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ainstitute of geography & Center for Regional economic development (CRed), university of Bern, Bern, 
switzerland; bdepartment of Management in the Built environment, delft university of technology, 
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ABSTRACT
In many cities, there has been renewed interest over the last 
30 years in densification as part of wider efforts to combat urban 
sprawl. In daily practice, however, densification is a contested 
process because of its redistributive effects. Next to potential envi-
ronmental advantages, it produces both benefits and losses for 
different individuals and households. The redistributive effects are 
an expression of conflicts between environmental, economic, and 
social dimensions of sustainability. We show that the latter is heav-
ily impacted: if densification projects are not designed to the needs 
of people who are actually supposed to benefit from it—the res-
idents—low-income groups are at risk of social displacement. This 
scenario is highly unsustainable. By using a neo-institutional 
approach and comparative case study methodology conducted in 
Switzerland, we analyze the institutional rules and the involved 
actors’ strategies when dealing with densification projects. We 
explain the mechanisms leading to the loss of social qualities when 
competing with economic interests of investors and authorities.

1.  Introduction

In many cities of the global North, tensions between densification as a policy goal 
and its social implications on housing affordability, residential stability, or community 
cohesion have intensified in recent years (UN Habitat, 2016). Broitman & Koomen 
(2015, p. 32) define densification as ‘a process leading to an increase in the number 
of households within existing municipal boundaries’. Increased use density—defined 
as the number of persons per square meter (Boyko & Cooper, 2011, p. 47)—is 
supposed to reduce individuals’ overuse of natural resources, such as land, water, 
or energy (Holman et  al., 2015). Densification is the process through which the 
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compact city model (in the US also termed ‘new urbanism’ or ‘smart growth’) is to 
be implemented.

In Switzerland, federal law has required municipalities to promote densification 
within existing municipal boundaries to protect agricultural land and to prevent 
urban sprawl since May 2014 (Art. 1 SPA1). Many redevelopment projects have led 
to the internal reconstruction of existing buildings to create more smaller units or 
have led to total redevelopment (Weilenmann et  al., 2017). Consequently, a growing 
number of tenants living in rental housing are confronted with the situation of 
being evicted and displaced on short notice as they can no longer afford rents after 
densification and modernization (Davidson & Lees, 2005; FOH, 2019, p. 4). 
Lower-income residents are forced to leave central neighbourhoods for cheaper 
suburban areas (FOH, 2017).

We identify two lines of research related to the social implications of urban 
densification in the rental segment: first, a broad body of literature reflecting on 
the pros and cons of densification, both as a process and policy objective (inter 
alia, Holman et  al., 2015; Touati-Morel, 2015). And, second, scientific work discussing 
the role of social sustainability in urban regeneration in general (inter alia, Ancell 
& Thompson-Fawcett, 2008; Bramley & Morgan, 2003; Burton, 2000, 2003; Vallance 
et  al., 2011). However, a critical analysis which focuses on the socio-political dimen-
sions of densification and its effects on tenants from a social sustainability perspective 
is largely missing (Pérez, 2020). As we will argue in the following sections, such an 
understanding is crucial so that densification projects are actually designed in a way 
that takes into account the needs and capabilities of those affected—the residents—
and hopefully involve them in decision-making. Otherwise, low-income groups will 
disproportionately suffer displacement and exclusion (Jenks et  al., 1996, p. 84).

In this article, our goals are twofold: first, we aim to explain how tenants are 
affected by densification through redevelopment projects from a social sustainability 
perspective. We focus on social consequences at the household level in line with 
emic research approaches that argue that the principal source of evidence concerning 
the sustainability of cities should be people themselves (Bramley et  al., 2009; Zukin, 
2009). Second, our goal is to detect the reasons for tenants’ social exclusion in 
densification projects from a neoinstitutional perspective. More precisely, we analyze 
the local regulatory framework and the strategies of the actors involved (local 
authorities, investors, tenants, NGOs) to understand the mechanisms at play that 
potentially hamper a socially-sensitive implementation of densification. Specifically, 
we ask: 1) How are the impacts of urban densification through redevelopment 
projects on tenants to be analyzed from a social sustainability perspective? and 2) 
How do the institutions in force contribute to explain the outcomes of urban den-
sification through redevelopment projects in terms of social exclusion?

These questions require the use of qualitative case study methodology (Yin, 2018). 
We conducted a comparative analysis of two Swiss cities – Zurich and Basel. Both 
cities are confronted with increasing densification pressure and tenant exclusion due 
to rising rents after redevelopment. By analyzing the institutional rules and 
decision-making behavior of the actors involved in two large-scale densification 
areas, we explain the reasons for possible trade-offs between economic, environ-
mental, and social goals of densification. We show that preserving the cities’ social 
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qualities is a serious challenge when competing with short-term economic interests 
of investors and local authorities. Finally, we discuss the consequences of our results 
for Swiss urban spatial planning.

2.  Planning for social sustainability in a dense city

The point of departure of our analysis is that densification does not automatically 
lead to sustainable outcomes. Rather, it is important to consider how densification 
is planned and implemented and how involved actors have their say.

2.1.  Impacts of urban densification on tenants

Although it has been more than thirty years since the Brundtland report’s release 
and extensive academic literature was published on the concept of sustainable devel-
opment, its social dimension has received little attention in policy, academia, and 
practice (Murphy, 2012). None of the social, ecological, or economic dimensions of 
sustainability is allowed to have the upper hand over the others if a development 
process is to be considered sustainable (Barbier, 1987).

