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Abstract 

In 2000, France’s legislature passed the Loi relative à la Solidarité et au renouvellement urbains 
(SRU) law, a housing affordability requirement for many municipalities across the country. The 
law was designed to tackle not only high costs of living by increasing access to subsidized 
housing in cities with expensive markets, but also social segregation and exclusion by evening 
out the distribution of such units. After a 2013 reform, the law mandated that a large share of 
urban jurisdictions dedicate at least 25 percent of their overall housing units as affordable 
(social) housing by 2025—and demonstrate progress in the meantime—or face central-
government penalties, including budgetary fines and the use of eminent domain to site new 
affordable housing. The SRU is a stronger affordability mandate than any U.S. state has 
implemented, including the fair-share initiatives introduced by Massachusetts and New Jersey, 
and it goes beyond the inclusionary zoning rules in place in many cities since it applies not just 
to new construction but rather to all housing units. 

In this research, I conduct the first comprehensive evaluation of this reform’s effectiveness while 
examining its relevance to the United States, where problems such as segregation and exclusion 
are arguably even more entrenched. I first ask, did the SRU law successfully spread subsidized 
housing more equitably across metropolitan areas, reducing low-income unit concentration in 
suburban banlieues while increasing the share of such units in high-income municipalities? 
Second, what is the implementation potential of a similar legal requirement in the United States? 

In order to conduct this research, I harnessed descriptive data, multivariate regressions, and 
difference-in-difference analyses to assess the influence of the law on subsidized unit locations. I 
find that the law has indeed produced an evening-out in the distribution of subsidized housing in 
urban areas throughout France—increasing the share of affordable housing in communities with 
few such units and reducing it in communities with many of them. The flattening of the social-
housing distribution has occurred even as the total number of subsidized units in impacted 
communities has remained relatively flat over time. The law has resulted in an increase in the 
social-housing share by more than five-fold in France’s wealthiest cities—though progress thus 
far indicates that, despite the enforcement of penalties, the goals of the SRU will not be met by 
the 2025 deadline. I then examine urban areas in the state of Connecticut, showing that the 
concentration of subsidized units is far deeper than in France. Finally, I estimate what the 
implementation of a law like the SRU could accomplish in that state. 
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Mandating Access to Affordable Housing, City by City: 
Is France’s Fair-Share SRU Law a Model for U.S. Metropolitan Areas? 

1. Introduction 

In testifying in support of new legislation in 2000, French Housing Secretary Louis Besson 
noted, “as long as the affordable housing stock of those cities with little of it fails to increase, 
we’ll never eliminate ghettos”1 (Berkaoui 2020). Like fair-share housing advocates in the United 
States, Besson believed that a key mechanism for addressing the needs of the nation’s most 
vulnerable, disinvested neighborhoods was to ensure that all communities throughout the country 
took on a reasonable amount of affordable housing. And this meant requiring that communities 
that had traditionally excluded such housing begin adding it in. The socialist party-controlled 
French General Assembly, following this logic and under the guidance of Prime Minister Lionel 
Jospin, passed the Loi relative à la Solidarité et au renouvellement urbains (SRU law) in 
December 2000. 

The SRU law, which was strengthened in 2013, could be a promising model for other countries 
facing dual crises of housing affordability and segregation, such as the United States. Intended to 
distribute affordable housing more evenly within French metropolitan areas, the law now 
mandates that 25 percent of the housing stock in most urban municipalities be means-tested and 
affordable to low- and moderate-income residents (these units are referred to as social housing) 
by 2025, and that such municipalities demonstrate progress in achieving this goal in the 
meantime. The law incorporates significant penalties on non-complying municipalities, including 
fines equivalent to up to 7.5 percent of city operating budgets; the removal of building-permit 
authority from city officials; and allowing the central government to use eminent domain to site 
affordable housing. 

In this work, I explore the impact of this fair-share law. I use descriptive analysis, multivariate 
regressions, and difference-in-differences models that assess the effects of the law on changes in 
affordable-housing shares. I consider whether the legislation has allowed additional low-income 
families to live in higher-resourced communities, increasing inclusion and reducing social 
segregation. I question whether the SRU’s affordable housing mandates, combined with 
significant penalties for non-compliance, produce the intended outcomes. And I identify how a 
similar law might be implemented in the U.S. context. 

Understanding how France is addressing housing affordability offers new insight into U.S. 
policy. With important exceptions, much of the U.S. housing scholarship focuses on domestic 
concerns and domestically produced solutions. The explanations for this egocentrism are 
multifarious, but undoubtedly reflect language limitations, social differences, and political 
contrasts. Yet the housing affordability crisis—and related issues of housing exclusion—are 
hardly phenomena isolated to the United States; they are global problems for which solutions 
may originate from abroad. This research investigates an important foreign example that may 

 

1 Translation by the author. [“Tant que l’offre dans les villes qui ont peu de logements sociaux n’augmentera pas, on 
ne supprimera pas les ghettos.”] 
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serve as a useful model for addressing both housing affordability and the closely related problem 
of class and racial segregation. 

Indeed, this examination of the SRU law is useful as a comparative case for U.S. metropolitan 
regions for several reasons. As in the United States, French urban areas are jurisdictionally 
fragmented, made up of dozens—sometimes hundreds—of individual municipalities, each 
holding significant power over land-use, zoning, and housing policies. In both countries, social 
exclusion through municipal action has widened segregation and reduced access to opportunity 
for low-income and, often, minority residents.2 

This paper continues as follows. First, I offer background on the global interest in creating more 
socially mixed communities. I detail the SRU law and the communities in which it has been 
applied. I then describe the methods by which I undertake this research, including research 
questions and data sources. My findings demonstrate that the SRU law has, indeed, 
deconcentrated social housing in French urban areas, moving it from the cities and suburbs with 
the highest rates and increasing its presence in cities that have historically limited such 
affordability. These changes are in the context of roughly stable levels of social housing overall. 
The wealthiest cities have increased their social-housing shares by more than five-fold, a large 
increase but likely not large enough to meet the SRU’s goals for 2025. I show how similar 
policies could be implemented in Connecticut, a case-study state that suffers from segregation 
and the exclusion of low-income residents from many communities. I conclude with thoughts 
about the limitations of the SRU approach, and opportunities for future research. 

2. Background 

The question of how to increase access to affordable housing has featured in urban scholarship in 
the United States for decades, and for good reason. In the nation’s wealthiest metropolitan areas, 
it is common for a majority of low-income families to spend more than 50 percent of their 
incomes on rent. Moreover, access to affordable housing is inequitably distributed; partly 
because of metropolitan fragmentation and exclusionary zoning, low-income families often face 
barriers to living in communities with more jobs, good schools, and excellent public services 
(Joint Center for Housing Studies 2019). 

Despite a half century of varying attempts at poverty deconcentration, wealth is extremely 
unevenly distributed throughout metropolitan areas. Consider southwestern Connecticut. 
Bridgeport, the state’s most populous city, is 20 percent non-Hispanic white according to 2019 
U.S. Census data, with per-capita incomes of just above $22,000 and poverty rates of 40 percent 
among children. Just next door, the town of Fairfield is 84 percent non-Hispanic white, with per-
capita incomes of $70,000 and poverty rates of 3 percent among children. While 55.5 percent of 
Bridgeport households who rent pay more than 30 percent of their incomes for housing, only 
45.9 percent of Fairfield households do. These contrasts are revealing of hard-coded segregation 
that often follows municipal borders; impoverished families are concentrated on one side of the 

 

2 Though the direction of this exclusion has differed: In many U.S. regions, low-income residents have historically 
been isolated in impoverished parts of central cities, while in many French regions, low-income households have, 
during the late 20th century, been isolated in impoverished parts of suburban banlieues. 
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city limits, paying too much to live in their community and unable to afford housing in the 
wealthy neighborhoods just over the line. 

Governments have instituted policies intended to address housing affordability and support the 
creation of more socially mixed communities. In the U.S., federally supported vouchers for low-
income tenants and tax credits for affordable-housing construction are the most-used approaches 
(Freeman and Schuetz 2017). While providing assistance to millions of families, these initiatives 
are underfunded and have reached a declining share of the vulnerable population over time (Vale 
and Freemark 2019). Public entities have also developed strategies to encourage more equitable 
distribution of affordable units. “Fair share” policies are designed to allow low-income families 
to live in areas with well-funded, quality public services. In that vein, many cities have 
introduced inclusionary zoning requirements that mandate minimum affordability levels in new 
private-market developments (Spauster et al. 2021). At the state level, California requires cities 
to zone for future new housing production, while Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New Jersey 
allow developers to sue for “builder’s remedies” to override local zoning for projects in 
communities with limited affordability (Infranca 2019). 

Yet these strategies have had limited effectiveness. Inclusionary zoning has produced few units, 
and it is expensive in that it likely increases the cost of associated market-rate units dramatically 
(Soltas 2020). California’s low-income housing requirements have been unmet by most 
communities (Monkkonen et al. 2019). In Connecticut, the 8-30g builder’s remedy policy passed 
in 1990 has failed to resolve issues of housing segregation (Carroll 2001; Chapple 2020). After 
50 years with a fair-share remedy for developers in effect in Massachusetts, only one-fifth of 
municipalities have achieved the goal of 10 percent of their housing affordable for low- and 
middle-income residents (Fisher and Marantz 2015). Moreover, cities with more white residents 
have produced few units, and overall production has averaged just 3,000 units annually statewide 
(Goetz and Wang 2020). In New Jersey, affordable housing production has averaged about half 
of that (Massey et al. 2013). 

In recent years, there has been new momentum for distributing affordable housing more 
equitably in U.S. regions. Meck et al. (2003) emphasize that low-cost housing continues to be a 
regional planning priority. Housing affordability remains challenging for low-income families—
and they are often limited to a small subset of neighborhoods and cities in terms of where they 
can find units they can afford. A more equitable distribution of low-cost units is necessary to 
reduce the concentration of vulnerable people in certain communities (particularly center cities) 
and to improve access to opportunity, such as to jobs and good schools, in other communities 
(particularly low-density suburbs) that have historically used exclusionary zoning to keep low-
income people out. That said, regional planning for affordable housing is rarely backed by strong 
enforcement mechanisms, and federal and state support for subsidizing such units is lacking. 

