthcoming General Urban Plan of Belgrade (up to 2041) 
currently does not include specific locations allocated for social housing, 
although a detailed draft plan that will be subject to public consultation is 
yet to be published. However, based on the concept version made available 
to the public, several additional steps could be taken to promote a more 
equitable distribution of housing:

•	 The proposed diversification of housing typologies (listed as one of 
the core principles of the General Urban Plan) should be expanded 
to include diversification in ownership and purpose. In this way, the 
strategic plan could, in the long term, enable the construction of af-
fordable housing for various social groups in need, including the most 
vulnerable populations;

50 A review of the list of these locations—contained in the document General Urban Plan of Bel-
grade 2021: Special Records and Lists, which is no longer publicly available but is archived by 
the A11 Initiative—shows that locations designated for social housing were evenly distributed 
across the city’s territory, although predominantly situated in the peripheral zones of the mu-
nicipalities of Čukarica, New Belgrade, Palilula, Rakovica, Voždovac, Zemun, and others. (The 
references to specific sites, however, are not sufficiently detailed to allow for an in-depth 
location analysis.) Nevertheless, the very selection of sites represented a significant step to-
ward securing locations for housing the most vulnerable groups and demonstrated—at least 
at that stage—a commitment to assuming responsibility for addressing housing deprivation 
among the most disadvantaged groups and to planning the long-term implementation of 
social housing programs.

51	It is also noteworthy that in the Recommendation of the Commissioner for the Protection 
of Equality addressed to the then Mayor of Belgrade on September 13, 2013, concerning 
the provision of locations for the construction of social housing units intended to accom-
modate Roma families relocated from temporary container settlements (following evictions 
from informal settlements under the Gazela Bridge and near the Belville neighborhood), the 
Commissioner explicitly referred to this list of locations. In doing so, she recognized the im-
portance of location in ensuring both the quality and affordability of housing. In her letter, the 
Commissioner emphasized that “locations for the construction of housing for Roma families 
should meet the criteria of accessibility to health services, schools, childcare centers, and 
other social services. Furthermore, these locations should have adequate road infrastructure 
and meet environmental health standards—that is, they should be situated at a safe distance 
from sources of pollution.” 
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•	 Balanced distribution of affordable housing across all urban zones 
should be pursued, to prevent negative outcomes such as spatial and 
social segregation and their accompanying challenges. This is also 
where the previously mentioned determination of clear parameters for 
selecting locations specifically reserved for such types of housing, as 
well as ensuring the necessary infrastructure, could be applied.

•	 It is essential to retain and further develop the rule on allocating a 
certain share of social housing units within residential construction 
projects. Following the example of the 2003 General Urban Plan, it 
would be important to establish clear provisions requiring a defined 
proportion of social housing units within residential complexes. While 
the mere inclusion of such provisions cannot guarantee that segrega-
tion will be avoided in implementation, it can provide a sound basis for 
careful application.

◆◆◆

The example of the settlement in Jabučki Rit clearly illustrates this point. 
Therefore, it is essential to always take into account the availability and 
quality of various public services, employment opportunities, transport con-
nectivity, and the ways in which these factors, in interaction with spatial 
elements, affect the affordability of housing.  
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3

Social Housing Costs 
/ Social Housing 
Standards  

"We had electricity and hot 
water and everything, but we 
did not have the means to pay for 
them, and now we have neither 
electricity nor anything..." 

(a social housing beneficiary, 
Požarevac)
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Beyond the fact that life in settlements built under housing support pro-
grams is often structurally linked to limited access to other services, res-
idents of social housing are, in many cases, also deprived of basic infra-
structure and burdened by debt and poverty. They are denied access to 
electricity and water, lose the legal basis for occupying their housing units, 
and consequently face a constant risk of eviction and, ultimately, homeless-
ness.52 Given that these are not isolated or sporadic cases, but affect a sig-
nificant number of residents, this can be reliably described as chronic and 
systemic unaffordability of social housing or housing support. Insufficient 
social protection and support systems, combined with societal insensitivity, 
prejudice, and an increasingly pervasive culture of discrimination, further 
exacerbate the problem. 

This issue is also acknowledged in the Draft National Housing Strategy53, 
which, drawing on 2019 data, notes that housing support remains unaf-
fordable for households with the lowest incomes—specifically, those in the 
first four income deciles. The document further emphasizes that for these 
households, “additional housing support through various forms of subsidies 
is necessary.”54 For households in the first and second deciles, the analysis 
concludes that their “housing needs must be addressed through the inte-
gration of social protection systems and public housing support.” 