Vallance et  al. (2011, p. 344) argue that the residents’ interpretation of their local 
environment is central for measuring sustainability. If in any densification process 
the social consequences are being downplayed—resulting in rising housing prices 
and exclusion—the resulting situation is not sustainable (Jenks et  al., 1996, p. 84). 
Social exclusion is defined as a process leading to the (in)direct displacement of 
lower income groups, which in turn causes gentrification, social segregation, and 
social polarization (Lees, 2008, p. 2463). In contrast, socially inclusive development 
fosters ‘an environment conductive to the compatible cohabitation of culturally and 
socially diverse groups while at the same time encouraging social integration, with 
improvements in the quality of life for all segments of the population’ (Polese & 
Stren, 2000, p. 15f).

To contribute to a sustainable urban development, densification processes need 
to respect the ‘places’ and ‘spaces’ in which tenants live and are socially embedded 
in to preserve the city’s long-term social stability and capital (Bramley et  al., 2009; 
Lefebvre, 1991). Thus, for densification to be truly sustainable, it has to esteem 
tenants’ basic needs and the specific social relations, values, customs, and structures 
of the place they live in (Chiu, 2004, p. 66). This resident-oriented sustainability 
approach (Townroe, 1996) acknowledges that social sustainability is indeed a com-
munity level concern, but it depends on the extent to which individuals can con-
tribute to it (Elsinga et  al., 2020). The principal source of evidence concerning the 
social sustainability of cities should be people themselves (Zukin, 2009). This 
approach considers it to be unrealistic to formulate comprehensive universal social 
sustainability standards considering the great socio-cultural and geographical diver-
sities of human settlements (Chiu, 2004, p. 75).

While each of the indicators of social sustainability (Table 1) may be regarded 
as conceptually distinct, it is clear that there are various connections between them 
(Chiu, 2004, p. 65). The indicators introduced in Table 1 were obtained by 
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synthesizing selected academic and policy literature with the ambition of highlighting 
key aspects of interest for social sustainability in relation to densification and urban 
housing development from a tenant’s perspective. They were supplemented by our 
own experience working with residents, local authorities, housing suppliers, and 
community organizations in Switzerland and the Netherlands.

The affordability of housing is the key dimension for the social sustainability of 
housing for households (Jonkman, 2021). Moreover, the availability and quality of 
housing are also crucial to assess (Mulliner et  al., 2013). In many cases, residents 
could afford to pay for housing but remain excluded because of limited availability 
of housing or discrimination. Housing availability is always measured in connection 
with a specific price range and a given moment in time. Issues of housing availability 
become particularly relevant when many rental contracts have been terminated 
simultaneously in the same area (IFHP, 2019). The quality of housing is of central 

Table 1. indicators of socially-sustainable densification of urban housing stocks from a 
tenant-oriented perspective (Burton, 2003, p. 547; Chiu, 2004, p. 69; stone, 2006; Ancell & 
thompson-Fawcett, 2008, p. 432; Bramley & Power, 2009, p. 33; Fainstein, 2010; Mulliner et  al., 
2013, p. 275; Weingaertner & Moberg, 2014, p. 127; iFHP, 2019).
dimensions of social sustainability in a 
densification process indicator [operational indicators]

social Community cohesion  – Residential stability [years of residency in the 
neighborhood]

 – Community spirit and social interaction [residents’ 
perceived level of friendliness; number of social networks 
and contacts (knowing people) within the neighborhood; 
perceived satisfaction with the social involvement in 
community activities and support; perceived satisfaction 
with the social mix of the neighborhood; perceived level of 
social attachment to the neighborhood]

Citizenship & 
decision-making

 – Local democracy, participation, and empowerment 
[transparency and regularity of communication between 
investor, municipality, and residents; protection of residents’ 
housing needs provided by local housing, planning, and 
tenure security legislations]

socio-economic Housing Affordability  – Rental costs in relation to monthly income ratio [%]
 – Residual income standard [interaction between incomes, 

housing costs, and non-housing necessities per person]
Housing Availability and 

-Accessibility
 – Availability of non-profit housing [share of non-profit 

housing of the total housing stock of the municipality, 
length of waiting lists in the non-profit housing sector]

 – Access criteria to housing units [access criteria related to 
age, gender, income, etc.]

socio-ecologic Housing quality in and 
around the building

 – Perceived satisfaction of residents with the quality of the 
dwelling [perceived satisfaction with the size of home, 
distribution of rooms, location, rent, facilities, physical 
condition of the apartment and the building, daylight]

 – Perceived satisfaction of residents with the living quality of 
the local environment, namely the availability and access 
to facilities and amenities [perceived satisfaction with 
open-, free spaces & parks; noise & air pollution; perceived 
availability of daily use shops and other services such as 
banks or post offices; leisure facilities; schools and child 
care; health facilities; waste and disposal options; transport 
nodes; employment opportunities; perceived safety during 
nighttime; perceived level of cleanliness; facilities for 
disabled people; perceived satisfaction with the urban 
character and the local lifestyle]
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importance when issues of overcrowding, inadequacy, and poor design impact peo-
ple’s lives (Ancell & Thompson-Fawcett, 2008). It describes whether residents live 
in housing conditions that fail to meet physical standards of decency or at unsafe 
or inaccessible locations (Stone, 2006). It is linked with several attributes (e.g. access 
to services and facilities) which influence a household’s perception of affordability 
(Mulliner et  al., 2013). Finally, community cohesion is used as an indicator to 
describe the level of residents’ social attachment to the local community. A stable 
community is regarded as a necessary capability of a community to sustain itself 
(Chiu, 2004). Citizenship describes the residents’ inclusion in local decision-making, 
which provides information on whether the tenants can express their views and 
needs on a formal level (Fainstein, 2010).

2.2.  An institutional perspective on social exclusion

Supporting tenants’ housing opportunities in general, and social inclusion in den-
sification projects in particular, has largely been assumed to be the responsibility 
of the public sector, more specifically of local authorities as they guide, structure, 
or regulate the use of urban space (Holman et  al., 2015). As Healey (2007) high-
lights, however, the social impacts of densification are to be seen as results of a 
complex process of governance which is to be understood as the interplay between 
the regulatory framework and the decision-making behavior of the actors involved.