In an illustrative study examining housing needs in Connecticut, Stewart et al. (2021) show that 
the state is far from meeting its affordable housing needs, with more than 86,000 very low-
income households needing access to housing at low costs. Kinsey (2020) developed a fair-share 
housing model for that state, showing how affordable housing could be allocated more equitably 
across each of the state’s regions. Stewart et al. (2021) emphasize that a fair-share apportionment 
method could be undertaken to ensure appropriate housing production throughout the state. But 
these are hypothetical concepts, not yet established legally. 
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All in all, despite the implementation of some new local and state rules—and given weak federal 
requirements for equitable access—little progress has been made in distributing affordable 
housing evenly across U.S. metropolitan areas (Ramsey-Musolf 2017). The explanations for the 
minimal success of fair-share doctrines extend beyond inadequate funds. First, cities rely on 
developer responses to zoning, rather than direct government investment (similar problems have 
occurred outside the United States; see Li and Guo (2020) for a United Kingdom example). 
Developers, in turn, respond to differences in land costs between communities and as such focus 
their investments only in areas that are likely to be profitable—meaning more expensive units in 
already highly resourced communities. Second, mandates for municipalities are generally 
founded on calculating future housing development (such as through zoning allowances), rather 
than actually existing units. Third, higher-income, exclusive communities face few penalties for 
skirting requirements. 

If U.S. state action has failed to produce an equitable distribution of affordable housing, case 
studies from abroad may offer useful context for future reforms stateside. Hirt (2014) emphasizes 
how support for single-family homeownership has taken preeminence in U.S. policymaking, 
compared with in European countries, thus subsidizing the wealthy who can invest in such 
homes, while upping housing insecurity for low-income families. Freemark et al. (2020) show 
how U.S. policy has uniquely rewarded jurisdictional fragmentation, and in the process fueled 
inequality due to inequitable access to public resources. These investigations raise questions of 
what policies from abroad may address problems endemic to the United States. 

From this perspective, France’s SRU law may offer a useful framework for future U.S. policy, 
since its design explicitly targets reducing inequities in affordable housing between jurisdictions. 
Like the United States, France suffers from high levels of metropolitan segregation, though it 
does not follow the same central city-versus-suburb framework that is more common stateside. 
Rather, certain cities, typically in the suburbs, concentrate high levels of affordable housing built 
in large housing estates during the postwar period, whereas others, both central and suburban, are 
middle-income or wealthy and have fewer low-income inhabitants (Cupers 2014; Lelévrier and 
Melic 2018). The SRU law was intended in part to rectify these differences. 

Despite its potential promise, the SRU legislation has been understudied. Freemark (2021) shows 
how Paris region housing production doubled over the past decade, and identifies the SRU law as 
a contributing factor, but does not examine its outcomes specifically. Botton et al. (2020) 
examine changes in French demographic and housing segregation, but stop their analysis at 2015 
(barely after the 2013 SRU reform), and do not attempt to decipher the law’s impact specifically. 
Levasseur (2016) offers a preliminary examination of the law, but does not perform a causal 
assessment of its impacts, nor consider implications for other countries. 

The effectiveness of the policy in altering the distribution of affordable housing has been 
contested. Berkaoui (2020), for example, notes that, despite the imposition of the SRU law, two 
communities in the same Hauts-de-Seine county west of Paris have widely diverging outcomes 
even today. Neuilly-sur-Seine, a wealthy town, only has 6.4 percent of its housing stock devoted 
to social housing, compared to 65.6 percent in nearby (and relatively poor) Gennevilliers. As of 
2020, at least 232 municipalities in the Paris region—of the roughly 700 affected by the law—
have yet to achieve the 25 percent affordable-housing goal of the SRU, though many of those 
communities, such as the city of Paris itself, have been building to catch up (Joinet et al. 2020). 
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Blanc (2010), in an early examination, argues that French communities remain highly segregated 
from the perspective of economic class. A key factor at play is that municipalities have 
significant discretion over how they implement elements of the SRU law, since they hold power 
over zoning policy, they typically oversee affordable housing providers, and they can allocate 
publicly owned land specifically for housing purposes (Desage 2013). Maaoui (2021) notes that 
one element of discretion afforded municipalities—their ability to pay fines instead of building 
affordable housing—has contributed to additional national funding support for social housing, 
but that there remain many holdouts in terms of construction. And Bono et al. (2013) find that 
financial penalties did in fact result in more housing construction. 

In the Paris region as a whole, household income inequality remains high and the wealthiest 
communities have double the per-capita income of the poorest—and inequality between 
municipalities appears to be worsening over the past two decades. More neighborhoods are 
suffering from reduced social mixing, rather than increased social integration (Cosnard 2020; 
Roger 2020). Beaubrun-Dian and Maury (2020) argue that, over a long period, while the 
segregation of social housing from private housing has decreased, income segregation has been 
rising as middle and higher-income households have departed from communities affected by the 
law. It has not been clear whether the law’s penalties are having their desired effects, nor 
whether its requirements have actually produced the anti-ghetto effect envisioned by its authors. 

Freemark and Steil (2021), in comparing the location of subsidized renters in nine major regions 
in France, the United Kingdom, and the United States, offer preliminary support for the 
argument that the law is leading to deconcentration of affordable housing. They show that the 
U.S. metropolitan areas they study concentrate government-subsidized households far more 
extensively than their peers in Europe. And they offer evidence that, in three French regions—
Paris, Lyon, and Marseille—while the level of subsidized affordable housing rose by 2016 in 
municipalities with low levels of subsidized housing in 1999, it declined for those with high 
levels in 1999, indicating more even distribution overall. But they did not conduct a nationwide 
analysis nor consider pre-SRU trends. 

It is from this knowledge gap that I pursue this new line of research. By exploring the outcomes 
of the SRU thus far, I garner greater perspective on the ultimate consequences of a stronger fair-
share housing mandate. Moreover, I project how such a law could be undertaken in the United 
States. 

2.1 Details of the SRU Law’s Implementation 

As noted, the SRU law was first passed in 2000; it initially required most municipalities in 
French urban areas to devote 20 percent of their principal residence housing stock (i.e., not 
including secondary homes) to social housing by 2020, and to show that they were taking steps 
toward that outcome or face budgetary fines imposed by national government representatives, 
who are called prefects. In 2013, the Duflot law extended the requirement to 25 percent by 2025 
for most impacted municipalities and significantly increased fines. In 2014, the ALUR/Duflot II 
law gave prefects the ability to seize control of municipal building permits and social housing in 
non-complying cities; the 2017 LEC law furthered enforcement by giving prefects the ability to 
take over a municipality’s control of assigning social-housing units to residents, and by 
increasing financial sanctions for non-complying communities. 



6 

Municipalities that have yet to achieve the required social-housing levels must update local 
projections three times annually on how they are planning to achieve SRU goals. The prefect 
must review these plans, and can identify those municipalities that are not respecting the law, 
which leads to the fines and penalties described above. However, the enforcement of these 
penalties is discretionary and depends on the action of each prefect (ANIL 2020). The 
government does not provide up-to-date or comprehensive data on direct prefectural enforcement 
action related to the SRU, such as how often and to which communities penalties are meted out 
(though Bono et al. 2013 and Maaoui 2021 take major steps in that direction). As such, I do not 
study this issue directly in this paper—but future research should investigate this question of 
discretion in more detail. 

Social housing in France is defined as affordable housing that, through a contract signed with 
government authorities, limits access to residents based on their incomes. In recent years, social 
housing has been allocated using three subsidy types: PLAI, designed for very-low-income 
households; PLUS, for low-income households; and PLS, for moderate-income households. 
Most units are produced using the PLUS subsidy (Ramond and Chapelle 2019). In response to 
the SRU, local governments had the ability to add new social housing units through new 
construction, through acquisition of units in existing buildings, or for new contracts signed on 
already affordable units that were not yet means-tested. In the Paris region, as an example, about 
three-quarters of units have been developed through new construction (Joinet et al. 2020). 

Social housing buildings are typically operated by municipal authorities, inter-municipal 
authorities, or non-profit groups, and are financed by a mix of funding sources from different 
levels of government. Though in the postwar period, most social housing was planned by the 
national government (such as through the creation of large exurban new towns and grands 
ensembles of concrete towers in growing suburbs), since decentralization began in the late 1970s, 
local governments have increased their role (Ramond and Chapelle 2019; Scanlon et al. 2014). 
Municipalities influence the location and scale of social housing through their control of zoning 
codes, local funding, building permits, and affordable housing authorities. 

Appendix A provides a timeline of the implementation of the SRU and associated laws that 
followed it, as well as further details related to what the law requires and how it is enforced. 
Because most of the data examined in this study are pre-2013 (and all are pre-2020), the 20 
percent social-housing requirement is the principal cutoff of interest for municipalities in the 
findings documented below. However, in some analyses I undertake, I also consider the 25 
percent cutoff, particularly for data representing municipal choices in the period that occurred 
after the 2013 changes to the law. 

3. Methodological Approach 

3.1 Research Questions and Analytics 

To examine the SRU law, I explore two questions. First, I ask whether the law has encouraged 
more equitable distribution of affordable housing within metropolitan areas. Did it reduce the 
concentration of low-income units in poor suburban banlieues, while increasing the share of such 
units in high-income, low affordability municipalities? I hypothesize that, thanks to the 
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requirements and penalties included in the law, cities below the 20 percent, and then 25 percent, 
cutoffs expanded their availability of affordable housing. My expectation is that this expansion in 
availability of affordable housing was continuous and highest for the communities with the 
lowest levels at the law’s outset; in other words, cities with no affordable housing would increase 
their share at a much higher rate than those with 19 percent affordable housing. 

I also hypothesize that those cities above the cutoffs described in the law reduced their shares of 
such units over the study period—though I do not expect that this reduction had a continuous 
impact (with communities with higher levels of social housing reducing their affordable shares 
more dramatically). The SRU law enforced no specific mandates for such high-affordability 
communities. Nonetheless, the law’s rollout was associated with other national policies, such as 
the renovation of suburban grands ensembles, that likely reduced social housing levels in cities 
with many such units. In addition, the national government has limited funding for social 
housing investment, and thus can be assumed to have reinvested more of it into communities 
with low social housing levels, given the goals of the SRU law. 

I also consider whether the rollout of the SRU law varied based on the community that 
implemented it, important given the law’s dependence on municipal action (Desage 2013). Two 
particularly relevant issues are whether local political control and local wealth impacted 
outcomes. I hypothesize that given their ideological preferences, cities controlled by left-wing 
governments were more likely to follow the goals of the law, after controlling for baseline 
conditions. This is in opposition to the argument recently made by Chou and Dancygier (2021), 
which is that left-wing governments in the United Kingdom have willfully reduced investment in 
affordable housing over time in order to build the population of what Thomas Piketty (2018) has 
referred to as the Brahmin Left. Yet in France, both the original SRU law and the major 2013 
reform were passed under left-wing national governments—thus I expect that their ideological 
attachment to the law has been passed down to the work of local leaders. 