Serbia’s social housing unaffordability has also been highlighted by the 
United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing. Fol-
lowing her visit to Serbia in 2015, she expressed concern upon learning that 
some individuals who had been provided with social housing after living 
in extremely difficult conditions quickly fell into rent and utility arrears and 
consequently remain at risk of eviction.55 According to the Special Rappor-
teur, social housing in this context fails to fulfill its purpose, as it does not 
provide security for the most vulnerable citizens and does not succeed in 
ensuring the inclusion of those who are already marginalized, discriminated 
against, or excluded. Similarly, in 2013, the Commissioner for the Protec-
tion of Citizens issued an opinion concerning social housing in the Kamen-
din settlement in Belgrade. While confirming the broader issue of housing 

52	 Ćurčić et al., Residential and Spatial Segregation and the Right to Adequate Housing, p. 47.
53 This draft was subject to public consultation in December 2021, but it has not been adopted 

to date.
54 National Housing Strategy 2022–2032 / Draft, p. 43.
55 Excerpt from the statement of the Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing, Leilani Farha, 

following her visit to Serbia, including Kosovo, in 2015.
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unaffordability, the document emphasized that the most vulnerable social 
groups are not only unable to secure housing independently under market 
conditions but also frequently struggle to cover the costs incurred after sign-
ing a lease for a unit allocated under social housing programs, leaving them 
in a persistent state of risk of homelessness.56

In this section of the report, we present the main categories of housing costs 
that impose a burden on social housing residents, taking into account the 
challenges posed by the beneficiaries’ income levels:

1.	 Nonprofit rent;

2.	 Rent-related taxes; and

3.	 Utility costs

3.1. Regulatory Framework Review

The social housing regulatory framework—particularly the current frame-
work following the integration of social housing into the broader housing 
support program—fails to adequately respond to the diverse economic cir-
cumstances of residents. This is most apparent in the high income threshold 
used as the eligibility criterion for accessing a social housing unit. Within this 
threshold, household capacities to cover housing costs vary widely, yet all 
households are subject to the same uniform conditions and requirements. 
This lack of responsiveness is further reflected in complementary social 
protection measures intended to alleviate housing unaffordability, which re-
main largely insufficient in relation to the actual incomes of many residents. 
Moreover, the provisions governing the termination of lease agreements are 
problematic, as they do not adequately account for the realities of insecure 
and irregular household incomes.

The Broader Issue of Social Housing Affordability. The Law on Housing 
and Maintenance of Buildings (2016) highlights, in defining housing support 
and the principles governing its provision, that assistance should be allo-
cated according to the principle of equity—“allocating support proportion-
ally to social vulnerability, so that the extent of housing support is greater 

56 Protector of Citizens, Opinion No. 31199 of 28 October 2013. See: Ćurčić et al., Residential 
and Spatial Segregation and the Right to Adequate Housing, p. 49.



35Unaffordability of Social Housing in Belgrade:
From the Burden of Housing Costs to Spatial Segregation

for residents in more severe housing and social situations, and, in the case 
of persons with disabilities, proportionate to the degree of disability.” Even 
more importantly, the principle of social sustainability emphasizes providing 
adequate social protection measures to ensure that the payment of all hous-
ing costs does not jeopardize residents’ basic subsistence.”

However, Article 91 of the same Law sets out the maximum income thresh-
old that a single-member household may have in order to qualify for housing 
support. When it comes to non-profit lease arrangements, which are the focus 
here, this threshold amounts to “1.2 average salaries without taxes and contri-
butions in the local self-government unit, for the purposes of non-profit lease 
or allocation of an apartment or family house.” For households with more than 
one member (in the case of Belgrade), this limit is calculated using the follow-
ing formula:

K=1 + Ox0.7 + Dx0.5 

where “O” represents each additional adult household member, and “D” 
each child.57 This means, for instance, that at present, individuals with a 
maximum monthly income of up to approximately 130,000 RSD in a sin-
gle-member household are eligible to apply for the social housing program 
under the non-profit lease scheme. However, this also implies that, assum-
ing all other parameters are equal (number of household members, health 
condition, etc.)58, such individuals fall into the same eligibility category 
as those receiving financial social assistance, which currently amounts 
to around 12,000 RSD per month for a single person. Such a high income 
threshold indicates a lack of awareness of the income range among poten-
tial beneficiaries, as well as the fact that the treatment and complementary 
measures necessary to ensure housing provision cannot be so undifferen-
tiated and universal in character. 

Once individuals become beneficiaries of social housing, the Law on 
Housing and Building Maintenance regulates the terms of lease. Namely, 

57	 Excerpt taken from the Public Call for Addressing Housing Needs through the Purchase and 
Lease of Apartments at the Kamendin 2 Location, 2018 (A11 Initiative Archive).