Formal and informal institutions inform the institutional opportunity structure 
within which actors develop their strategies (Vatn, 2005). These ‘rules of the game’ 
shape the governance of the resource. The institutionalist perspective is therefore 
well suited for research on housing, as its existence is dependent on a variety of 
formal rules, plans, and procedures, as well as informal rules, routines, traditions, 
and ideologies.

New institutionalism theorizes the role of formal and informal rules, as well as 
other social structures (traditions, patterns of behaviours, cognitive frameworks 
mediated by ideologies, worldviews) that are determinant of—and emergent from—
the actions of the individuals (Hall & Taylor, 1996). Contrary to classic institution-
alism, which tends to appraise institutions in a descriptive legalistic manner (Thelen, 
2003), the new institutionalist perspective postulates a mutual interaction between 
actors and institutions, with both influencing each other (Lowndes, 1996).

Besides public officials, other groups such as lobbyists, landowners, developers, 
and residents play a crucial role in the decision-making process. These actors influ-
ence the outcomes of densification, including the emergence of gentrification pro-
cesses. Each actor defends his/her interests through the strategic activation of specific 
public or private formal rules. Landowners, for instance, are most often in a position 
of power due to the strong constitutional protection of their property rights. On 
private plots, public objectives, including spatial planning goals, only get implemented 
when titleholders agree to undertake a new development, sell their land or transfer 
their development rights (Gerber et  al., 2018). Consequently, in many cases, the 
landowner has much discretion in defining the profit-margin to be targeted on the 
parcel (optimization of rental yields). Such commodification strategies (Aalbers, 
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2017), however, may hamper tenants’ social inclusion and result in the promotion 
of housing based on its financial value rather than its use value (Rolnik, 2013).

To sum up, the socially-sensitive implementation of densification is the result of 
a socio-political negotiation process which is shaped by the local regulatory frame-
work stipulated in formal rules (e.g. legislations, codes, ordinances) and the strategic 
behavior of the actors involved (Nicol & Knoepfel, 2008). Codominant use interests 
between residents, investors, and local authorities and their strategic formulation 
and activation of specific formal rules, result in benefits for some (e.g. increased 
housing options, business opportunities) and losses for others (e.g. displacement, 
insecure tenure, community disruption) (Marcuse, 1985).

3.  Study design & methods

To analyze the challenging implementation of densification objectives in terms of 
social sustainability within its real-world context, we conducted in-depth qualitative 
case studies (Yin, 2018).

3.1.  Case selection

In Swiss cities, the tensions between densification objectives and tenants’ interests 
have intensified in recent years, especially since the revision of Federal Spatial Planning 
Act (SPA) in 2013 obliging the over 2000 municipalities to densify within city 
boundaries. An increasing number of people suffer from social displacement after 
modernization as a consequence of densification (FOH, 2019, p. 4). As the country 
is regarded as a nation of tenants with the lowest homeownership rate in Europe 
(Lawson, 2009), a growing number of inhabitants living in the private rental market 
is at risk to be evicted on short notice due to decisions taken by the landowner 
(Rérat, 2012). In Switzerland, the municipality is the actor responsible to coordinate 
densification. Local planning authorities grant the building permits to private land-
owners. Building applications need to align with the Local Zoning Plan (Linder, 1994).

To understand how the social dimension of sustainability is shaped in a context 
of densification, we selected two cases—the Swiss municipalities of Zurich and 
Basel— to analyze two different governance approaches towards socially-inclusive 
densification. Although the cities Zurich and Basel face similar housing challenges 
(Table 2) (Balmer & Gerber, 2018), they both follow different strategies to handle 
these challenges based on a different mix of policy instruments. In both cases, the 
municipality’s strategy relies both on public law (land-use planning, housing policy) 
and private law (contracts, land acquisition, ban on disposal of public land).

3.2.  Project selection

To evaluate the social sustainability in urban densification from a tenant’s perspective 
(research question 1), we further selected two large-scale densification areas within 
the cities of Zurich and Basel. In this project-based approach, we investigated social 
sustainability ‘from the ground up, as it actually exists in local places, and as a set 
of evolving practices’ (Krueger & Agyeman, 2005, p. 416).
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Specifically, the densification projects—Zurich Brunaupark and Basel Schorenweg—
were selected as they are both owned by the same institutional investor (Credit 
Suisse [CS] pension fund). The share owned by institutional investors such as CS 
makes up 63% of the total housing property in Swiss cities (FOH, 2017, p. 14). CS 
projects in Zurich and Basel were both ongoing at the time of investigation (between 
March and November 2019), which is why the actors involved (local authorities, 
investors, tenants, NGOs) could be directly confronted with the decisions and 
actions taken.

Zurich Brunaupark is a settlement built in the 1980/90s and is composed of four 
buildings with 239 apartments and approximately 400 residents. The investor plans 
to densify the area through demolishment and total reconstruction of the existing 
buildings in 2023. The new settlement will count an additional 258 apartments, 497 
in total (Schoop et  al., 2020, p. 18). Many households (47%) consist of multiple 
adults without children. 42% of the households have been living in the project for 
over 15 years. Basel Schorenweg was built in 1961 and counts 196 apartments with 
around 300 residents in total. CS plans to densify the two existing buildings via 
total internal reconstruction with smaller housing units in 2021 (Laur, 2019, p. 21). 
A high share of the residents in both projects can be classified as elderly and/or as 
single households (Table 3). In March 2019, the approximately 1085 tenants of 
Brunaupark and Schorenweg were informed of the termination of their rental con-
tract by CS.