I hypothesize, further, that the country’s wealthiest municipalities paid budgetary fines to avoid 
affordable housing, but that the net effect of the policy was an evening-out of affordable housing 
access throughout metropolitan areas. This hypothesis is founded on the anecdotal examples of 
certain municipalities, such as Neuilly-sur-Seine, that have done little to invest in social housing 
despite SRU requirements, and also the recent increase in penalties associated with the law. 

To conduct the above analyses on the French cities, I assemble descriptive data, conduct 
multivariate regressions, and conduct a series of difference-in-differences tests, intersecting 
housing data with local characteristics. I am primarily interested in comparing availability of 
social housing in the years before and after the SRU law’s passage in 2000, and comparing the 
experience of communities with social-housing levels above and below 20 percent, the cutoff for 
the law until 2013. These methods are described in further detail in sections below. 

Finally, I consider whether a similar legal requirement could be implemented in a U.S. state. To 
do so, I model the consequences of a hypothetical law for Connecticut, a state that suffers from 
high costs of housing and high levels of inter-municipal inequities. Connecticut is wealthy, has a 
housing market that is partly encompassed by the sought-after New York metropolitan area, and 
it experiences high levels of segregation. As such, it serves as a useful example for what the 
implications of an SRU-type law would be in the American context. 
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3.2 Data 

In order to conduct this research, I combined several datasets made available by French and U.S. 
public agencies. From Insee (1990; 1999; 2016; 2020a; 2020b; 2020c) I collected data on social-
housing units by community, overall housing availability, local demographic characteristics 
(such as education level, population, and population density), and the location of municipalities 
within urban areas. From the CDSP (1989; 1995) and the Ministère de l’Intérieur (2001; 2002; 
2007; 2008; 2012; 2014; 2017), I collected data on elections results at the municipal level for all 
local elections and presidential elections over the study period. 

I used French municipal election results to determine whether the local council was run by a left-
wing, right-wing, or centrist party for each of the periods 1989-1995; 1995-2001; 2001-2008; 
2008-2014; and 2014-2020. Note that municipal election results are not available for the smallest 
of the municipalities in certain years. These data are important for establishing the degree to 
which local political control has had an influence on response to the SRU law. I used French 
presidential election data from 1995, 2002, 2007, 2012, and 2017 as a proxy for the ideological 
orientation of residents in each community. I summed the share of votes in the first round of each 
election won by candidates representing left-wing candidates to represent this. 

For the analysis of access to affordable housing in Connecticut, I relied on data from the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (2020a; 2020b) on the number of public 
housing, Section 236, Section 212, Section 8 project-based, and Low-Income Housing Tax 
Credit (LIHTC) units. I assigned each unit to Connecticut’s townships (which cover the entire 
state) and assigned each township to U.S. Census-defined urban areas (where applicable). 

3.3 Identification of Impacted Communities 

The SRU law and the laws that amended it are not applicable to all municipalities in France. As 
such, I created a database only of the municipalities that are subject to the rules (see Appendix A 
for further details), combined with all of the demographic and elections data noted above. In 
general, this means municipalities with at least 3,500 residents (or 1,500 in the Paris urban area), 
in urban areas with at least 50,000 residents overall. I also only considered municipalities in 
metropolitan France (meaning the national territory on the European continent) in order to avoid 
complicating the analysis with comparisons to overseas regions. 
 
Table 1 illustrates several key characteristics of the municipalities impacted by the SRU law, 
based on 2017 data. The 1,574 municipalities in the dataset had a mean of 20,915 residents. 
These municipalities had an average population density of about 1,900 people per square 
kilometer; on average about 9,500 housing units; and an average median personal income of 
about €22,500. The typical municipality had about 18 percent social housing. Though France had 
about 34,000 municipalities in total in 2017, the small number subject to the law represented 
about 33 million people in total, or about half the nation’s population. 
 
Overall, about 39 percent of municipalities had left-wing councils in control after the 2014 
municipal elections. On average among affected municipalities, about 20 percent of voters 
supported a candidate from a left-wing party in the first round of the 2017 presidential elections 
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(that number was historically low because of the presence of centrist Emmanuel Macron on the 
ballot). 
 
Table 1: Key Municipal Characteristics for Communes Impacted by SRU Law 

 Value 
Number of jurisdictions 1,574 

Number in…   
Paris region 381 
Lyon region 71 
Marseille region 42 

2017 data Mean (standard deviation) 
Population 20,915 (67,428) 
Population density 1,918 people/sq. km. (2,883) 
Principal housing units 9,536 (34,513) 
Social housing unit share 17.9% (11.4%) 
Median personal income €22,529 (€4,183) 
Vote for left-party candidates, round 1 presidential election 19.5% (3.8%) 
2014 data Share 
Municipalities with left-wing party council control for the 
2014-2020 period 

38.8% 

Note: All metropolitan France municipalities impacted by SRU law. Source: Insee (2020b). 

3.4 Limitations 

This paper offers new analysis of the impacts of a major housing policy designed to transform 
access to affordable housing in France. It provides new demonstration of the degree to which 
public policy can increase social mix within communities, and it compares the implementation of 
these policies with what is possible in the U.S. context. Nevertheless, the paper has several 
limitations. First, the data do not line up directly with the policy implemented; though the SRU 
law passed in 2000, the closest social-housing data I have for each municipality to serve as a 
baseline is from 1999, as that was when the national census was undertaken. Nonetheless, this 
one-year difference likely does not make a major impact on outcomes given the longer time 
periods at play here. Similarly, I have data at the municipal level for 2012, but major reforms to 
the SRU occurred in 2013. 

The analysis here is also preliminary. Data are not yet available for the SRU’s initially proposed 
end point (2020), nor its altered end point (2025). As such, the full impact of the law can only be 
measured four years from now, at the earliest. Second, certain communities were exempted from 
the law in 2018 and 2019, which may affect future changes in social-housing availability (ANIL 
2020). Finally, I do not have access to data on the distribution of affordable housing types; for 
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example, I do not know what share of units are designated for the lowest-income families, or the 
size of new units. This is an important question given anecdotal evidence that some communities 
are focusing social-housing efforts not on low-income family units but rather studios for 
students, which may not be leading to actual social mixing (Fauconnier 2020). 

This study does not provide a full accounting of overall levels of housing affordability in the 
municipalities impacted. While it is true that social housing availability guarantees a level of 
affordability for its residents, there are other issues that impact affordability, such as income 
levels, housing available on the private market, and the availability of housing benefits (APL in 
France; Section 8/Housing Choice Vouchers in the United States). I do not incorporate data on 
housing made affordable for low- and moderate-income households through non-federal 
government subsidies in the Unites States. I also do not incorporate an analysis of the broader 
redistribution programs that reduce overall income inequality in French society (Sagot 2020). 

Finally, the SRU law was not the only policy at play during this period in France. The national 
government simultaneously invested in a massive campaign, ANRU, to desegregate suburban 
high-rise social-housing complexes, a policy that likely had an impact on housing in cities with 
high levels of affordable housing (Lelévrier and Melic 2018). There were also changes in 
municipal borders, such as through city mergers, that I do not account for in this analysis. 

4. Distribution of Social Housing by Urban Area in 2017 

In part because of the massive national government-led investment in social housing in suburban 
communities and exurban new towns in the 1950s, 60s, and 70s, social housing is not evenly 
distributed across French metropolitan areas. As the condition and status of much of that social 
housing declined in the years that followed, and as many families in the middle class who were 
the original inhabitants of those units departed to greener pastures, this trend helped produce 
large inequalities across urban regions. This fact is most evident in the Paris metropolitan area, 
where the center city has become wealthier over time, even as many suburban banlieues have 
declined in wealth. This section reviews descriptive statistics related to social housing location. 

There are dramatic differences in the availability of social housing by municipality. Table 2 
documents social-housing shares for all SRU-impacted jurisdictions, showing that a quarter of 
cities had less than 9.3 percent of their overall housing stock devoted to social housing—whereas 
a quarter had more than 24.2 percent of their stock devoted to the purpose. Though the median 
city had 15.6 percent social housing in 2017 (a much higher figure than virtually all U.S. cities, 
as the examination of Connecticut will show), this range demonstrates significant variation and 
thus inequality. Some mostly wealthy communities have been able to keep social housing out 
almost entirely, while another significant share of cities has needed to negotiate around the 
higher social services needs of the more impoverished population that uses housing assistance—
and the lower local tax revenues such individuals bring in. 
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Table 2: Quartiles of Social-Housing Share by Municipality in 2017 

Minimum 1st Q. Median 3rd Q. Maximum 

0% 9.3% 15.6% 24.2% 67.3% 

Note: All French municipalities impacted by SRU law (both above and below 20 or 25 percent limits). Number of 
municipalities: 1,574. Source: Insee (2020b). 

4.1 Differences in Social-Housing Share by Key Demographic Features 

Table 3 compares SRU-relevant communities based on four characteristics of their local 
populations. The table shows that places in the bottom tenth percentile of personal income, 
employment rates, and education levels had a median of more than 30 percent of their housing 
units dedicated to social use. On the other hand, those municipalities with residents who had high 
incomes, high rates of employment, and a high share of university education had much lower 
social-housing rates on average: 12 percent or less for the median municipality in each category. 

Demographic differences and the uneven social geography that they represent are motivations for 
parliamentary actors to push through the SRU law: They hoped that evening out the distribution 
of social housing would produce more mixed communities with lessened burden on specific 
cities challenged by providing for the needs of high numbers of low-income, underemployed, 
and undereducated people. Table 3 also shows that municipalities with higher population 
densities were more likely to devote a higher share of their housing stock to social housing. 

Table 3: Median Municipal Social-Housing Share in 2017 by Key Demographic Features 

 Bottom 10% Less than mean Greater than mean Top 10% 

Median personal 
income 

35.7% 22.0% 10.8% 9.6% 

Employment rate, 
15-64 years 

34.0% 24.3% 11.7% 8.2% 

Share with college 
education 

32.1% 18.9% 12.3% 11.8% 

Population density 7.8% 13.0% 22.7% 24.4% 

Note: All French municipalities impacted by SRU law. Number of municipalities: 1,574. Source: Insee (2020b; 
2020c). 

4.2 Differences in Social-Housing Share by Political Partisanship 

There are also links between political partisanship—both of elected officials and of the voters 
themselves. In Table 4, I compare municipal social-housing shares by several measures of 
political ideology. I first consider the share of the total vote residents gave to candidates of left-
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wing parties in the first round of the 2017 presidential election.3 This figure represents the 
ideological views of residents in each municipality. Overall, the link between resident ideology 
and social-housing share is not clear, at least without controlling for other factors (such as 
income, which I do in the regressions later in this paper): Cities whose residents gave more than 
23 percent of their votes to left parties had a higher share of social housing (15.5 percent) than 
those where voters gave between 16 and 23 percent of the vote to such parties (14.6 percent). 
However, cities where voters gave the lowest share of the vote to left-wing candidates (under 16 
percent) had the highest median share of social housing (20.3 percent). 