58 Article 106 of the Law on Housing and Building Maintenance defines the priority criteria for 
the allocation of housing support. These include housing status (whether or not a person 
owns an apartment), housing conditions, the number of household members, health status, 
and disability. Priority is also given to beneficiaries of social protection services, including 
those receiving financial social assistance. 
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according to Article 92, apartment lease constitutes one of five forms of 
housing support. Article 94 further defines the lease of an apartment under 
non-profit conditions as “the lease of an apartment in public ownership, for 
which the tenant pays a non-profit rent, under the conditions and in the 
manner prescribed by the non-profit lease agreement, and in accordance 
with the provisions of this Law.” The same Article stipulates that a non-profit 
lease agreement must be concluded in written form for a period of up to five 
years and, upon the tenant’s written request, may be renewed for the same 
duration and under the same conditions. 

The Law also provides for termination of the contract “in the event that the 
tenant ceases to fulfill the obligations stipulated by the non-profit lease 
agreement” (Article 94), with a minimum eviction notice period of 90 days. 
In line with these provisions, the Decision on the Management of City-Owned 
Apartments of the City of Belgrade (2015), Article 37, regulates the conditions 
for termination of the lease. One such condition applies when the tenant 
fails to pay rent for at least three consecutive months or four months within 
a year (Article 37). For most individuals who qualify for and obtain social 
housing, and who are also recipients of financial social assistance, such a 
requirement is unsustainable. Considering that work-capable beneficiaries 
of financial social assistance, even when without income, may receive this 
support for a maximum of nine months per year59 it is quite evident that, 
regardless of the level of housing costs, they will not be able to consistently 
meet their financial obligations.

Costs of Renting a Social Housing Unit. Within the social housing rent-
al model, the conditions of non-profit tenancy primarily pertain to the rent 
amount and the method of its calculation.60 Article 94 of the Law on Hous-
ing and Building Maintenance stipulates that “non-profit rent shall consist 
of: the costs of maintaining the apartment and the common parts of the 

59 Under the Regulation on Income and Earnings Affecting the Exercise of the Right to Fi-
nancial Social Assistance (2011), income includes “earnings determined by the findings and 
opinions of Centers for Social Work in accordance with the law” (Article 2). A UNICEF study 
highlights that the principle of exercising the right for “9 out of 12” months is evident—me-
aning that there are interruptions in the distribution of financial social assistance to able-bo-
died beneficiaries, under the pretext of “foregone income” during summer months, when 
they are presumed to be engaged in potential seasonal or temporary work (particularly in 
the agricultural sector). See: UNICEF, Review of Public Expenditures on Social Assistance in 
Serbia, p. 62. 

60 Ristić, Blagojević. (2020). Handbook for the Provision of Housing Support in Local Self-Gover-
nment Units. Belgrade: Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities, p. 55.
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building, the costs of building management, and the depreciation of the 
apartment. Non-profit rent shall also include the costs of acquiring and con-
structing the building in which the apartment is located, that is, the funds 
invested in the apartment and the related common parts, as well as the land 
on which that building is constructed.” Non-profit rent is calculated on an 
annual basis.

A by-law adopted in 2016 – the Rulebook on the Unified Methodology for 
Calculating Non-Profit Rent – prescribes the methodology for determin-
ing the amount of non-profit rent. In line with the Law, the rent is set for a 
12-month period, while the Rulebook specifies that this period covers the 
second half of the current year and the first half of the following year. The 
rent is calculated according to the following formula: 

Z=K x C/100/12

where K represents the percentage of the apartment’s value per square me-
ter, amounting to 1.454, while C denotes the market value of one square 
meter of the apartment for one year. As an illustration, the Public Call for 
Allocation of the Right to Rent Social Apartments in the Kamedin 2 Settle-
ment (2018) provides the same rent calculation formula. In 2018, the rent for 
an apartment in Kamedin amounted to 87.25 RSD/m², which corresponds to 
just under 5,000 RSD for a 55 m² unit. 

The Rulebook on the Unified Methodology for Calculating Non-Profit 
Rent also stipulates an additional 5% discount as an incentive for time-
ly payment. However, although the rent amount may appear affordable in 
absolute terms or relative to other expenses, two key factors explain why 
many social housing tenants face contract termination due to non-payment 
of rent. First, the rent level cannot be considered in isolation from house-
hold income. Second, a significant practical obstacle is that the rent cannot 
be paid separately but only through an integrated billing system via the 
Infostan payment slip. This arrangement prevents tenants from settling at 
least their rent arrears in cases where they lack sufficient financial means. 
Non-payment of rent, in such circumstances, may constitute grounds for 
termination or non-renewal of the lease contract. Consequently, within this 
rental regime, obligations to pay rent are directly tied to the risk of losing 
the tenancy, effectively making the payment of utility costs a prerequisite 
for maintaining housing. This is because regulations require that rent be 
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paid through the Public Utility Company “Infostan Tehnologije” (in the case 
of Belgrade).