3.3.  Methods

The data of our study was collected through qualitative methods. We proceeded in 
two steps: first, we analyzed how tenants living in the areas in question (Brunaupark 
and Schorenweg) are affected by densification through redevelopment from a social 
sustainability perspective. We conducted a household survey with 412 households 
living in the settlements to gain a broad understanding of their perspectives. The 
survey incorporated the social sustainability indicators presented in section 2.1 and 
included both open and multiple-choice questions. The open questions were used 
to gain a richer understanding of the households’ perspectives on how tenants are 

Table 2. Housing market characteristics in Zurich and Basel-City (statistical offices Zurich and 
Basel City, 2017, 2019, 2020; Fosd, 2017, p. 25).

Population in 
absolute numbers 

(2019)

estimated population 
growth & demographic 

change

share of 
buildable 

lots within 
city 

boundaries 
(2017)

owner-occupied 
housing 

(including 
condominium) 

(%)

Private 
rental 

housing 
(%)

non-profit 
rental 

housing 
(incl. coops 
and public 

housing) (%)

City of 
Zurich

428’700 (around 1 
Mio. including 
suburban areas)

+21% by 2030, 
significant increase 
of 10-19 and 
40-49 years old

9% (for 
housing 
purposes 
only)

47.2% 28% 24.9%

City of 
Basel

178’445 (around 
800’000 
including 
suburban areas)

+10% by 2040, 
significant increase 
of children 
(10-19 years) and 
40-49 years old

9% (for 
housing 
purposes 
only)

49.7% 36.1% 13.5%
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affected by densification plans. The multiple-choice questions were used to further 
underline household positions, but the analysis remains qualitative in nature. We 
opted for a self-completion postal and digital survey method (with one reminder) 
and managed to achieve a respectable 25% response rate (101 responses in total). 
In designing the questionnaire, we considered the existing body of literature as well 
as a number of national surveys covering similar topics. In a second step, we ana-
lyzed the institutional rules in force as well as the involved actors decision-making 
behavior, focusing on the tenants, the landowners, and the local authorities. We 
started with a broad screening of local policy documents to analyze the interface 
between urban densification and social sustainability. We included government 
reports, legislation, and parliamentary debates primarily published within the last 
decade. We also incorporated newspaper articles, project documents, and ‘grey lit-
erature’ to understand the actors’ strategies and objectives behind specific formal 
rules. Finally, we performed ten semi-structured expert interviews with representatives 
from five local public authority departments, three local tenants’ associations, and 
two CS portfolio managers. All experts were chosen due to their detailed under-
standing and knowledge of the studied projects.

4.  The tensions between densification and social exclusion

4.1.  Impacts of densification on tenants from a social sustainability 
perspective

4.1.1.  Community cohesion
In Zurich Brunaupark and Basel Schorenweg, the majority of the residents have 
lived in the settlement for over 15 years (Table 3). Many of them state that they 
feel strongly socially embedded in the neighborhood as they have spent their every-
day life with family members, neighbors, and friends in this space and share a lot 

Table 3. socio-economic profile and household types of tenants in Zurich Brunaupark and Basel 
schorenweg.

Zurich Brunaupark Basel schorenweg

socio-economic profile and household types
single person, under 35 3% 7%
single person, 35 to 65 15% 10%
single person, 65 or older 8% 43%
two or more person household (no children), all under 35 7% –
two or more person household (no children), not all under 35 or 

over 65
25% 12%

two or more person household (no children), all 65 or older 15% 12%
Couple with children, youngest child 6 or younger 12% 7%
Couple with children, youngest child 7 or older 8% 7%
single parent, youngest child 6 or younger – 2%
single parent, youngest child under 7 or older 5% –
Years of residence in the settlement
<1 year 7% 5%
1-4 years 5% 24%
4-10 years 25% 24%
10-15 years 20% 17%
>15 years 42% 31%
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of memories. In particular, families with children as well as the elderly fear losing 
social support and contacts through dismissal. They perceive a common sense of 
home, local identity, and embeddedness and are not willing to leave (see e.g. 
Figure A1).

We live in a small village here. People know each other. Everyone helps each other. 
We have a good social life and connectivity.[…] We live together very peacefully and 
quietly (Tenant Zurich Brunaupark, 73 years, June 2019).2

4.1.2.  Housing affordability
According to the CS marketing department, the rents after densification and mod-
ernization in Brunaupark will increase by 60%. For example, a 3.5 room apartment 
(75 m2) which today costs 1700 CHF per month (gross rent) will be offered for 
2720 CHF. In Basel Schorenweg, the rents for the new apartments will rise by +50%. 
Here, a 3.5 room dwelling which today costs 1200 CHF per month (gross rent) will 
be offered for around 1800 CHF. In both projects, the bank legitimizes the rent 
increase with the argument that the dwellings are centrally located and substantial 
modernization will be obtained resulting in higher living quality for the residents 
(Credit Suisse Zurich, 2020).

As a consequence, some tenants in Brunaupark and Schorenweg state that they 
will not be able to afford a new apartment in the modernized housing project 
anymore. Especially the low-income and elderly, who have lived in their dwellings 
for many years, indicate that they will have to move to cheaper areas outside city 
boundaries.

I will lose my center of life. I will not be able to find an affordable apartment at such 
a central location anymore (Tenant Basel Schorenweg, 55 years, June 2019).

4.1.3.  Housing availability and accessibility
In Zurich, tenants who are in need of finding low-cost housing within the city (e.g. 
due to their workplace) can rely on the support of the non-profit housing sector 
(public and non-profit housing cooperatives). Otherwise, rents on the for-profit 
housing market are too expensive for them. In the city of Zurich, however, waiting 
lists for non-profit housing units are long. People sometimes have to wait for several 
months and up to years to get access to an available subsidized apartment (Martel, 
2020). Even if they are elderly or in a precarious living situation, available apart-
ments in the non-profit housing sector are not offered to socially-evicted tenants 
immediately or with priority. Consequently, for the majority of tenants living in 
Zurich Brunaupark, moving to cheaper suburban areas remains the only option to 
find housing.