Table 4: Median Municipal Social-Housing Share in 2017 by Key Political Features 

 Median Number of 
municipalities 

Resident ideologies in 2017 presidential election   
Left parties >23% vote share 15.5% 299 
Left parties 16-23% vote share 14.6% 966 
Left parties <16% vote share 20.3% 309 

Local political control between 2014 and 2020   
Left parties controlled city  19.1% 610 
Centrist/non-aligned parties controlled city  11.1% 104 
Right parties controlled city  13.8% 852 

Note: All French municipalities impacted by SRU law. Source: Insee (2020b); Ministère de l’Intérieur (2014; 2017). 

Table 4 also identifies which type of party controlled local governments of affected communities 
after the 2014 local elections, comparing those with left-wing parties in control versus those 
where centrist or right-wing parties held sway.4 Here, a stronger connection is apparent. The 
median city under left-wing control had a far higher share of social housing (19.1 percent) than 
the median city under right-wing control (13.8 percent) or centrist control (11.1 percent). 

This suggests that there is a closer link between the ideological views of local electeds than those 
of residents when it comes to housing policy within communities. And these findings indicate 
that there may be a connection between local partisan control and the decisions about whether to 
construct social housing, and indeed whether to respond to the SRU law’s mandates at all. In the 
next section, I will show that this relationship held in reactions to the SRU law. 

 

3 This included votes for Jean-Luc Mélenchon (La France Insoumise); Benoît Hamon (Socialist Party); Philippe 
Poutou (New Anti-capitalist Party); and Nathalie Arthaud (Worker Struggle Party). 
4 I measured control by establishing which party had a seat majority after the second voting round (if there was one). 
Left-wing parties in local elections were Left (diverse parties); Left Union; Socialist Party; Left Front; Europe-
Ecology-the-Greens; Communist Party; Far Left; Left Party. Right-wing parties were Right (diverse parties); Right 
Union; The Republicans; National Front; Union of Democrats and Independents; Far Right. A minority of cities 
were controlled by centrist or non-partisan coalitions. 
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5. Changes in Social-Housing Availability, Before and After the SRU Law 

The goal of this study is not primarily to examine existing conditions in access to affordable 
housing. Rather, the motivation of the research is to understand the degree to which the SRU law 
altered conditions in communities. After all, the inequalities across municipalities documented in 
the previous section may be reflective of historic continuity, may suggest regression into a more 
unequal society due to the movements of individuals within metropolitan areas, or may indicate 
progress toward achieving the law’s goal of achieving increased community-level social mix. 

To examine the impact of the law, I begin by exploring how conditions changed before and after 
the law’s implementation, in 2000. In figure 1, I compare changes in local social-housing levels 
across two periods: the decade running up to the law change (1990 to 1999), and the period 
mostly after the change (1999 to 2017). I graph trends across each period. 

Figure 1: Change in Social-Housing Share, by Municipality, 1990-1999 versus 1999-2017, 
and Compared to What Would be Needed to Meet the SRU Goals 

 
Note: Shows loess best-fit plot with standard errors, and municipalities below the 95th percentile based on 1999 
social housing share (1,479 cities). Outliers excluded to avoid edge effects. Source: Insee (1990; 1999; 2020b). 

Figure 1 should be read as follows. The X-axis represents the share of social housing by 
community at the beginning of the period (1990 or 1999). The Y-axis represents the change in 
the level of social housing to the end of the period (to 1999 or to 2017, respectively), averaged 
per year over each period. For example, if the social housing share increased by 0.2 percent per 
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year on average, that would be equivalent to an increase of 1.8 percentage points from 1990 to 
1999, and 3.6 percentage points from 1999 to 2017. 

Figure 1 offers intriguing preliminary evidence of partial effectiveness of the SRU law. It shows 
that, in the decade leading up to the law, the typical community throughout France increased its 
social-housing share, even if its pre-existing share was quite high. Moreover, though there was 
somewhat less of an increase in this share for communities with very high initial levels (such as 
with 40 percent social housing), this increase was little different than the increase for 
communities with very low levels (such as with five percent social housing). 

On the other hand, in the period mostly after the SRU law’s implementation, from 1999 to 2017, 
we find contrasting trends. For this period, communities with less than about 17 percent social 
housing in 1999 increased their shares by 2017 on average, whereas those with more than 17 
percent decreased their shares. Moreover, cities with the lowest shares in 1999 increased their 
shares the most—whereas those with the highest shares in 1999 decreased their shares the most 
by 2017. In other words, there was a strong negative correlation between social-housing share in 
1999 and increase in that share to 2017. 

These changes came in the context of relative stability in the overall number of social-housing 
units present in the affected communities. Between 1999 and 2017, the number of affordable 
units in these municipalities increased from 3.06 million to 3.09 million, though the overall 
number of housing units increased more quickly. As such, the share of social-housing units in all 
cities declined from 21.5 percent in 1999 to 20.8 percent in 2017. But figure 1 shows that this 
overall change occurred through redistribution of units between communities; this had not been 
the case between 1990 and 1999, during which social-housing unit count increased from 2.51 
million to 3.06 million but the distribution of units remained similar between communities. 

Figure 1 also demonstrates that the municipal changes that have occurred since the SRU reform 
passed have been inadequate to achieve the goals of the law. If cities were to meet the 2020 or 
2025 SRU goals (shown in the dashed lines), cities with less than 25 percent social housing 
would have to produce significantly more social housing annually than they did. For example, to 
achieve those goals, the typical municipality with zero percent social housing in 1999 would 
have had to increase its social-housing share by one percentage point per year on average—but 
in reality, it only increased by about 0.3 percentage points per year. This leaves a gap in 
achieving the policy goal. 

I further illustrate these trends by using boxplots in figure 2 to compare changes in social-
housing share (on the X axis) over the two periods before and after the SRU law, with buckets 
representing conditions at the beginning of each period (on the Y axis). This box-and-whisker 
diagram shows that during the pre-“treatment” period (in orange), communities acted similarly 
based on the fact that the 1st-to-3rd quartile distribution of communities in each bucket (less than 
5 percent social housing in 1990; 5 to 15 percent; 15 to 25 percent; 25 to 35 percent; and more 
than 35 percent) all overlap. As expected given the lack of national mandate, there was no clear 
relationship between having less social housing at the beginning of the period and producing 
more of it by the end of the period. 
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Figure 2: Distribution of Changes in Social Housing Shares, 1990-1999 and 1999-2017 

 
Note: Number of communes represented: 1,574. The filled-in “boxes” represent the 1st to 3rd quartile ranges of the 
data. The “whiskers” on the left extend either below the 1st quartile to 1.5 times the inter-quartile range or the 
minimum value; those on the right extend either above the 3rd quartile to 1.5 times the inter-quartile range or the 
maximum value. Outliers above or below those ranges are illustrated as circles. Source: Insee (1990; 1999; 2017). 

On the other hand, during the post-“treatment” period (1999 to 2017), shown in red, there was a 
clear negative correlation between social-housing shares at the beginning of the period and the 
change in that share by 2017. Indeed, comparing the 1st-to-3rd quartile distributions shows no 
overlap at all between communities with more than 25 percent social housing in 1999 (more than 
three-quarters of which decreased their shares by 2017), and those with less than 15 percent 
(more than three-quarters of which increased their shares). 

Figure 2 includes some visible outliers in both the 1990 to 1999 and 1999 to 2017 periods. Those 
with high levels of social-housing production in the 15 to 25 percent range between 1999 and 
2017 may have been subject to prefectural penalties, explaining their increases. Or they may 
represent differences in regional discretion and political ideologies. Additional research is 
necessary to explain these outliers and understand the impact of discretion on the law’s 
effectiveness. 

As noted in the introduction, the SRU law changed over time. Notably, in the 2013 reforms, the 
minimum social-housing share requirement increased from 20 to 25 percent for many 
communities. As such, we might expect that cities would act in varying ways over the course of 
the 1999 to 2017 period. Moreover, given that any public policy of this sort requires a start-up 
period for communities to familiarize themselves with implementation rules, we might expect 
that outcomes were slower in the initial phases of the law’s rollout. 
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To examine these time-variant phenomena, in figure 3, I graph the trends in changes in social-
housing shares for the average community for three periods: 1990-1999, 1999-2012, and 2012-
2017. This graph offers evidence for the law’s changing impacts over time. In the initial period 
post-SRU, from 1999 to 2012, only communities with less than about 14 percent social housing 
increased their shares by 2012. By the 2012 to 2017 period, mostly after the 2013 reform 
increasing requirements to 25 percent, the cutoff point had moved to above 30 percent. The law 
seems to be coming closer to achieving its authors’ desired goals over time. 

Figure 3: Change in Social-Housing Share, by Municipality, 1990-1999 versus 1999-2012 
and 2012-2017 

 
Note: Shows loess best-fit plot with standard errors. Showing 95 percent of municipalities based on 1999 social 
housing share (1,479 municipalities). See figure 1 for explanation of range. Source: Insee (1990; 1999; 2020b). 

5.1 Differences in Change by Partisan Control and Income Levels 

The above results largely describe conditions in French municipalities overall, offering little 
insight into what other variations may be producing different sorts of housing policy. In table 4, 
though, we already were able to identify some evidence that partisan control of local 
governments impacted how much social housing was available in each community. In figures 4 
and 5, I show that partisan control also appears to have had an influence on how much new 
social housing is built, even controlling for whether the SRU law applied. 

In figure 4, I compare changes in social-housing levels between 1990 and 1999 (before the SRU 
law was implemented), differentiating among communities controlled by left-wing governments 
(in red) and right-wing governments (in blue), based on results of the 1989 and 1995 local 
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elections. This figure shows that, at all initial social-housing levels (in 1990), communities that 
were controlled continuously by left-wing parties increased their social-housing shares on 
average more than those controlled by right-wing parties; these differences were outside the 
range of standard errors for most of the distribution. This analysis does not include 
municipalities that had a change in partisan control during this period, or that were controlled by 
centrist parties or non-partisan coalitions. 

Figure 4: Change in Social-Housing Share, by Municipality, by Partisan control, 1990-1999 

 
Note: Shows loess best-fit plots with standard error. Showing 95 percent of municipalities based on 1990 social 
housing share (419 municipalities), excluding those without continuous control by officials associating with either 
left- or right-wing parties. See figure 1 for explanation of range. Source: CDSP (1989a; 1989b; 1995a; 1995b); Insee 
(1990; 1999). 