◆◆◆

As announced in the introduction, this section also examines the model 
of social housing in supportive environment, where arrangements related 
to de facto rent differ—they are generally more favorable and more re-
sponsive to the financial capacities of beneficiaries. Under this model, the 
user does not pay rent for the apartment. However, as stated in Article 
35 of the Decision on Social Protection Rights and Services for the City of 
Belgrade, “the costs of housing (electricity, telephone, water, heating, and 
other utility services and fees), as well as the costs of regular apartment 
maintenance, are borne by the users of the service from their own funds.”. 
The same article further provides that “exceptionally, the City of Belgrade, 
depending on the total income of the beneficiary’s household, may cover 
the costs referred to in paragraph 1 of this Article in full or in part, in ac-
cordance with the norms and cost standards established by a special act 
adopted by the organizational unit of the City Administration competent 
for social protection affairs.” This means that the Secretariat for Social Pro-
tection may issue a specific decision to cover part of the mentioned hous-
ing costs for certain beneficiaries. Importantly, the Decision does not stip-
ulate that non-payment of these costs may result in contract termination. 
Article 39 explicitly states that “social housing in supportive environment  
shall cease if: (a) the service beneficiary no longer meets the conditions 
established by this Decision for exercising the right to the service; or b) the 
service beneficiary or a member of their household resolves their housing 
need in another way.” Accordingly, in this model of social housing, termi-
nation of accommodation is not contingent upon the inability to cover a 
portion of housing costs.61

Property Tax Liabilities Arising from the Lease of Social Housing Units. 
An additional problem arises from the fact that tenants of social housing 
units, under the Law on Property Taxes, are financially burdened with the 
obligation to pay property tax. Specifically, Article 2 of this Law stipulates 
the obligation to pay property tax on real estate on the basis of “the right of 

61 A review of the lease agreement of a beneficiary of social housing in supportive environment 
(A11 Initiative Archive) confirms that, under this model, tenants are exempt from paying rent. 
At the same time, the tenant is obliged to cover the costs of utility services (the City covers 
central heating costs) as well as electricity expenses. 



39Unaffordability of Social Housing in Belgrade:
From the Burden of Housing Costs to Spatial Segregation

lease for a period longer than one year or for an indefinite period, for which 
the payment of non-profit rent or rent calculated according to prescribed 
criteria and measures is envisaged.” Since non-profit lease agreements are 
concluded for a period of five years, social housing tenants face an addition-
al housing cost that private market tenants de facto do not have (due to the 
chronically unregulated rental sector). The Law not only fails to recognize 
the possibility of exempting social housing leases from property tax obliga-
tions but explicitly provides that the non-profit rent regime is included within 
this taxation measure.

Other Housing Costs in Social Housing. Apart from the costs related to 
rent (which may be considered the only genuinely subsidized cost) and 
property tax, housing costs—as noted in the introduction—also include oth-
er expenses associated with the use of housing space. In the territory of 
Belgrade, this primarily refers to two major expenses: utility services, con-
solidated and billed by the public company Infostan, and electricity services. 
Although legal provisions and other documents nominally regulate subsi-
dies for these costs, such support remains inadequate, both in terms of the 
amounts provided and the eligibility criteria for accessing it. 

The Decree on Energy-Vulnerable Customers prescribes the criteria and 
conditions for acquiring the status of an energy-vulnerable customer, 
which, if granted, provides a reduction in electricity costs. Primarily, the 
criteria for obtaining this status (Article 3) include material status (total 
household income, property status, and number of household members), 
entitlement to financial social assistance, and the health condition of 
household members. The upper income threshold for households (Article 
4) is set in specific amounts (for example, RSD 25,362.52 for a single-mem-
ber household and RSD 55,033.70 for a three-member household) and is 
adjusted twice a year. For beneficiaries of financial social assistance, the 
income threshold requirement does not apply (Article 7). Importantly, even 
households with outstanding electricity debts may obtain the status of en-
ergy-vulnerable customers (Article 3). Once granted, this status ensures 
a reduction of monthly payment obligations, based on a decision issued 
by the local self-government authority—in this case, the City of Belgrade. 
The decision is issued for each calendar year (Article 14).62 The reduction 
takes the form of a specific quantity of electricity that is deducted from the 

62 This is also the case with financial social assistance, which is likewise revised on an annual 
basis.
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total consumption, depending on the size of the household and the type 
of energy source.63 

With regard to utility costs, under the so-called Emergency Protection Mea-
sures for the Most Vulnerable Citizens, which are adopted annually at the level 
of the City of Belgrade, several forms of support are available — including 
permanent and temporary financial assistance, as well as discounts or sub-
sidies based on expenditures for utility products and services and rent. This 
measure applies to households in which at least one member is a beneficiary 
of financial assistance or caregiver allowance (pursuant to the Law on Social 
Protection), as well as to households with a member who is a person with a 
disability or a pensioner receiving the minimum pension (in accordance with 
the regulations on pension and disability insurance). Subsidies are set at a 
maximum of 30% (with lower percentages also prescribed, depending on 
household income) and apply to bills up to RSD 8,000. No discount is applied 
to amounts exceeding that threshold. Prior to 2014, the maximum subsidy 
rate was 50%, although this reduction was not grounded in any general de-
crease in poverty levels or improved conditions of social housing; rather, it 
was an austerity measure that further precarized already highly vulnerable 
population groups. In addition, regular payment of obligations is a prerequi-
site for obtaining the subsidy, which, as previously explained, is incompatible 
with irregular income patterns (whether due to temporary or precarious em-
ployment or reliance on financial social assistance). 