We will not find such an affordable flat in the city center anymore. All cooperative 
housing associations have long waiting lists and for some it is even not possible to 
apply anymore. (Tenant Zurich Brunaupark, 42 years, June 2019).

Even tenants with higher incomes who would be able to afford higher rents are 
not allowed to stay in Brunaupark. CS has decided they do not receive priority 



10 G. DEBRUNNER ET AL.

access to the new dwellings even though they have lived in the settlement for many 
years, regardless of the family situation, age, gender, income, or workplace (Interviewee 
5, CS portfolio manager Zurich, July 8, 2019).

Similar to Zurich, in Basel it has become difficult for evicted renters to find 
something adequate within the city center (Statistics Basel-City, 2019, p. 13). To 
find affordable housing on short notice, tenants also rely on the support of Basel’s 
non-profit housing associations. These organizations, however, have long waiting 
lists too and do not prioritize elderly, families, or socially-dismissed households 
(Martel, 2020). Also similar to Zurich, even tenants who would be able to afford 
the new rents in the densified settlement will not be able to stay in Basel Schorenweg. 
They will neither receive an alternative apartment which they could move to during 
reconstruction nor get prior access to a new dwelling. Therefore, regardless of being 
high- or low-income, moving to retirement homes (which have long waiting lists 
too) or to cheaper suburban areas remains the only option for tenants living in 
Basel Schorenweg (Beck & Schulthess, 2019).

4.1.4.  Housing quality in and around the building
Tenants living in Zurich Brunaupark do not recognize a need for modernization. 
The buildings were internally renovated in 2012, with new kitchens, bathrooms, and 
flooring installed (Schoop et  al., 2020, p. 18), and tenants perceive the physical 
condition of their dwellings and the surrounding neighborhood as being high quality. 
In particular, they are satisfied with the size, the location, and the services within 
and around Brunaupark (see e.g. Figures A2 and A3).

I totally cannot understand why these buildings which are in very good physical shape 
will be demolished. Especially in Zurich municipality which aims to reach the goals 
of a green and sustainable city (Tenant Zurich Brunaupark, 78 years, February 2020).

Similar to in Zurich Brunaupark, residents in Schorenweg do not understand why 
urban regeneration of their apartments is needed at all. In 2002, the buildings were 
fully internally renovated. The modernization included the installation of new bath-
rooms, kitchens, floors, and window insulation to improve energy efficiency. In 
addition, the roof and gutters were renewed in 2010 and in 2015 the eight elevators 
were fully refurbished (Laur, 2019). Hence, residents living in Schorenweg perceive 
the physical condition of their apartments as being of high construction and housing 
quality. They also appreciate the access to green and open spaces as well as to 
services in the surrounding neighborhood. Thus, overall, ‘no construction measures 
are effectively needed’ (Interviewee 10, Head of Local Tenants Association Basel, 
June 26, 2019).

4.1.5.  Citizenship & decision-making
Tenants of Zurich Brunaupark and Basel Schorenweg do not feel they have been 
adequately involved in the local decision-making process. Neither have they been 
informed about the up-coming dismissal in advance, nor have they been involved 
in the negotiation process between the city government and the investor from the 
beginning. For example, until contract termination, they had not known about the 
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upcoming densification procedure and rent increase at all. Information exchange 
only took place between CS and the city authorities. Therefore, tenants in both 
settlements do not feel adequately supported by the city council (executive) and 
local public administration. They feel left on their own in finding a new apartment 
and in coping with their current living situation.

We were surprised when we received the contract termination. Our government just 
observes and does not intervene (Tenant of Basel Schorenweg, 60 years, June 2019).

Overall, the results of the surveys show that the indicators of social sustainability 
are not met in both densification areas. The tenants are neither able to afford the 
apartments after densification, nor do they expect to be able to maintain their local 
social networks. They are forced to leave their dwellings, even if many of them face 
difficulties in finding alternative housing options in the city. The densification pro-
cedures strongly disrupt their social stability and cohesion in the neighborhood. 
Results also show that tenants’ perspectives have not been formally addressed either. 
The decision of whether, how, and for the benefit of whom densification was actually 
needed was explicitly made between the investor and the city council. This shows 
that urban planning in the age of densification does not or only insufficiently take 
the interests of the residents into account, even though they are the primary targets 
of densification.

4.2.  Institutional rules and actors’ strategies

In this section, we analyze the institutional mechanisms leading to the situation 
presented in the previous section. To understand the reasons behind the described 
social outcomes, we analyze the institutional rules and the involved actors’ 
decision-making behavior. For each city, first, we emphasize aspects of planning and 
energy policy because of their significant impact on housing (re)development. Second, 
objectives of housing and social welfare policy are explored. Finally, we address the 
role of private law (property rights, tenancy matters).

4.2.1.  Zurich-City government
On November 1, 2018, the revision of Zurich’s Local Zoning Plan came into force. Based 
on the revised legislation, the city council initiated planning measures such as the intro-
duction of densification zones to effectively promote population growth through internal 
settlement development and efficient use of energy (Zurich City Council, 2013, p. 5). In 
Zurich Brunaupark, for example, the revised zoning plan has led to a situation in which 
the investor became allowed to double the number of apartments on the same parcel 
(by +258 additional apartments to 496 in total). The redevelopment of existing housing 
stocks is presented as needed as free inner-city brownfield areas are missing in Zurich 
and new construction on greenfield has become restricted since the introduction of the 
revised Federal SPA (City of Zurich 2016, 2019a, b).

In future terms, and nowadays already, population growth is only possible through dem-
olition and reconstruction of existing housing stocks in the city of Zurich. (Interviewee 
2, City of Zurich, Urban Development Department, July 31, 2019).
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Simultaneously, the fulfillment of social policy objectives such as the provision 
of affordable, stable, and secure housing is guaranteed by the ‘Housing Article’ in 
the Constitution of the Municipality of Zurich.3 According to the Municipal 
Constitution (Art. 2, Para. 4), by 2050, the city council must have ensured that a 
third of the total housing stock aligns with cost-rent principles to counteract social 
exclusion processes.