In figure 5, I make a similar comparison, considering changes between 1999 and 2017, mostly 
after the SRU law. The graph shows communities that were controlled by the left continuously 
throughout most of the period (in red), based on 2001, 2008, and 2014 elections, and those that 
were controlled continuously by the right over that period (in blue). Again, cities with left-wing 
control increased their social-housing shares by more than those with right-wing control, on 
average. 

In this figure, I also add data for cities that were controlled by the left, then switched to right-
wing control in 2014 (in pink), and cities that were controlled by the right, then switched to left-
wing control in 2014 (in light blue). In each case, changes documented are as might be predicted: 
Those cities that were left-wing until 2014 produced more social housing than cities that were 
always right-wing, but less than those that were always left-wing, once controlling for social-
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housing shares in 1999. Those cities that were right-wing until 2014 produced less social housing 
than cities that were always left wing, but more than those that were always right wing. This 
provides preliminary evidence that a local electoral change offers an opportunity to alter 
municipal housing policy in one direction or another. 

Figure 5: Change in Social-Housing Share, by Municipality, by Partisan control, 1999-2017 

 
Note: Shows linear regression plot. Data based on 95 percent of municipalities based on 1999 social housing share 
(1,095 municipalities), excluding those with centrist control or with other configurations of left and right party 
control over the study period. See figure 1 for explanation of range. Source: Ministère de l’Intérieur (2001; 2008; 
2014); Insee (1999; 2017). 

One question worth further examining is whether the SRU law was effective in encouraging the 
wealthiest of municipalities to increase their social-housing levels. These communities have the 
most incentive to hoard resources away from low-income people, and more means to resist the 
national government by paying out fines. To examine this question, in figure 6 I chart how 
social-housing shares changed during three periods—1990 to 1999; 1999 to 2012; and 2012 to 
2017—for cities with median personal incomes in the 90th percentile or above in 2017. I also 
include data on income in regression results, presented in a later section. 

This figure shows that, in the period preceding the law, communities with less than five percent 
social housing in 1990 had less growth in their social-housing shares to 1999 than those with 
above five percent in 1990 (shown with the black line). These trends reversed in the latter 
periods, especially from 2012 to 2017 (shown with the red line), which was mostly after the 2013 
reform increased fines on communities not achieving SRU guidelines. Indeed, among wealthy 
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municipalities with less than five percent social housing in the initial year,5 the median 
community increased its social housing share by just 0.9 percentage points over the equivalent of 
ten years between 1990 and 1999—but by 3.4 points between 2012 and 2017. 

Figure 6: Change in Social-Housing Share, for High Median-Income Municipalities 

 
Note: Loess best-fit plots with standard errors. Showing 95 percent of municipalities based on 1999 social housing 
share, or 150 municipalities. “Rug” plot at the grapth’s bottom shows the density of the distribution of municipalities 
by social housing share at the initial year. See figure 1 for explanation of range. Source: Insee (1990; 1999; 2017). 

These changes meant that wealthy communes were ultimately more accepting of affordable 
housing. The lowest quartile of wealthy communes in terms of social-housing shares in 1999 had 
a median of 0.8 percent social housing; this increased to a median of 4.4 percent by 2017. In 
these cities with the lowest share of social housing, the number of such units increased from 626 
in 1999 to 4,737 in 2017.6 In other words, the reform became increasingly effective in forcing 
wealthy, low-affordability communities to change their policies to allow for the introduction of 
means-tested units for low- and moderate-income families.  

 

5 There were 81 such communities in 1990; 55 in 1999; and 42 in 2012. 
6 Note that the specific cities examined changed over time in this comparison. Just considering the wealthy cities 
with social-housing shares in the lowest quartile in 1999 (that is, those with shares below 2.3 percent), the number of 
social-housing units increased from 626 in 1999 to 3,972 in 2017, and their median social-housing share increased 
from 0.76 percent in 1999 to 4.45 percent in 2017. 
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The above data offer insight into the impacts of the SRU law. In the period preceding the 
legislation, changes in social-housing distribution by community had little relationship to 
existing social-housing levels. While the number of affordable housing units increased in most 
communities, that increase generally reaffirmed the high levels of such units in many vulnerable 
cities. On the other hand, in the post-SRU period, the law’s effects are borne out by the data 
illustrated. Cities with low shares of social housing, on average, significantly increased their 
shares by 2017—whereas those with high shares saw their rates decline. Even so, these changes 
are still not likely large enough to produce the results intended in the SRU law for either 2020 or 
2025. 

5.2 Evaluating Change through Multivariate Regressions 

To further understand the contributors to these changes, I perform multivariate regressions to 
identify the strongest correlates with the dependent variable, the change in social-housing share 
between 1999 and 2017, by municipality. Table 5 documents the results of three models, which 
vary based on whether dummies are included for a community being below the 20 percent level 
(Models 2 and 3), below the 25 percent level (Model 4), or interactions between the initial social-
housing share and being below the SRU cutoff (Models 3 and 4). These dummies account for 
changes in the law’s implementation over time and provide alternative specifications. 

Table 5: Regression Results: Change in Social-Housing Share, 1999 to 2017, by Commune 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
1999 social-housing share -1.08 (0.05) *** -1.02 (0.06) *** -0.94 (0.06) *** -0.97 (0.07) *** 
Below 20% social-housing share in 1999 
(dummy) 

 0.08 (0.03) ** 0.26 (0.05) ***  

Below 20% share * 1999 social share   -0.13 (0.03) ***  
Below 25% social-housing share in 1999 
(dummy) 

   0.20 (0.07) ***  

Below 25% share * 1999 social share    -0.16 (0.04) *** 
Municipality was controlled by left party 
from 2001-2020 (dummy) 

0.08 (0.02) *** 0.08 (0.02) *** 0.07 (0.02) *** 0.07 (0.02) *** 

Population change, 1999-2017 -0.00 (0.02)  -0.01 (0.02)  -0.02 (0.02) -0.02 (0.02)  
Share of population with college 
education, 2017 

-0.14 (0.04) *** -0.14 (0.04) *** -0.14 (0.04) *** -0.14 (0.04) *** 

Log median personal income level, 2017 0.17 (0.05) *** 0.17 (0.05) *** 0.16 (0.05) *** 0.16 (0.05) *** 
Unemployment level, 2017 0.15 (0.04) *** 0.16 (0.04) *** 0.15 (0.04) *** 0.14 (0.04) *** 
Log population density, 2017 0.03 (0.02)  0.04 (0.02)  0.05 (0.02) ** 0.04 (0.02) * 
Left parties presidential share, 2007 0.18 (0.03) *** 0.18 (0.03) *** 0.19 (0.03) *** 0.19 (0.03) *** 
Rental tenure share, 2017 0.28 (0.05) *** 0.27 (0.05) *** 0.29 (0.05) *** 0.29 (0.05) *** 
Share of residents who moved within last 
two years, 2017 

-0.09 (0.04) * -0.09 (0.04) ** -0.08 (0.04) ** -0.08 (0.04) * 

Intercept 0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02)  
Adjusted R2 0.53 0.54 0.54 0.54 
n 1503 1503 1503 1503 

Note: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.01. Robust standard errors in parentheses. Standardized coefficients. 
Source: Insee (2020b); Ministère de l’Intérieur (2001; 2007; 2008; 2014; 2017). 
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I have standardized coefficients in each of the models to allow readers to compare the influence 
of each coefficient on the change in the social housing share. A version of table 5 with non-
standardized coefficients is presented in Appendix B. Note that variable standardization means 
that the coefficients can be compared within each model, but not between models, and should not 
be used for direct calculations of the regression results (use those in Appendix B to do so). 

Each of the models reflects similar conclusions. The 1999 social-housing share, as expected 
given the figures above and the hypotheses I presented in the methodological approach section, 
is closely and significantly negatively associated with the change in the social-housing share by 
2017 in all models. As indicated by its large coefficients in this standardized model, this figure is 
the strongest correlated with the ultimate outcome. 

In all models, there is also a significant, positive, and relatively strong link between a community 
being controlled by a left-wing party, higher personal income levels, higher unemployment 
levels, higher vote shares for left-wing presidential candidates, and higher shares of people 
renting. There is a negative correlation between communities with higher shares of college-
educated residents and an increase in social-housing shares. 

Models 2, 3, and 4 each show that a community having a lower-than-SRU standard of social 
housing (either 20 or 25 percent) is associated with an increase in the share of social housing. 
This association is larger when using an alternative specification, controlling for the interaction 
between having that low share and the 1999 social housing share (Models 3 and 4). These 
models do not clearly show a difference in outcomes when using dummies to represent either the 
20 and 25 percent social-housing share. This does not mean that there has not been an effect of 
this change (indeed, figure 3 suggests that there has been), but it does indicate that the change 
has not yet been large enough to influence outcomes throughout the entire 1999 to 2017 period, 
which these regressions measure. This is unsurprising given that the minimum social-housing-
level change did not occur until 2013. 

Results in Appendix B allow us to estimate the magnitude of the law’s impact. Once controlling 
for other variables, a 10 percent increase in 1999 social-housing share is associated with a 3 to 4 
percent decline in social housing levels by 2017, indicating a more equitable distribution of 
social housing across cities. Communities below the 20 or 25 percent SRU requirement 
experienced, on average, a 2 to 3 percent increase in social-housing levels over that period, 
compared to those cities that already met requirements. This is a small but demonstrable impact 
of the law. 

5.3 Estimating Causal Effects through Difference-in-Differences Analysis 

To further understand the impacts of the SRU law and better understand the outcomes that are 
apparent in such results as figures 1 and 2, I perform a series of difference-in-differences 
analyses to leverage the pseudo-experimental form of the regulation, since beginning in 2000 it 
“treated” some communities with requirements to increase social-housing shares (those below 
the 20 percent level), and not others, which serve as a “control.” 

This analysis follows the following equation: 
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𝐶𝐶ℎ𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎𝑠𝑠 ℎ𝑠𝑠𝑜𝑜𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 𝑠𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 = 𝛽𝛽0 + 𝛽𝛽1(𝑇𝑇) + 𝛽𝛽2𝑆𝑆 + 𝛽𝛽3(𝑇𝑇 ∗ 𝑆𝑆) + ⋯+ 𝜀𝜀 (1) 

In [1], T is a dummy variable that represents whether the data is before (0) or after (1) the cutoff 
point. In this case, the cutoff point is the year 2000, when the law was passed. S is a dummy 
variable representing whether a municipality was impacted by the SRU law, i.e., (1) if it had 
below 20 percent social housing (or 25 percent for some analyses), (0) if it had above that level. 
T * S is a compound dummy variable representing data that are both after 2000 and are for 
municipalities with low social-housing shares. 