At the level of the City of Belgrade, another regulation specifically addresses 
subsidies for utility service costs — the Decision on Identifying Beneficiaries 
Eligible for Subsidized Utility Service Rates. This decision defines the cat-
egories of utility service users eligible for subsidized rates, as well as the 
subsidy amounts for each category of the following services:

•	 Supply of drinking water
•	 Treatment and drainage of stormwater and wastewater (sewerage)
•	 Production and distribution of thermal energy
•	 Household waste collection

63 Based on the experience of the A11 Initiative, since electricity—unlike communal services 
such as district heating—can be disconnected, beneficiaries tend to prioritize paying electri-
city bills over other expenses to avoid service interruptions. 
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Article 5a specifies those entitled to the maximum subsidy, including bene-
ficiaries of financial social assistance, tenants of social housing, and users 
with extremely low income (up to RSD 8,000 for a single-member house-
hold). Although the categories of beneficiaries only partially overlap with 
those defined in the previously mentioned Emergency Protection Measures 
for the Most Vulnerable Citizens, the principles of subsidization remain the 
same — the maximum subsidy amounts to 30%, and depending on the user 
category, it may be lower (down to 10%). Furthermore, this subsidy applies 
only to bills up to RSD 8,000. 

3.2. Current Situation

The aforementioned issues, arising from inadequate regulation and condi-
tions governing the lease of social housing units and the design of support 
measures for the most vulnerable, have resulted in extremely precarious and 
inadequate living conditions. During her visit to Serbia in 2015, the United 
Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing expressed 
concern over the unaffordability of utility services and other housing-related 
expenses, particularly for social housing tenants. In her report following the 
visit, she emphasized that the denial of access to basic services such as 
electricity and water is fundamentally incompatible with international hu-
man rights standards and underscored the need to rectify such situations 
without delay. The Special Rapporteur also highlighted the link between 
housing unaffordability and the low level of social benefits. 

The situation in the Kamendin settlement clearly illustrates the far-reaching 
consequences of such harmful policies. According to the findings of the A11 
Initiative64 dozens of families live without electricity, having been discon-
nected from the grid due to accumulated debts. Some residents submitted 
requests to the Belgrade Power Distribution Company (Elektrodistribucija 
Beograd, hereinafter: EDB) for repayment of debt in installments, but these 
requests were denied. Even if they managed to collect the funds to settle 
their debts, they would still not regain access to electricity. Under EDB’s 
procedures, in addition to proof of debt repayment, tenants must present a 
valid lease agreement, while the request for reconnection must be submit-

64 A11 Initiative for Economic and Social Rights, “More than 60 Families Living Without Electricity 
as the City Prepares Forced Evictions of Socially Vulnerable Households,” November 2020. 
https://www.a11initiative.org/vise-od-60-porodica-zivi-bez-struje-grad-sprema-prinudna-ise-
ljenja-socijalno-ugrozenih/ 

https://www.a11initiative.org/vise-od-60-porodica-zivi-bez-struje-grad-sprema-prinudna-iseljenja-socijalno-ugrozenih/
https://www.a11initiative.org/vise-od-60-porodica-zivi-bez-struje-grad-sprema-prinudna-iseljenja-socijalno-ugrozenih/
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ted by the property owner — in this case, the City of Belgrade. This, how-
ever, is not a realistic option for social housing tenants whose leases have 
been terminated due to debt and whom the City is attempting to evict from 
the apartments they occupy. Consequently, many Kamendin residents have 
been living without electricity for years. Nonetheless, some continue to allo-
cate part of their already limited income to repaying electricity debts. 

One of the most illustrative examples is that of S.J., a social housing 
tenant in Kamendin who, due to a complex administrative procedure, 
strict eligibility criteria, and specific family circumstances, has long 
been unable to receive financial social assistance. The discontinua-
tion of this assistance led to debt accumulation and the subsequent 
termination of her social housing lease. S.J. regularly reports to the 
National Employment Service and occasionally manages to secure 
temporary work. Part of this income — the only income her family 
intermittently earns — is used to pay off electricity debts and Infostan 
utility bills, even though reconnection to the power grid is currently 
not possible. Having lived without electricity in her social housing 
unit for 13 years, S.J. has repeatedly submitted requests for lease 
renewal, explaining the difficult circumstances that caused delays 
in bill payments. She has stated that she actively seeks and occa-
sionally finds temporary employment and intends to make regular 
payments, but has received no response. Furthermore, S.J. is among 
108 social housing tenants in Kamendin who, in May 2020, submit-
ted a written request to the Mayor of Belgrade seeking a meeting to 
discuss the social and utility-related challenges they face. However, 
no response was ever received to this initiative. 