There is a process of social exclusion going on in Zurich. If housing property has 
been renovated, demolished, and brought to the market again, the price for the same 
apartment with a higher standard has doubled. […] We have a constant struggle of 
gentrification in the city (Interviewee 3, City of Zurich, Housing Department, May 3, 
2019).

To achieve this ambitious goal, during the last decade, the city government has 
followed an interventionist housing policy strategy to promote affordable housing, 
for instance by purchasing private land for public housing or by providing long-term 
building leases on public land and supply-side subsidies to non-profit cooperatives 
(Interviewee 2, City of Zurich, Urban Development Department, July 31, 2019). 
Overall, with these housing and planning policy measures, Zurich’s local government 
aims to constantly increase the share of non-profit housing property within city 
boundaries (Zurich City Council, 2017, p. 4ff).

Our analysis reveals that, in daily practice, the promotion of ‘social sustainability’ 
criteria (e.g. residential stability) does not solely rely on local housing and planning 
policy. In Zurich, the building permit for each private housing project is approved 
and controlled by the municipal planning department. In case the project is of 
certain importance (e.g. due to its location) and size, the planning authority may 
receive recommendations from the Local Building Committee [LBC]. The committee 
is part of the planning department (Art. 53 MC) but also consists of external experts 
(mainly architects). Its role is to advise the city council and the local planning 
department in questions of urban planning, design, and architecture. In Zurich 
Brunaupark, the committee advised the authorities to approve a total area recon-
struction rather than partial redevelopment to ensure an improved and uniform 
architectural quality of the settlement (Zurich City Council, 2019a). The fulfillment 
of social objectives, e.g. in relation to tenant inclusion, community cohesion, or 
housing affordability, was not part of their project evaluation.

In Zurich, this [the collaboration with the local building committee] is called ‘coop-
erative planning’. However, in Brunaupark, they only evaluated the project based on 
design standards. Social parameters were not included at all (Interviewee 5, Head of 
Local Tenants Association Zurich, May 2019).

Moreover, the implementation of social objectives does not rely only on the local 
government’s own prerogatives. This is because in Switzerland, in general, the rights 
of private homeowners are strongly protected by constitutional law in international 
comparison. The right to own property is protected as a fundamental right which 
can only be restricted if an overweighing public interest exists (Art. 22ter CSC4). 
As holder of property rights, CS does not only have the right to control and to 
make decisions about the housing stock. It also has the right to obtain at least a 



HoUSING STUDIES 13

portion of the financial benefits produced by the housing stock. In the rental sector, 
Swiss courts interpret the weight of public interest narrowly so that property restric-
tions or expropriations are rare in international comparison (Alterman, 2010). The 
rights of tenants (Art. 253-274 OC5), in contrast, are regarded as weakly protected 
by law in comparison to neighbouring states such as Austria or Germany (GFOBRP, 
2016). For example, landowners are allowed to terminate an open-ended rent con-
tract within three months without any specific reason, regardless of the tenants’ 
strength of social integration, age, or years of residency in the neighbourhood. In 
Brunaupark, CS does not need to comply with rent levels for the new housing 
construction and is allowed to set the new rents according to market prices. They 
also do not need to follow legal restrictions for dismissal of elderly or economically 
weak households. Because the local planning department can only guide housing 
development, the responsibility to decide on the profit margin and social goals to 
be targeted on private parcels to a large extent lies with the developers.

Normally, the property owner has already decided whether they demolish the housing 
stock or not. The only thing we can do is to advise them. We cannot do more than 
this (Interviewee 4, Head of Planning Department, October 24, 2019).

Based on these legal conditions, on June 12, 2019, Zurich’s executive city council 
decided not to approve the objections submitted by the municipal parliament and 
the local tenants’ association (see following sections). Their decision based on the 
argument that ‘the introduction of a special land use plan would be equal to a 
restriction of private ownership. Such restriction of property rights, however, would 
be disproportionate and therefore illegal’ (Zurich City Council, 2019b, p. 3). Finally, 
on March 10, 2020, the city council fully approved CS’s building permit for 
Brunaupark (Huber, 2020).

4.2.2.  Basel-City government
In 2018 the city of Basel started its political debates on the revision of the Local 
Zoning Act.6 The city council aimed to introduce ‘planning measures which lead 
to a density increase at inner-city locations to promote housing space for an addi-
tional 5000 residents under the paradigm of green energy consumption’ (Basel-City 
Council, 2018, p. 1). To meet this goal, the local government has introduced a 
progressive housing policy strategy. In practice, this means that the city council 
(executive) tries to purchase land for public housing and has expanded its collab-
oration with non-profit housing associations and institutional investors (e.g. via 
urban development contracts) to increase the share of affordable housing (Basel-City 
Council, 2016, p. 38). Furthermore, the municipal government provides demand-side 
subsidies to low-income residents (Basel-City Council, 2016, p. 38).

In Basel Schorenweg, however, the above-mentioned local planning and housing 
policy measures have not succeeded in preserving the social qualities of the area. 
Tenants are being dismissed, even though the city council has tried to purchase the 
land in Basel Schorenweg for the provision of social housing units. In fact, they 
could not accomplish the purchase as CS’s price request was too high for the city 
government (Interviewee 10, Credit Suisse portfolio manager Basel, September 12, 
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2019). In spring 2020, the city council granted the building permit and rejected the 
objections submitted by residents and the local tenant association. The decision was 
legitimized by the argument that Schorenweg is private property and the densification 
measures announced by CS would take place within the regular Local Zoning Act 
(Basel-City Council, 2018).