I am most interested in β3, which is the difference-in-differences coefficient and representative of 
the difference in our dependent variable (the change in social-housing share) between what we 
would expect without intervention (i.e., without the law) and what happened with intervention. 
This equation allows me to also incorporate data related to each community, such as its 
demographics, in order to ensure that I control for potentially intervening factors. In some 
models incorporating multiple periods of change, I also include fixed effects for affected 
municipalities, which improves the model by adjusting for locally specific characteristics for 
which I otherwise do not have available data. 

Figure 7 illustrates the basic concept of the difference-in-differences model, and the general 
circumstances I am testing here. I am interested in comparing municipalities impacted by the 
SRU law and those not impacted, comparing what each municipality’s change in social housing 
was between 1990 and 1999 versus that between 1999 and 2017 (note again that the housing-
stock data, for 1999, does not line up exactly with the law’s initial passage in 2000). The 
difference-in-differences value, shown on the right, is the comparison between projected change 
and actual change—and the estimated impact of the law. 

Figure 7: Illustration of Difference-in-Differences Analysis 

 
Source: The author. 
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Table 6 documents the results of several difference-in-differences models, with the difference-in-
differences coefficient called out. Model 1 just compares data in two time periods (changes in 
social-housing levels between 1990 and 1999, and between 1999 and 2017). Models 2 and 3 add 
more data by introducing information about how city social-housing shares changed in the 1999 
to 2007, 2007 to 2012, and 2012 to 2017 periods (these additional periods are added to increase 
the power of the models). Model 3 leverages these additional periods to add fixed effects for 
each community to improve model performance and account for otherwise unmeasured variation 
between communities (with only two periods, as in Model 1, fixed effects would not be 
possible). Note that, because of limitations on data availability pre-1999, these models only 
include as controls social-housing share at the beginning of the period, population change, and 
election results. 

Table 6: Difference-in-Differences Regression Results: Change in Social-Housing Share, 
Adjusted by Year, by Commune 
 

Periods analyzed 1990-1999; 1999-2017 1990-1999; 1999-2007; 2007-2012; 2012-2017 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Time period (dummy; 1 is post-
1999) 

-0.04 (0.00) *** -0.05 (0.00) *** -0.04 (0.00) *** 

“Treated” (dummy; 1 is less 
than 20% social housing at 
beginning of period) 

-0.01 (0.00) ** -0.02 (0.00) *** -0.03 (0.01) *** 

Difference-in-differences 0.02 (0.00) *** 0.03 (0.00) *** 0.06 (0.00) *** 
Social-housing share at 
beginning of period 

-0.13 (0.01) *** -0.15 (0.01) *** -1.22 (0.04) *** 

Population change during period -0.01 (0.00) *** 0.02 (0.01) 0.05 (0.02) *** 
Municipality controlled by left 
wing during period 

0.01 (0.00) *** -0.00 (0.00) *** 0.00 (0.00) 

Left-party presidential support 
in election during period 

0.00 (0.00) *** 0.00 (0.00) *** -0.00 (0.00) *** 

Intercept 0.02 (0.01) *** 0.05 (0.01) *** 0.09 (0.01) *** 
Municipal fixed effects? No No Yes 
Adjusted R2 0.31 0.14 0.37 
n 2,159 5,064 5,064 

Note: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.01. Robust standard errors in parentheses. Source: Insee (1990; 1999; 
2020b); Ministère de l’Intérieur (2001; 2007; 2008; 2014; 2017). 

Each of the models indicates a significant impact of the law, as documented by the difference-in-
differences coefficient. This impact can be read as follows: The passage of the law was 
associated with a 2 to 6 percentage point increase in the social-housing share of “treated” 
communities (depending on whether we are using Model 1, 2, or 3), over an average ten-year 
period, compared to what we would expect based on the experience in non-treated communities. 
This effect is similar in scale to the coefficients of the models in Appendix B. 
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5.4 Robustness Test: Analyzing only Communities near the SRU Cutoff Point 

To further substantiate the findings in table 6, I perform a series of robustness tests, only 
evaluating communities that, at the beginning of each period, had between 15 and 25 percent 
social housing. This poses some analytical challenges: It limits the sample size significantly, 
reducing the number of municipalities with available data to only about 250. It also is 
compromised by the fact that it does not include communities above the 25 percent social-
housing level, which arguably were the only communities never “treated” in the period post-
2013 (these models assume “treatment” occurs at the 20 percent level). As such, I only include 
changes up to 2012; if I included post-2012 data, the communities with between 20 and 25 
percent social housing would be “treated.” Nevertheless, this robustness test of a more limited 
sample provides us some insight into the reliability of the initial difference-in-differences 
models. Results of these models are presented in table 7, which follows the same framework as 
table 6, except I do not include the period from 2012 to 2017. 

Table 7: Difference-in-Differences Regression Results: Change in Social-Housing Share, 
Adjusted by Year, by Commune (Only Communities with between 15 and 25 percent Social 
Housing at Beginning of Period) 

Periods analyzed 1990-1999; 1999-2012 1990-1999; 1999-2007; 2007-2012 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Time period (dummy; 1 is post-
1999) 

-0.04 (0.01) *** -0.04 (0.01) *** -0.03 (0.00) *** 

“Treated” (dummy; 1 is less 
than 20% social housing at 
beginning of period) 

-0.02 (0.01) -0.01 (0.01)  -0.02 (0.01) *** 

Difference-in-differences 0.00 (0.01)  0.00 (0.01)  0.03 (0.00) *** 
Social-housing share at 
beginning of period 

-0.45 (0.19) ** -0.42 (0.11) *** -1.38 (0.12) *** 

Population change during period -0.09 (0.03) ***  -0.04 (0.02) * 0.02 (0.02) 
Municipality controlled by left 
wing during period 

0.02 (0.01) *** 0.00 (0.00) * 0.00 (0.00)  

Left-party presidential support 
in election during period 

0.00 (0.00)  0.00 (0.00)  0.00 (0.00) ** 

Intercept 0.09 (0.05)  0.12 (0.03) *** 0.24 (0.03) *** 
Commune fixed effects? No No Yes 
Adjusted R2 0.12 0.12 0.65 
n 551 858 858 

*** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.01. Robust standard errors in parentheses. Source: Insee (1990; 1999; 2020b); 
Ministère de l’Intérieur (2001; 2007; 2008; 2014). 

In table 7, the significance of the difference-in-differences coefficient is not maintained for 
Models 1 and 2, suggesting no impact of the law. Yet those models have little predictive value 
(low R2). Model 3, which includes fixed effects as well as four data periods, has much higher 
predictive value (in fact, higher than any of the models in table 6), and shows a statistically 
significant difference-in-differences coefficient. In this case, the effect of the law’s requirements 
is estimated to be an increase of 3 percentage points, on average, over ten years, in the 
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communities affected. For communities in the range of 15 to 20 percent social housing, this is a 
large increase on par with what is needed to achieve the SRU goals. 

6. How did Concentration Change across Urban Areas? 

As a final way of analyzing the impacts of the SRU law, I developed an approach to determine 
the degree to which the law affected the distribution of social housing throughout urban areas in 
France. I use these methods later in the paper to compare French distributions with what we see 
in the U.S. Connecticut example. I use three measures to evaluate intra-urban-area distribution, 
building on an approach developed by Freemark and Steil (2021). 

First, I use the Herfindahl index to identify subsidized-unit concentration. The Herfindahl index 
measures the extent to which social-housing units (or project-based subsidized units in the 
United States) are clustered in individual municipalities (a higher number), or dispersed (lower): 

𝐻𝐻𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝐻𝐻𝑖𝑖𝑎𝑎𝐻𝐻𝑎𝑎ℎ𝑠𝑠 = �𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖2
𝑁𝑁

𝑖𝑖=1

/�ℎ𝑖𝑖2
𝑁𝑁

𝑖𝑖=1

 (2) 

In [2], N is the number of municipalities in each urban area, si is each municipality’s share of the 
urban area total of affordable housing, and hi is each municipality’s share of the urban area total 
of all housing. The Herfindahl measure, as with others I note here, has limitations. It does not, 
for example, account for other types of community variation, such as wealth, ethnicity, or access 
to jobs. 

Second, I use the isolation index to measure whether subsidized units are isolated in a 
community mostly with other subsidized units. Lower levels of isolation (on a scale of 1 to 2) 
indicate more integration of subsidized and unsubsidized households: 

𝐼𝐼𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑎𝑎𝑜𝑜𝑖𝑖𝑠𝑠𝑎𝑎 = ��𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖 �
𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖
𝑜𝑜𝑖𝑖
��

𝑁𝑁

𝑖𝑖=1

/ �
𝑥𝑥𝑟𝑟
𝑜𝑜𝑟𝑟
� (3) 

In [3], variables are the same as in [2], xi is the number of units of social housing, ti is the number 
of total housing units in a city, and (xi / ti) is the share of each municipality’s housing stock that is 
subsidized. To adjust for the varying circumstances in France versus Connecticut cities (higher 
versus lower levels of subsidized units, overall), I divide by (xr / tr,) where xr is the number of 
subsidized units in the urban area and tr is the number of housing units in the urban area. 

Finally, I measure centrality to identify the degree to which subsidized units are concentrated in 
the center-city of each region. This measure, on a scale of 0 to 100 percent, establishes the 
degree to which units of interest are concentrated in the historic center of each region: 
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𝐶𝐶𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑜𝑜𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑜𝑜𝐶𝐶 =  [𝑥𝑥𝑐𝑐/𝑥𝑥𝑟𝑟]/[𝐶𝐶𝑐𝑐/𝐶𝐶𝑟𝑟] (4) 

In [4], variables are the same as above, xc is the number of social-housing units within the 
region’s center city, yc is the number of all housing units within the center city, and yr is the 
number of all housing units within the region. 

6.1 Changes in the Concentration of Social Housing 

The results described above indicate that the SRU law was somewhat effective in increasing the 
share of housing units devoted to social housing in France’s most under-supplied municipalities 
during the period between 1999 and 2017. The findings also suggest that the law, and perhaps 
associated changes resulting from other government policies, decreased the share of housing 
units devoted to social housing in the communities with high levels of affordability. This 
confirmed my hypotheses, but further detail is needed. 

The aforementioned results, calculated at the municipal level, suggest that the law had impacts 
on concentration across urban areas, but they do not demonstrate these effects (since it is 
possible that the changes were national in scope and not regional in outcome). In order to 
examine concentration of social housing within urban areas, I leverage the three measures 
described above 

Herfindahl measures concentration; in this case, I take the ratio of the Herfindahl index for social 
housing over the Herfindahl index for all housing, thus identifying the relative concentration of 
affordable units. The isolation measure examines how separate the geographic locations of social 
housing units are from market-rate units—are they isolated in individual communities, or spread 
across many? The centrality measure identifies whether social-housing units are located in the 
central city in particular, as compared to housing units in general. 