The scale of the problem is perhaps best illustrated by data from the elec-
tric distribution company of Serbia (Elektrodistribucija Srbije), according to 
which, out of 355 electricity users residing in social housing units located 
in Akrobate Aleksića and Dušana Mađarčića Korčagina Streets in Zemun 
Polje, 22 have been disconnected from the power grid. It is important to note 
that this figure does not include users whose electricity meters have been 
removed due to outstanding debt. Particularly alarming are cases of house-
holds that have been living in social housing units without electricity for 
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more than ten years.65. Equally concerning are the data provided by Infostan 
Tehnologije, indicating that, out of a total of 445 users at the same address-
es, enforcement proceedings for debt collection have been initiated against 
as many as 236 tenants. These findings are based on research conducted by 
the A11 Initiative in 2025. By way of illustration, some social housing tenants 
have accumulated multimillion-dinar debts related to Infostan charges, in-
cluding rent, with certain amounts exceeding RSD 3.5 million — debts that, 
given their extremely poor financial status and minimal income, they are 
unlikely ever to be able to repay.

During the discussions with residents of the Kamendin settlement, orga-
nized by the A11 Initiative in June of this year, one participant stated that he 
knew a beneficiary receiving financial social assistance in the amount of 
RSD 23,000, while her utility bill amounted to approximately RSD 39,00066. 
He also mentioned beneficiaries receiving only RSD 12,000 in assistance, 
while their bills were twice as high. This highlights a stark disproportion be-
tween income and housing-related expenses. As previously emphasized, ob-
taining and maintaining eligibility for additional subsidies for housing costs 
is extremely challenging. Moreover, even when such subsidies are granted, 
the gap between income and expenses remains so large that it perpetuates 
a continuous cycle of indebtedness. Another tenant from Zemun Polje lives 
alone and is unable to work. He receives financial social assistance in the 
amount of RSD 12,181. His monthly Infostan bill, which includes rent for the 
social housing unit, totals RSD 14,342, while his electricity bill amounts to 
RSD 5,671. Another participant in the discussions explained:

“Some people have debts of up to three million [dinars]. You’re 
not eligible for an Infostan subsidy because we can’t pay reg-
ularly. For six years, we paid regularly because Infostan was 
4,000–5,000 dinars at most, sometimes 10,000 in winter, but 
now it’s inhumane — bills come in at 17,000, 20,000, even 
24,000 dinars.”

65 Since electricity and heating costs dominate housing expenses, these figures primarily indi-
cate the presence of energy poverty within the broader context of housing deprivation. See: 
Vuksanović-Macura et al., Social Housing in Serbia: Alternative Models Available to the Most 
Vulnerable Families and Disadvantaged Women, p. 117.

66 The bill also includes heating costs calculated based on consumption, meaning that during 
the winter months it rises substantially, while in summer it is lower.
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A similar situation exists with regard to electricity costs. Growing electric-
ity debt leads to disconnection from the grid, further forcing households 
into unregulated and often life-threatening arrangements for energy access. 
One respondent recounted: 

“I’ve been without electricity for about four years. […] I used 
to pay people RSD 10,000 a month just to have anything at all, 
but now no one wants to help anymore. I went to court and 
had to pay over RSD 60,000 because I had been using elec-
tricity illegally — they cut me off, but I reconnected myself, 
so they removed the meter and fined me RSD 60,000. It’s me, 
my son, his wife and baby, and my two underage sons — all of 
us without electricity. We cook on gas, have one battery-pow-
ered light bulb, a friend gives me hot water, and we wash our 
clothes elsewhere.”

Another illustrative example is the social housing settlement in Požarevac, 
where, due to outstanding debts, 18 out of 19 households lack regulated 
access to drinking water, and 11 have been disconnected from the electricity 
grid. One of the tenants explained:

“[When we moved in] it was really great at first. We had elec-
tricity, hot water, everything — but we had no means to pay, 
and now we have nothing, no electricity, nothing at all… We 
had electricity for maybe four or five years, didn’t pay at all, 
and the debt accumulated, so they came and cut it off. For a 
while, we used [electricity] from a neighbor for two or three 
years, and now we’re getting it from my mother-in-law — one 
light bulb and a TV, that’s all.”…

One tenant, an internally displaced person from Kosovo living in a 
24-square-meter apartment in the same settlement, receives the so-called 
“Kosovo allowance” in the amount of RSD 8,500 per month, while his elec-
tricity costs alone range from RSD 7,000 to 8,000 per month. Out of fear of 
being disconnected from the grid, he prioritizes paying electricity bills but 
faces great difficulty covering other essential living costs.