4.3.  Credit suisse’s development strategy

In Zurich Brunaupark and Basel Schorenweg, CS has decided to densify the existing 
housing stock as both areas are centrally located. The possibility to raise density 
stipulated by the Local Zoning Acts has created attractive investment conditions in 
both cities (Interviewees 6 and 10, CS portfolio managers in Zurich, July 8, 2019 
and Basel, September 12, 2019).

We decided to create more housing units through densification. […] We prefer to invest 
money at central locations which are well connected to transport nodes (Interviewee 
6, Credit Suisse portfolio manager Zurich, July 8, 2019).

In Basel Schorenweg, for instance, by 2040, it is estimated that the area will 
grow by 1000 new housing units. In 2009, the local planning authority authorized 
the construction of two new housing high-rise buildings in the area as well as a 
new school (Basel-City Council, 2009). By the end of 2018, these two buildings 
were completed (Oppliger, 2016). In March 2019, CS decided to densify the 
Schorenweg area as they aimed to benefit these improved urban development and 
asset conditions (Interviewee 10, Credit Suisse portfolio manager Basel, September 
12, 2019).

Even though CS was aware in both settlements that the buildings had been ren-
ovated only a few years ago and a lot of criticism against the planning procedure 
was raised, they decided to invest money at these central locations and modernize 
the apartments. The overall aim was to benefit from the high return on investment 
resulting from increased rents at an attractive location.

It is a fact that the rents will increase. […] In the end, however, the buildings are 
newly renovated with less financial expenses for maintenance costs. (Interviewee 10, 
Credit Suisse portfolio manager Basel, September 12, 2019).

Interestingly, in Zurich Brunaupark, CS states that they initially planned to densify 
via partial redevelopment, rather than total reconstruction, to protect social qualities 
(Interviewee 6, CS portfolio manager Zurich, July 8, 2019). However, the Local 
Building Committee disapproved this proposal. As a consequence, CS decided to 
dismiss the residents and to demolish the existing housing stock to be able to build 
a totally new and architecturally homogenous settlement.

The local building committee told us that Brunaupark settlement is too heterogenous. 
[…] Therefore, we changed our decision and aimed to perform a uniformed area 
redevelopment (Interviewee 6, Credit Suisse portfolio manager Zurich, July 8, 2019).
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4.3.1.  Tenants’ and local NGOs resistance strategies
As a result of the socio-economic challenges tenants are confronted with due to 
densification and upgrading, in Zurich Brunaupark, on March 12, 2019, a group of 
tenants founded a local self-help initiative to make their protest visible. Today, the 
‘Brunaupark tenants association’ [BTA] counts around 120 members and aims ‘to 
secure stable, affordable, and socially-mixed housing for all income segments in the 
settlement’ (BTA, 2019a). The association has organized street rallies and initiated 
a local petition which over 5700 citizens signed within one month (Interviewee 1, 
Head of Brunaupark Tenants Association, June 13, 2019). Specifically, the local 
petition called for a legal rejection7 of the contract terminations (BTA, 2019b). 
Simultaneously, left-wing parties of the municipal parliament (strongly supported 
by the local tenants association) initiated a referendum which aimed to introduce 
a ‘special land use zone’8 for the Brunaupark area. The introduction of such a zone 
would have put the municipal parliament in charge of approving development proj-
ects rather than the city council only (Zurich Municipal Parliament, 2019).

Similar to Zurich, in Basel Schorenweg, in March 2019, 96 households submitted 
a lawsuit against unfair contract dismissal to make their rights visible. Moreover, 
in June 2019, Leilani Farha, UN special rapporteur on adequate housing, visited the 
settlements of Zurich Brunaupark and Basel Schorenweg as part of her Europe tour. 
To help the residents, she wrote an advisory letter to the Swiss Federal Office for 
Foreign Affairs on behalf of UN. Main topic of the letter was the unfair treatment 
of tenants, particularly, in regard to their eviction on short-notice and the precarious 
housing situation for elderly and low-income households (Sturzenegger, 2020). As 
we have described above, however, none of these attempts were supported by the 
city authorities in Zurich or Basel.

5.  Mechanisms leading to residents’ social exclusion

In this article, our first goal was to explain how tenants are affected by densification 
from a social sustainability perspective and to understand how their positions are 
integrated into local decision making. Second, we analyzed the strategies developed 
by local authorities, property owners, and local NGOs to defend their interests in 
each institutional setting. This allows us to explain how and why trade-offs between 
environmental, economic, and social goals of densification take place.

Our analysis reveals that in Zurich Brunaupark and Basel Schorenweg, municipal 
authorities approve CS plans since the investor acts within the regular zoning plan. 
According to the protection guaranteed by the Swiss Constitution, no legitimate 
reason for private housing property restriction exists. In other words, in both cities, 
CS acts within the limits of the law—a law that is not targeting the protection of 
tenants according to the current balance of interests decided by the courts—and 
the authorities in charge of granting building permits renounce to interfere. This is 
also due to a clear bias in favor of modernization for some members of the political 
or administrative organs, as public actors are not homogenous. CS thus seeks to 
benefit from the densification potentials guaranteed by the Local Zoning Act. The 
bank acknowledges densification as lucrative business as mortgage rates are low at 
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the moment and the pressure to invest capital is increasing. Under the premise that 
the demand for housing will continue to be high, investment risks are minimal and 
urban densification is all the more profitable. Investment costs, in turn, can be 
amortized in the very short term. As a result, under the ‘flag’ of densification as a 
public policy goal, CS realizes redevelopment projects with high return on invest-
ment. As long as developers are not legally obliged to do so, neither in Zurich nor 
Basel, they will feel compelled to support tenants’ social inclusion.