For urban areas in France impacted by the SRU law (119 in total), I calculated each of the three 
measures, conducting the analysis both for all urban areas with at least four affected 
municipalities, and also just those urban areas with at least 10 affected municipalities. In table 8, 
I document results of each of these calculations for the mean urban area, as well as data 
summarizing mean annual change for each indicator over different periods: Pre-SRU (1990-
1999), the years mostly after the SRU (1999-2012), and the years mostly after the law was 
strengthened in 2013 (2012-2017). 
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Table 8: Measures of Concentration of Social Housing, Mean of Urban Areas 

Urban areas with at least 4 
municipalities Herfindahl ratio Isolation Centrality 

1990 1.31 1.20 1.17 
1999 1.29 1.17 1.16 
2007 1.28 1.15 1.15 
2012 1.27 1.13 1.14 
2017 1.23 1.11 1.12 
Mean annual change 1990-1999 -0.002 -0.003 -0.001 
Mean annual change 1999-2012 -0.002 -0.003 -0.001 
Mean annual change 2012-2017 -0.008 -0.004 -0.004 
    
Urban areas with at least 10 
municipalities Herfindahl ratio Isolation Centrality 
1990 1.33 1.26 1.18 
1999 1.29 1.21 1.16 
2007 1.28 1.18 1.14 
2012 1.26 1.15 1.12 
2017 1.21 1.13 1.10 
Mean annual change 1990-1999 -0.004 -0.006 -0.002 
Mean annual change 1999-2012 -0.003 -0.004 -0.003 
Mean annual change 2012-2017 -0.010 -0.004 -0.004 

Note: A value closer to 1 for each measure means more even distribution of social housing across the municipalities 
within each urban area. 86 urban areas with at least 4 municipalities; 36 urban areas with at least 10. Source: Insee 
(1990; 1999; 2020b; 2020c). 

Table 8 suggests several conclusions. First, the level of concentration of social housing in urban 
areas across all three measures was already falling in the period before the SRU law was 
implemented, from 1990 to 1999. There were already trends pointing toward more equitable 
distribution of social housing. One explanation might be that the heyday of France’s social-
housing construction, which occurred in rapidly growing suburbs following World War II, had 
passed and the country was moving toward a more even distribution of such units. 

Second, the mean annual change in the distribution of social housing across urban areas fell at 
similar rates overall for both the pre-SRU period, 1990 to 1999, and the immediate post-SRU 
period, 1999 to 2012. This was true both for the larger group of urban areas with at least four 
municipalities and the smaller group of those with at least ten. This suggests that the law had 
limited impact on overall concentration of social housing within French urban areas. 
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Third, by contrast, table 8 indicates that more recent years have been associated with major 
impacts of the SRU law. It shows the mean annual change in each measure between 2012 and 
2017, meaning mostly after the 2013 expansion of penalties and the increase in the required 
social-housing level to 25 percent. During the 2012 to 2017 period, as compared to both the 1990 
to 1999 and 1999 to 2012 periods, concentration of social housing fell at a far larger annual rate 
(with one exception: the isolation measure for urban areas of at least 10 municipalities). This 
result indicates that, from the perspective of evening access to affordable housing across a 
metropolitan area, the strengthening of the law was effective. 

7. Implications for Implementation Stateside 

Given the decades-long interest in achieving a “fair share” of housing across U.S. metropolitan 
areas, the progress demonstrated by the SRU law suggests a potential model for implementation 
stateside. The SRU law increased social-housing levels in communities that until recently had 
been deprived of such units, supported a decrease in social-housing levels in communities with 
high levels of such units, and, recently with the major reforms in 2013, evened out the 
distributions of such units across urban areas. Can a model like the SRU serve as a useful 
precedent for legislative action at the state level, such as in Connecticut, where existing fair-
share housing policies have had limited effectiveness (Carroll 2001; Chapple 2020)? Other states 
have recently implemented successful reforms such as California’s allowances for accessory 
dwelling units throughout neighborhoods previously zoned only for single-family homes 
(Chapple et al. 2020), indicating that there is growing appetite for such changes. 

Municipalities and urban areas in Connecticut and France start out from an entirely different 
baseline. figure 8 uses box-and-whisker charts to illustrate the urban areas in the two areas from 
the standpoint of their distribution of overall government-subsidized affordable housing shares.  

Figure 8: Distribution of Government-Subsidized Affordable Housing Shares by Urban 
Area 

 
Note: Shows urban areas with at least four municipalities (10 in Connecticut in 2020, 86 in France in 2017). See 
figure 2 for explanation of box-and-whiskers plots. Source: Insee (2020b; 2020c); U.S. HUD (2020a; 2020b). 

This plot shows that, while the 10 urban areas in Connecticut with at least four municipalities 
had an average of only about three percent of their overall housing units subsidized through 
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national government programs, on average almost 20 percent of units in French urban areas had 
such subsidies. (This graph does not include data on Housing Choice Vouchers, but Freemark 
and Steil (2021) show that, even including tenant-based subsidies of this sort, U.S. regions have 
far fewer units subsidized than French ones.) 

Just as importantly, while there were many French urban areas with more than 20 percent overall 
social-housing shares, Connecticut urban areas topped out at around six percent government-
subsidized, project-based affordable housing. There are simply fewer subsidies for affordable 
housing available in the United States, and this fact is reflected in the difference between 
conditions in urban areas in the two places. 

7.1 Distribution of Publicly Subsidized Affordable Housing in Connecticut Urban Areas 

Not only do urban areas in Connecticut have significantly less government-subsidized affordable 
housing than those in France, but that affordable housing is also considerably less evenly 
distributed between municipalities than in France. Table 9 provides data on the three measures of 
affordable housing distribution—Herfindahl ratio, isolation, and centrality—for the mean urban 
area in Connecticut as compared to that in France. Again, as in table 8, I note indicators both for 
all urban areas with at least four municipalities (10 urban areas in Connecticut) and those with at 
least ten (four: Bridgeport-Stamford, Hartford, New Haven, and Norwich). 

Table 9: Measures of Concentration of Social Housing, Mean of Urban Areas 

Urban areas with at 
least 4 municipalities Herfindahl ratio Isolation Centrality 

France, 2017 1.23 1.11 1.12 
Connecticut, 2020 2.70 1.92 2.16 

Urban areas with at 
least 10 municipalities Herfindahl ratio Isolation Centrality 
France, 2017 1.21 1.13 1.10 
Connecticut, 2020 3.47 1.97 2.75 

Note: 10 Connecticut urban areas had at least four municipalities; four had at least 10. 86 French urban areas had at 
least four municipalities; 36 had at least 10. Source: Insee (2020b; 2020c); U.S. HUD (2020a; 2020b). 

Table 9 shows that the concentration of government-supported affordable housing is much 
higher across all three measures in Connecticut urban areas than it is in France. As an example of 
how dramatically concentrated subsidized units are, as of 2020, there were 11,839 federally 
supported project-based units in the New Haven urban area; of these, 7,664, or 65 percent, were 
located in the city of New Haven itself. On the other hand, the city accounted for only 22 percent 
of the urban area’s overall housing units. 

I illustrate differences between urban areas in Connecticut and France in terms of the 
concentration of subsidized housing in figure 9. This boxplot shows that the Herfindahl ratio of 
urban areas in France (in red) is tightly distributed close to 1, meaning a relatively even 
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distribution across the urban area. On the other hand, the distribution among Connecticut urban 
areas (in orange) is far less even. This shows room for improvement in terms of equitable access 
to affordable housing. 

Figure 9: Distribution of Herfindahl Ratios of Social Housing Divided by all Housing Units, 
by Urban Area 

 

Note: Urban areas with at least four municipalities in Connecticut (10) and France (86). See figure 2 for explanation 
of box-and-whiskers plots. Source: Insee (2020b; 2020c); U.S. HUD (2020a; 2020b). 

7.2 Potential Implementation of a New Fair-share Affordable Housing Mandate 

We could imagine the implementation of a fair-share affordable housing mandate in Connecticut 
in the mode of the SRU from two perspectives. First, the state could develop a fair-share 
affordable-housing requirement that prioritizes the availability of affordable housing in currently 
low-affordability communities. This type of mandate would provide new state support for 
affordable housing and focus that housing in the communities with little of it today. Second, the 
state could implement a regulation that redistributes affordable housing from high-affordability 
communities to low-affordability communities. Below, I examine how these policies could 
potentially be applied in the New Haven region. 

(a) A Fair-Share Mandate Prioritizing an Increase in Available Affordable Units in Low-
Affordability Communities 

Currently, the city of New Haven takes on the large majority of federally subsidized affordable 
housing units in its urban area, as noted. It also has by far the highest share of units dedicated to 
affordable housing. As of 2020, roughly 13.7 percent of housing units in that city are subsidized 
in that manner, including public housing, project-based Section 8, and LIHTC. This is a high 
level for the United States—but relatively low compared to French cities. 

Were communities throughout the New Haven urban area to achieve housing affordability 
similar to levels in the city of New Haven, the suburban communities would need to add a total 
of more than 26,000 affordable units, as illustrated in table 10. 
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By comparison, the total number of units ever created with funding by the LIHTC program in 
Connecticut—for the entire period from 1986 to 2016—is less than 24,000 (HUD 2020a). This 
approach to achieving more even distribution of affordable housing, then, would not only require 
massive intervention in suburban communities, but it would take decades to achieve given the 
significant current limitations in available funding for such units. 

(b) A Fair-Share Mandate Prioritizing More Equitable Distribution of Affordable Units 

The second approach to emulating the SRU’s emphasis on distributing housing more evenly 
across metropolitan areas would be to demand marginal changes over time. Imagine a situation 
in which communities other than New Haven would be expected to increase their share of units 
with subsidized housing units by 2 percentage points, whereas New Haven could decrease its 
share of units by 2 percentage points. This change could be premised on no net change in the 
number of housing units in each community, allowing the growth in affordable units to mean the 
subsidization of existing housing stock. 

Such a policy would increase the share of regional total housing units that are subsidized from 
4.7 to 5.8 percent and require the overall number of housing units subsidized to increase by 
2,831 units in the urban area. This figure is less than the total allocation of LIHTC units to 
Connecticut between 2012 and 2016, meaning it is a more realizable outcome in terms of 
financial feasibility, but would still be a challenge to implement in the short term. This policy 
concept is also detailed in table 10. 

Such a policy would significantly reduce concentration of affordable housing units, reducing the 
Herfindahl ratio for the urban area from 4.49 today (an extremely high level, even for 
Connecticut) to 2.41. It would reduce the city of New Haven’s share of the regional project-
based subsidized housing units from 65 percent today to just 45 percent. Similar changes could 
be undertaken in every urban area in the state. 