Additionally, many beneficiaries suffer from chronic illnesses or disabilities 
that prevent them from participating in the labor market, which further re-
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duces their income and negatively affects their social inclusion. Beneficia-
ries of financial social assistance are in an especially vulnerable position. As 
the residents’ testimonies show, the amount of this assistance is insufficient 
to cover even basic housing costs and essential household needs. More-
over, interruptions in the provision of financial social assistance to beneficia-
ries deemed “able to work” often lead to the loss of eligibility for prescribed 
subsidies. Once subsidies are withdrawn, utility costs are charged in full, 
and social housing tenants begin to accumulate substantial debt. 

Given the lease obligations requiring tenants to make regular rent payments, 
many households and individuals find themselves at risk of having their lease 
agreements terminated or not renewed due to accumulated debt. Such out-
comes create additional legal insecurity and expose social housing tenants 
to the risk of forced eviction, as they no longer have a legal basis to continue 
occupying the housing units allocated to them. Furthermore, the non-renewal 
of lease agreements causes additional administrative difficulties, as tenants 
without a valid lease cannot register the residence of new household mem-
bers — whether due to birth, marriage, or cohabitation — thereby restricting 
or complicating access to other rights. Ultimately, this process culminates 
in a state of severe housing and social deprivation — the very condition the 
social housing support program was originally designed to prevent. 

A total of 285 housing units owned by the City are leased under 
non-profit conditions in the municipalities of Novi Beograd and Ze-
mun. Among these units, 236 enforcement proceedings were initiat-
ed in 2025 due to outstanding debts to Infostan Tehnologije, mark-
ing an increase of 25 cases compared to 2019. In terms of electricity 
arrears, 22 out of 355 users are living without power supply. As of 
2025, 56 eviction proceedings are underway, of which 17 have been 
legally finalized. 

3.3. Towards a Different Approach

When considering alternative scenarios for social housing, a persistent di-
lemma arises regarding the extent to which, in a structurally unjust society 
— and consequently within the policy system itself, whether in housing or 
social protection — it is meaningful to propose interventions that merely 
“correct” the shortcomings or errors of existing measures and regulations. 
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Conversely, even modest actions addressing years of neglect in the hous-
ing sector, particularly for the most vulnerable populations, could produce 
tangible improvements in the housing conditions of current social housing 
tenants, or of those who should be included but remain outside the social 
housing support system. Here, we outline clusters of steps that we consider 
to be of priority.

Enhancing the system for analyzing and monitoring housing conditions, 
particularly for the most vulnerable citizens. For timely and effective in-
terventions, it is essential first to establish systematic and continuous data 
collection encompassing all relevant information, providing a clear picture of 
the status of publicly owned housing units and the circumstances in which 
social housing tenants live.67 Although such data collection is in principle 
mandated by the Law on Housing and Maintenance of Buildings (Articles 
114 and 115), in practice it is crucial to develop a comprehensive set of criteria 
and methodologies for gathering this information. A holistic, cross-sectoral 
approach to data collection and analysis can guide more targeted and ef-
fective measures and policies in both housing support and social protection. 

Designing and implementing housing support programs that are sensi-
tive to the diverse circumstances of the most vulnerable residents. Social 
housing programs and other housing support initiatives cannot be sustain-
able without differentiation among potential beneficiaries, taking into ac-
count both their financial situation and their capacity to cover housing costs 
— as is at least formally envisaged under the model of social housing in sup-
portive environment. Additionally, housing support systems must be respon-
sive to changes within households, such as variations in family size, aging, or 
loss of capacity, etc. In this way, housing affordability can only be structurally 
improved by working together with beneficiaries according to their means, 
ensuring that housing costs do not inevitably lead to indebtedness and that 
other household needs can also be met from the family budget.

Aligning Housing Costs within the Social Housing Regime with Ben-
eficiaries’ Financial Capacity. State support, subsidies, and tax policies 

67 The Manual for Providing Housing Support in Local Self-Government Units (2020) explicitly 
notes that “the key problem that all local self-government units will initially face is the lack 
of data on citizens’ housing vulnerability, as well as on publicly owned housing units and 
other assets (e.g., land for construction), necessary for undertaking public policy measures 
to address these and numerous other issues in the housing sector.” See: Ristić et al., Manual 
for Providing Housing Support in Local Self-Government Units, p. 31.
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must be conditional on meeting affordability standards, as required by inter-
national obligations and legal regulations. This could include the following 
measures:

•	 First, there are a number of urgent measures that could temporarily 
address cases of neglect and the precarious situation of social hous-
ing tenants under non-profit leases. This includes suspending eviction 
proceedings and restoring electricity access for tenants who have 
been disconnected due to outstanding debts;