To counteract private investors’ development practices, municipal authorities have 
started to intervene more proactively in housing development in Zurich and Basel. 
For example, city authorities in both municipalities have introduced new housing 
policy measures such as increased subsidies for non-profit housing associations. 
Moreover, local planners have also worked with property rights. In Basel Schorenweg, 
for example, the planning administration tried to purchase the private plot in 
Schorenweg but the price requested by CS was deemed too high. To legitimize such 
an acquisition strategy, broad political support is needed, which is often lacking. As 
a consequence, city authorities have neglected the social dimension of densification 
in Zurich Brunaupark and Basel Schorenweg.

In contrast to social objectives, which investors and municipal authorities (exec-
utive power) tend to perceive as a barrier to the economic development of cities, 
ecologic goals of densification generate investment opportunities. This explains why 
both parties come to an agreement on the implementation of densification that 
neglects its social side. In fact, social inquiries make planning procedures more 
expensive for investors and public actors and potentially prevent the comprehensive 
urban renewal projects that planning administrations are supporting (see Brunaupark 
case). As a result, the Swiss legal context, characterized by strongly protected prop-
erty rights and weak tenancy law, has led to a situation where the real estate industry 
and municipal authorities work hand in hand to promote densification as ‘Eco-Business’ 
at the expense of its social dimension.

Our results show that long-term residents in Brunaupark and Schorenweg find 
themselves evicted as they are no longer able to afford the new rents of their mod-
ernized and densified dwellings. They are forced to leave urban centers because of 
the lack of affordable alternatives. This process of social exclusion contributes to 
the constant erosion of social relations and contacts to family members, neighbors, 
and friends. In Brunaupark and Schorenweg, residents feel that their perspectives 
as tenants have not been respected by municipal authorities, particularly since their 
legal objections (e.g. against unfair dismissal) have been rejected in both cities. Even 
though they tried to resist through street rallies, formal petitions, or the collabora-
tion with the local tenants association, they did not succeed in defending their 
interests and faced discrimination because of their low-income status.

6.  Conclusion

Even though densification has become a core objective of urban policy agendas 
across the globe, critical analysis of its socio-political limitations, challenges, and 
contradictions, particularly in regard to its effects on tenants from a social-sustainability 
perspective is largely missing (Ancell & Thompson-Fawcett, 2008; Burton, 2003; 
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Pérez, 2020). This article addresses this gap in the literature and focuses on the 
social implications of densification through redevelopment, therefore indirectly con-
tributing to the understanding of how social qualities of a city can be sustained 
effectively.

Based on two Swiss examples, we show that the current way of implementing 
densification objectives can be far from socially sustainable. Even though both cities 
seem to follow a rather active housing and planning policy approach to promote 
socially-inclusive housing in a context of urban densification, our results show that 
it is not enough to prevent social exclusion effectively. This is because a powerful 
coalition between private landowners and municipal authorities promote densification 
as an ‘Eco-Business’ by coupling urban competitiveness with ecologic viability goals, 
while neglecting social aspects. This coalition tends to jeopardize the very social 
qualities which are a city’s basis for community-based initiatives and solidarity-creating 
capacities. Low-income groups, including old-aged, young families, or student house-
holds, become the victims of powerful forces of capitalist urbanization and differential 
spending power.

Beyond case-based specificities, our findings have potential for generalization, 
which is based on the identified causal mechanisms. The causal links explain why 
the social dimension of sustainability tends to be bypassed in densification proce-
dures. While landowners’ profit-making interests are strongly protected by law in 
Switzerland, tenants do not experience the same legal protection of their needs for 
affordable housing. It is reasonable to hypothesize that cities in other national set-
tings where property rights are strongly protected may also experience a similarly 
skewed distribution of power and comparable interpretation of densification as an 
eco-business opportunity.

Different strategies can be proposed to make densification more socially sustain-
able: the introduction of quotas for affordable housing, public subsidies for non-profit 
housing cooperatives, eviction controls, etc. An effort can be made to properly 
activate existing instruments: making densification more socially sustainable is not 
only a matter of inventing new policy instruments, but also of the ability of public 
administrations to familiarize with the full range of existing intervention possibilities. 
Sometimes the implementation of more social measures might have to be done at 
the expense of architectural quality and homogeneity, but this might be something 
redevelopment proponents may have to learn to live with, as reconstruction is always 
more expensive than soft adaptation of existing buildings.

Residents could be involved more actively in decision-making. Stricter control 
mechanisms in relation to occupancy rate or income levels in non-profit housing 
units could also be activated. Practitioners should also not limit information 
exchanges and consultation with actors who have a right of appeal, but should 
include all affected actors, including the large proportion of residents who do not/
cannot vote. To ensure the inclusion of local knowledge, municipal planners could 
encourage owners to share and to discuss ideas about upcoming projects before 
officially submitting a building permit application. Greater awareness of the detri-
mental social implications of densification through redevelopment and implemen-
tation of proactive measures to counteract them could also improve the acceptance 
of densification and prevent NIMBY-responses (Scally & Tighe, 2015). Sustainable 
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urban development calls for economic stability, environmental protection, and social 
sustainability. Not just the one or the other.

Notes

 1. Federal Act on Spatial Planning (SPA) of 22 June 1979 (CC  700).
 2. All quotes have been translated from German by the authors.
 3. Zurich Municipal Constitution of November 24, 2013 (MC 101.100).
 4. Swiss Civil Code of December 10,1907 (CC 210).
 5. Federal Act on the Amendment of the Swiss Civil Code (Obligations Code; OC) of 30 

March 1911 (CC 220).
 6. Basel-City Local Zoning Act of November 17,1999 (LZA 730.100).
 7. In reality, the legal basis that would legitimize such an intervention is very slim.
 8. Special land use zones are designated to areas of increased public interest in which spa-

tial development can take place outside the regular zoning plan.
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 Appendix

Figure A1. Community cohesion perceived by residents in Zurich Brunaupark.

Figure A2. Housing quality within the building perceived by residents in Zurich Brunaupark.
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Figure A3. Housing quality around the building perceived by the residents in Zurich Brunaupark.
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