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SVP Initiative 
It is not the growing population that is the problem, but weak rent regulation, says social 
geographer Hanna Hilbrandt. 

“Not a Question of Density” 
Interview by Daniel Stern 
Illustration by Serafine Frey 

WOZ: In connection with the SVP initiative to limit the resident population to ten million 
inhabitants, there has recently been much talk about “density stress.” The SVP also uses 
this term. What do you understand by it? 

Hanna Hilbrandt: In international comparison, I would not describe Swiss cities as 
particularly dense. At the same time, the densest areas in Switzerland have good 
infrastructure and relatively many green spaces. The term “density stress,” however, 
does not refer to measurable density, but rather to its subjective perception. It suggests 
that there are too many people in Switzerland and that this is the reason for 
environmental or emotional stress. That makes the term highly political. 

So “density stress” is not measurable? 

You can measure population density or building density, but these are average values. 
Density is not a question of urban quality or stress. In urban studies, density - along with 
size and heterogeneity - is considered an essential defining characteristic of cities. An 
urbanized Switzerland will automatically have a certain degree of density. 

Perhaps many people simply struggle with this urbanization? With the 
agglomerations around cities continuing to spread outward? 

The problem with agglomeration is urban sprawl. Agglomerations are precisely not dense 
spaces. What troubles people are issues such as traffic problems or the lack of access 
to affordable housing. The solution to these problems does not lie in population 
regulation, but in better organized transportation systems or better regulated rental 
markets. 

So-called density stress is then a planning problem? 

“Density stress” is a rhetorical device or a political buzzword. But the question of how 
high population densities can be translated into urban quality is an important one. It 
requires public spaces, green areas, rich cultural offerings, and social infrastructure. 
These are all questions of planning. High density can absolutely be transformed into a 
high quality of life if these factors are taken into account. 

Can you give examples? 



 

We can see where people like to move to. In Switzerland, cities are the most popular 
places - and therefore the places with the highest densities. The same applies 
internationally. Cities such as Paris or London are far denser than Zurich, yet many people 
want to move there because of their urban qualities. 

But people can increasingly no longer afford to. 

Exactly. But that, in turn, is a problem of the real estate industry and housing policy, and 
has nothing to do with density. 

So the housing market would need to be better regulated. 

Switzerland does not have particularly effective rent regulation. After the demolition of an 
apartment building, rents in the new replacement building do not have to be based on 
existing rents or previous rents, but on interest rate developments. Because new rents 
are not controlled, fantasy prices can be charged. However, some cantons have 
introduced protective regulations. In the canton of Zurich, a vote will take place on June 
14 on the Housing Protection Initiative (« Wohnschutzinitiative »), which seeks to limit no-
fault evictions and excessive rent prices. Another major issue in this context is how to 
prevent capital investments from Switzerland and abroad from further fueling land 
speculation and leading to the construction of housing that is too expensive. This is one 
of the issues addressed by the proposed tightening of the Lex Koller, which is currently 
under discussion. 

In your work, you observe a politicization of the housing issue. 

Both the understanding of the causes of the problem and the possible solutions are 
contested. Hardly any issue currently concerns the Swiss population more strongly. That 
is precisely why the migration issue is increasingly being fought out on the battlefield of 
housing politics. The initiators of the SVP initiative, for example, use scarcity of housing 
as an argument. 

The SVP also argues with the concreting over of nature and the depletion of 
resources. That argument seems to resonate with many people. 

Again, the initiative falsely translates a problem of planning and rental laws into a 
problem of population regulation. Building regulations and tenancy law could specifically 
address these negative developments. But the initiative obviously has little interest in 
that. 

The initiators are distracting from the real problems. 

Stoking resentment against migration in relation to issues that currently concern the 
population is a very deliberate strategy. 

And apparently it works. 

You can see this in many countries. Under pressure from neoliberal capital markets, the 
precarization of populations has been growing for years: financial room for maneuver is 



 

shrinking, social mobility is becoming increasingly unattainable, and fear of 
displacement is rising. 

The initiative ties into these very real problems. The narrative that the housing crisis is a 
problem of population regulation is very easy for the SVP to sell. This is because the real 
estate industry and parts of planning policy primarily portray the housing crisis as a 
problem of supply and demand - that is, a problem of scarcity that should be solved with 
a construction boom. If we understand the problem primarily as one of housing scarcity, 
it seems logical to regulate population numbers rather than rents. 

But more housing is in fact needed. In sectors such as nursing or healthcare, for 
example, we also depend on more immigration. The question is: how do we organize 
this population growth in a socially and environmentally sustainable way? 

The initiative does not actually demand that these people no longer be allowed into the 
country - except in the case of asylum seekers. I rather fear that a kind of new seasonal 
worker status («Saisonnierstatut») could emerge. These people would still need housing, 
but they would simply have a precarious residency status. 

So how can Switzerland accommodate additional residents? New construction is 
not ideal from a climate protection perspective. 

With the revision of the Spatial Planning Act, inner densification was written into law as 
the standard. Most Swiss cities now have little or almost no building land reserves left. As 
a result, this densification is almost always translated into replacement construction, 
even though demolishing old buildings and constructing new ones is ecologically 
problematic. Moreover, recent studies show that replacement buildings also lead to 
higher per capita consumption of living space. 

How else can more housing be created? 

One possibility is promoting gentle densification - that is, renovating and adding floors to 
existing buildings. In connection with renovations, there are currently many discussions 
about socially sustainable ways of designing vertical extensions and phasing 
construction work so that residents can gradually move into other apartments within the 
same housing complex during construction, or even return to their renovated apartments 
afterward. It would have to be ensured that renovated apartments remain affordable after 
renovation. 

I am also thinking of non-profit housing construction. This would require a revision of the 
Spatial Planning Act - not to further encourage urban sprawl, but to make it possible to 
build new, compact urban districts in carefully selected locations. Vienna, for example, 
built Seestadt Aspern for 25,000 people. It is a city with ecological building standards, 
excellent subway connections and a high quality of life. That is more sustainable than 
inner densification through replacement construction and also does not lead to the 
displacement of existing residents. 

Earlier you mentioned that new buildings are always accompanied by an increase in 
living space per person. But that is not a law of nature. How could this be regulated? 



 

Housing cooperatives can do this very easily through occupancy rules, and they already 
do. In the private sector, I do not know of any regulation that would be effective. Yet 
cheaper apartments with smaller living spaces are in very high demand. 

The market seems not to hear these signals. 

The market understands the signals very well. Developers know how to make the most 
money: with large apartments for child-free dual-income couples. For families with 
children and lower incomes, by contrast, the market is extremely tight. And rental costs 
are distributed very unequally. Low-income earners, but also many middle-income 
earners, pay proportionally much higher housing costs than wealthier people - often thirty 
to forty percent of their income. 

This shows that the rental market is a redistribution machine: from tenants with low 
incomes and high housing costs to people with assets - that is, those who own real estate 
or who are involved in property ownership through stocks and pension funds. 
Theoretically, this would be a conflict between top and bottom. But the SVP initiative does 
not address this redistribution at all. Instead, it portrays the housing crisis as a conflict 
between newcomers and the established population. 

In your work, you use the term “Responsible City.” What do you mean by that? 

I understand responsibility as the operationalization of justice. In other words: how do I 
put a particular concept of justice into practice? It is not about everyone claiming exactly 
the same amount of living space, but about structural justice. There are social structures 
that advantage some people and disadvantage others. From this concept of justice, we 
can derive the concept of responsibility: a Responsible City promotes structures in which 
certain people are not treated worse than others. 

(Translated by RC team, 21.05.2026) 