•	 As a form of palliative intervention, particularly vulnerable existing so-
cial housing tenants—those with low incomes, recipients of financial 
social assistance, or facing other obstacles in exercising their rights—
should be allowed to change their status and become beneficiaries 
of social housing under supportive environment, in accordance with 
the Decision on Social Protection Rights and Services of the City of 
Belgrade. This Decision provides for exemption from rent payments 
and also allows for further reduction of costs at the discretion of the 
Secretariat for Social Protection; 

•	 Review existing regulations in the areas of housing support and social 
protection (such as the previously mentioned decisions and decrees) 
to ensure that assistance mechanisms genuinely reduce the financial 
burden on social housing tenants. This could include increasing the 
proportion of cost subsidies, revising eligibility criteria, or introducing 
alternative measures that calculate housing costs differently within the 
social housing model68;

•	 Abolish the regulation that ties the legal security of tenancy to the pay-
ment of rent or any housing-related costs. As noted by the United Na-
tions Special Rapporteur in the 2023 report, “no one shall be evicted 
for non-payment of rent due to financial incapacity";69

•	 Abolish property tax for leases exceeding one year under housing sup-
port programs and within the non-profit lease regime.

68 This could be directed toward determining the portion of housing costs that users pay based 
on their actual incomes (a reference threshold of 30% could also be used), as opposed to 
the current calculations for subsidies (both for rent and other housing costs), which in some 
cases are arbitrary and lack adequate effect. 

69 UN, A place to live in dignity for all: make housing affordable, 23.
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Ensure a participatory approach in the design and oversight of pub-
lic policy mechanisms and measures in the fields of housing and so-
cial protection. It is necessary to establish sustainable mechanisms that 
enable the active involvement of beneficiaries of housing support and so-
cial protection services in the preparation and adoption of strategic and 
planning documents, as well as regulations governing these areas. Only 
through the direct experience and perspective of service users is it possible 
to formulate policies that genuinely address their needs and contribute to 
reducing spatial and social injustice.

Ensure adequate financial resources and institutional capacity for the 
long-term implementation of public policies in housing and social pro-
tection. Where there is genuine political will to improve the housing con-
ditions of the most vulnerable households through housing and social sup-
port systems, it is crucial to identify the necessary resources — not as mere 
expenditures, but as an investment in guaranteeing access to human rights 
for all residents — and to embed them as a permanent element of the public 
budget. Without such measures, any state or local government intervention 
cannot achieve lasting and sustainable effects.
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Conclusion

“God help us… What can one say? 
Without electricity, without 
water — it simply cannot work.” 

(a social housing tenant, 
Požarevac)
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In the document the Guidelines on Social Housing, the United Nations Eco-
nomic Commission for Europe emphasizes that social housing plays a role 
in fostering the long-term resolution of social exclusion, reducing dispari-
ties in wealth and income, preventing social polarization, and increasing the 
sense of belonging among the most vulnerable citizens.70 For a relatively 
conservative document, these are highly ambitious expectations for social 
housing. Unfortunately, in practice it is rare for even one of these objectives 
to be achieved, and the local context in Serbia is no exception.

Analyses of social housing in Belgrade and other Serbian cities indicate that 
unaffordability manifests at multiple levels and constitutes a chronic, sys-
temic problem. Even when rents are formally subsidized, total housing costs 
— encompassing taxes, utilities, and energy expenses — far exceed the ac-
tual financial capacity of the most vulnerable households. As a result, social 
housing, instead of providing security and mitigating existential uncertainty, 
often becomes a new form of precarity, exposing tenants to persistent risks 
of indebtedness, eviction, and homelessness. This problem of unaffordabili-
ty is further exacerbated by spatial segregation. The majority of social hous-
ing settlements are planned and constructed on the urban periphery, and 
such isolation imposes additional costs on tenants. In this context, segrega-
tion and unaffordability are inextricably linked: housing intended to alleviate 
poverty instead perpetuates and deepens it. Although the regulatory frame-
work formally acknowledges principles of fairness, social sustainability, and 
spatial-urban adequacy, in practice it remains inconsistent and insufficiently 
responsive to the actual incomes of beneficiaries. Field research conducted 
by the A11 Initiative clearly illustrates the real-world consequences of these 
policy gaps. Despite repeated warnings from international bodies and local 
civil society organizations, state and local authorities have yet to establish 
durable mechanisms to reverse this trend. 

Accordingly, it is imperative to consider amendments to existing regula-
tions, alongside alternative measures and policies that would position 
housing support as a genuine instrument of social and spatial justice. The 
proposals presented here do not exhaust all possibilities, but it is unequiv-
ocally clear that a strategic shift is needed toward policies that are partic-
ipatorily designed to reflect the real needs and capacities of the most vul-
nerable citizens, supported by the necessary commitment and resources to 
ensure consistent implementation.

70	 UNECE, Guidelines on Social Housing. Principles and Examples, 104-110.
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