In other words, a relatively minor change in policy and a limited ask for affected communities 
could mean a dramatic increase in accessibility to jobs located in the suburbs and a reduction in 
the concentration of poverty in the central city. 
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Table 10: New Haven Urban Area Subsidized Affordable Housing by Community 

Community 

Housing 
units, 
2020 

Current % 
subsidized 
affordable 

Current 
number 

subsidized 
affordable 

(a) New affordable 
units needed to 

achieve New 
Haven levels 

(b) New 
affordable 

units under a 
fair-share plan 

Branford 13,842 0.9% 121 2,050 277 
Cheshire 10,967 1.3% 144 1,568 219 
Chester 2,002 1.0% 20 294 40 
Clinton 6,234 0.4% 25 957 125 
Deep River 2,121 0.0% 0 336 42 
East Haven 12,175 3.4% 413 1,448 244 
Essex 3,383 0.0% 0 535 68 
Guilford 9,179 0.3% 30 1,417 184 
Hamden 25,004 1.0% 242 3,676 500 
Killingworth 2,411 0.0% 0 381 48 
Madison 8,159 0.0% 1 1,290 163 
Meriden 29,883 5.0% 1,480 3,014 598 
New Haven 56,102 13.7% 7,664 0 -1,122 
North Branford 5,926 0.0% 0 938 119 
North Haven 9,167 2.7% 248 1,163 183 
Old Saybrook 5,800 0.6% 37 875 116 
Orange 5,120 0.0% 0 810 102 
Wallingford 19,914 1.1% 211 2,906 398 
West Haven 22,170 5.4% 1,203 2,114 443 
Westbrook 4,214 0.0% 0 667 84 
Total 253,773 4.7% 11,839 26,438 2,831 

Source: U.S. HUD (2020a; 2020b). 
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8. Conclusions 

In this paper, I examined the impact of the SRU law on the availability and distribution of 
affordable housing in French metropolitan areas, and considered whether similar policy was 
implementable in the U.S. context. My analysis demonstrates that the SRU law had major effects 
on the distribution of affordable housing in urban areas throughout France. I show that, 
compared to the period preceding the law, the regulation was effective in increasing the 
availability of social-housing units in cities with low levels of such affordability (especially the 
wealthiest cities), while decreasing the concentration of such units in communities with high 
levels of social housing. Reforms enacted more recently to expand the applicability of the law, 
such as by increasing fines on communities not following the law’s goals, appear to be having 
their desired effect, as well. 

These findings suggest the potential for the enactment of a similar policy in the United States. 
My examination of the distribution of publicly subsidized, project-based affordable housing in 
Connecticut shows that urban areas in that state suffer from much more inequitable distribution 
of subsidies than French urban areas have ever experienced. These inequities result from 
suburban rules that inhibit the ability to construct multi-family housing, limited funding for 
affordable housing, and few state regulations designed to encourage localities to alter their 
policies. 

A requirement that Connecticut cities orient zoning and fiscal resources to achieving more even 
distribution of affordable housing could reduce these inequities. The end result would offer low-
income people better access to resources in suburban areas and reduce pressure on central cities 
to handle all the social service needs of particularly vulnerable populations. These changes 
would assist the achievement of the goal of ensuring that everyone, no matter their resources, be 
able to choose the community in which they want to live, and increase access to opportunities for 
a larger share of the population. 

Nevertheless, this paper’s findings suggest that even the French strategy is insufficient to fully 
remediate the injustices that result from unevenly distributed affordable housing. It has been 
more than 20 years since the SRU law was passed, yet many communities throughout that 
country remain far from accomplishing the 20 percent social-housing goal—let alone the 25 
percent one. Anecdotally, many of the wealthiest cities in France continue to devote large 
budgetary resources to preventing the construction of social housing, and the national 
government has not stepped in adequately to address communities that are deficient in such 
units. On the other hand, high levels of poverty in certain suburban enclaves remain concerning 
(Lelévrier and Melic 2018). And even if the number of social housing units has increased, the 
growth in other types of housing units has been faster. The pace of progress for affordability is 
just too slow, and it is varied: left-wing controlled cities are more willing to undertake 
inclusionary policies than right-wing ones. 

At the same time, no progress has been made in acknowledging the fact that municipalities may 
not be the appropriate scale for attempting social integration (Blanc 2010). If the city of Paris has 
made strides in recent years to encourage more social housing even in wealthy neighborhoods 
throughout the city (Freemark et al. 2021), that progress is limited and not required by national 
law. It is likely that communities throughout the country are inequitably distributing social 
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housing within their borders, even if they are technically abiding by the requirements of the 
SRU. Municipal-scale social integration is not the same as neighborhood-scale or even building-
scale integration. 

Projections from my analysis of Connecticut raise similar concerns. The scale of investment 
needed to bring suburban communities to the level of affordability available in cities like New 
Haven is almost unfathomable—it would take generations to make the necessary change 
statewide. Nevertheless, marginal, thoughtful approaches, such as requiring suburban 
communities to offer even a small amount of affordable housing, could still make a major impact 
on the lives of thousands of people. 

Additional research is necessary to fully consider the impacts of the SRU law. Examinations of 
the policy will need to continue past 2025 at the least. One promising analytical approach would 
be to explore changes just in cities with close elections, to further understand the influence of 
partisanship in impacting outcomes. It may also be possible that the single national standard of 
25 percent social housing is inappropriate; some expensive regions, like the capital area, may 
have different needs than others, and may need a different policy approach. 

Moreover, better understanding of how different aspects of the policy impacted outcomes would 
be valuable. For example, how was the scale of governmental fines associated with later 
municipal action, extending beyond the important recent work by Maaoui (2021)? To what 
degree did national government representatives, the prefects, command powers from local 
governments, as the law allows? More details on this front would allow us to further identify 
what makes for an effective regulatory structure for affordable housing policy seeking to produce 
a fair share of affordable housing everywhere. 
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Appendix A 

Timeline and Major Characteristics of SRU Law and Subsequent Related Action 

Based on Joinet et al. (2020). 

 
2000 

- SRU law passed by the French National Assembly. 
- Requirements: 

o Impacted municipalities must achieve 20 percent social housing (as a share of 
principal housing units) by 2020. 

- Enforcement mechanism: 
o Fine of up to 5 percent of municipal budget, depending on the “financial 

potential” (PFH) of the community (higher fines for wealthier communities). 
 
2013 

- Duflot law passed by the French National Assembly. 
- Requirements: 

o Most impacted municipalities must achieve 25 percent social housing by 2025 
(certain communities in small agglomerations with limited access to employment 
stick to 20 percent guideline; there were 10 such communities in the Paris region). 

o At least 30 percent of social housing units must be dedicated for lowest-income 
families (PLAI units); a maximum of 30 percent of social housing units must be 
dedicated to highest-income-qualifying families (PLS units). 

- Enforcement mechanisms: 
o Fine of up to 7.5 percent of municipal budget, depending on the “financial 

potential” (PFH) of the community (higher fines for wealthier communities). 
o The fine can be increased by up to five times by the prefect for communities that 

are particularly behind the requirements. 
o All new developments in non-complying communities with at least 12 units or 

800 m2 must including 30 percent PLAI or PLUS (moderate-income units). 
 
2014 

- ALUR/Duflot II law passed by the French National Assembly. 
- Enforcement mechanisms: 

o Prefect may take power over building permits from municipality. 
 
2017 

- LEC law passed by the French National Assembly. 
- Enforcement mechanisms: 

o Prefect may take power over assigning social-housing units to residents from 
municipality. 

o Financial sanctions increased for non-complying communities. 
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Defining characteristics for municipalities impacted by the law 
- Minimum 3,500 residents per municipality (minimum 1,500 residents in the Paris urban 

area). 
- Municipality must be located within an urban area of at least 50,000 residents total, with 

at least one municipality in that urban area with at least 15,000 residents. 
- Municipalities experiencing demographic decline or with more than 50 percent of land 

area being non-constructable may be excluded from requirements. 
 
How is social housing defined? 

- Official Habitation à Loyer Modéré (HLM), run by a public-sector or non-profit social-
housing entity. 

- “Conventioned” housing that enforces means-based income limits on residents. 
- Non-metropolitan France SEM housing. 
- Group housing for older people, handicapped people, young people, immigrants (means-

restricted). 
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Appendix B 

Regression Results: Change in Social-Housing Share, 1999 to 2017, by commune (Not 
Scaled) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
1999 social-housing share -0.38 (0.02) *** -0.36 (0.02) *** -0.33 (0.02) *** -0.34 (0.03) *** 
Below 20% social-housing share 
in 1999 (dummy) 

 0.01 (0.00) ** 0.03 (0.01) ***  

Below 20% share * 1999 social 
share 

  -0.11 (0.02) ***  

Below 25% social-housing share 
in 1999 (dummy) 

    0.02 (0.01) *** 

Below 25% share * 1999 social 
share 

   -0.11 (0.02) *** 

Municipality was controlled by 
left party from 2001-2020 
(dummy) 

0.01 (0.00) *** 0.01 (0.00) *** 0.01 (0.00) *** 0.01 (0.00) *** 

Population change, 1999-2017 0.00 (0.00)  0.00 (0.00)  -0.01 (0.00)  0.00 (0.00) 
Share of population with college 
education, 2017 

-0.14 (0.04) *** -0.14 (0.04) *** -0.15 (0.04) *** -0.15 (0.04) *** 

Log median personal income 
level, 2017 

0.05 (0.01) *** 0.05 (0.01) *** 0.05 (0.01) *** 0.05 (0.01) *** 

Unemployment level, 2017 0.24 (0.06) *** 0.25 (0.06) *** 0.24 (0.06) *** 0.23 (0.06) *** 
Log population density, 2017 0.00 (0.00)  0.00 (0.00)  0.00 (0.00) *** 0.00 (0.00) * 
Left parties presidential share, 
2007 

0.00 (0.00) *** 0.00 (0.00) *** 0.00 (0.00) *** 0.00 (0.00) *** 

Rental tenure share, 2017 0.10 (0.02) *** 0.10 (0.02) *** 0.10 (0.02) *** 0.10 (0.02) *** 
Share of residents who moved 
within last two years, 2017 

0.00 (0.00) * 0.00 (0.00) ** 0.00 (0.00) ** 0.00 (0.00) * 

Intercept -0.48 (0.13) *** -0.48 (0.13) *** -0.49 (0.13) *** -0.49 (0.13) *** 
Adjusted R2 0.53 0.54 0.54 0.54 
n 1503 1503 1503 1503 

Note: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.01. Robust standard errors in parentheses Source: Insee (2020b); Ministère 
de l’Intérieur (2001; 2007; 2008; 2014; 2017). 
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