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Senior Housing in Europe – Ageing with Dignity, Choice and Independence
European Seniors’ Union – Autumn Conference, Bergen
Europe is ageing. Housing policy must catch up.
Europe is undergoing a profound demographic transformation. By 2050, almost 30% of the European population is expected to be aged 65 or over. Yet the debate on ageing has focused primarily on pensions, healthcare and long-term care. Housing — where and how people live — must become an equally important part of the discussion.
The home is central to people’s ability to remain independent, participate in society and age with dignity. However, many older Europeans face increasing housing costs, rising energy bills and homes that are no longer suitable for later life. Homes may be inaccessible, energy-inefficient, too large or costly to maintain, or poorly connected to public transport, services and social networks.
The principle of “ageing in place” remains important, but only if the place is fit for ageing.
Older people should not be forced to choose between staying alone in an unsuitable home and moving into institutional care. They need real and affordable choices: adapting their existing home, moving to suitable senior housing, living in a community or intergenerational setting, or accessing flexible support and care as their needs evolve.
Housing is not simply a commodity. It is a foundation of dignity, independence, security and participation.

The “missing middle”: creating real housing choices
Across Europe, there is a growing gap between the traditional family home and institutional or residential care.
Many older people are still able to live independently but find that their existing home is no longer appropriate. Others need some support with daily life but do not require residential care.
This is the “missing middle” that the conference will explore.
A modern approach to senior housing should offer a continuum of choices, including:
· accessible and affordable senior housing;
· adapted homes and age-friendly neighbourhoods;
· supported independent living;
· housing combined with flexible care and support;
· community and co-housing;
· intergenerational housing;
· conversion of suitable existing or vacant buildings;
· shared facilities and community services that reduce loneliness and isolation.
There is no single European model. Housing markets, welfare systems, family structures and traditions differ significantly between countries. The objective is therefore to identify common principles, successful approaches and practical solutions that can be adapted to national and local circumstances.


Different realities, common challenges
The conference will bring together perspectives from across Europe and examine how different housing systems are responding to demographic change.
The Nordic experience demonstrates the potential of independent living, home care and strong local services. At the same time, rural ageing, geographical distances, shortages of accessible housing and increasing care needs present growing challenges.
In Western Europe, many older people remain in large or inaccessible family homes because suitable alternatives are unavailable. This can also affect younger generations facing difficulties accessing appropriate housing.
In Southern Europe, high home ownership and strong family networks have traditionally provided security. However, changing family structures, inaccessible older apartments and energy poverty demonstrate that home ownership alone does not guarantee dignified ageing.
In Central and Eastern Europe, many older people own their homes but have limited disposable income. They can therefore be “asset-rich but income-poor”, unable to finance essential maintenance, accessibility improvements or energy renovation.
Despite these differences, the same priorities emerge:
Affordability – Accessibility – Energy efficiency – Security – Proximity to services – Social inclusion – Choice

Housing, energy and care: three sides of the same challenge
Senior housing cannot be considered separately from Europe's energy transition or the development of care services.
Energy renovation can make homes warmer, healthier and more affordable to run. But for older people living on modest or fixed incomes, the upfront cost of renovation can be prohibitive.
The principle must therefore be:
Renovate – but do not impoverish.
Older people vulnerable to energy poverty need accessible grants, affordable financing and practical technical assistance. No one should have to choose between heating their home and paying for food or medicines.
Housing must also be planned together with home care, social services, healthcare, transport and community infrastructure. A suitable home, combined with accessible local services, can enable people to remain independent for longer and reduce unnecessary pressure on institutional care.

A European agenda for senior housing
Although housing remains primarily a responsibility of Member States, regions and municipalities, the European Union can play an important role through policies on affordable housing, social inclusion, energy efficiency, cohesion, investment and the European Pillar of Social Rights.
The conference will explore how senior housing can become a more visible part of this European agenda.


1. Make senior housing visible
Older people's specific housing needs should be recognised in European affordable housing policies and relevant investment programmes.
2. Age-proof European policies
Policies concerning housing, energy, infrastructure, climate and cohesion should assess their impact on older people.
3. Close the “missing middle”
Member States and local authorities should develop a continuum of affordable housing between fully independent living and institutional care.
4. Protect older people from energy poverty
Energy renovation should be accompanied by financial and technical support for older people on low and modest incomes.
5. Connect housing and care
Housing strategies should be developed together with home care, social services, transport and community infrastructure.
6. Promote community and intergenerational housing
Housing can help combat loneliness, strengthen social connections and encourage interaction between generations while preserving privacy and independence.
7. Strengthen European cooperation
Europe should facilitate the exchange of good practices, data, financing models and innovative approaches to senior housing.
8. Put older people at the centre
Policies should be developed with older people, not simply for older people. Senior citizens and their representative organisations should have a meaningful role in shaping housing policies.

From good practice to political action
The Bergen conference will seek to move from diagnosis to practical solutions.
Participants will have the opportunity to examine examples such as Helgetun in Bergen, the work of OBOS, and relevant initiatives from other European countries. These examples can demonstrate how accessible, community-oriented and integrated housing can work in practice.
But the conference will go beyond simply presenting individual projects.
The key question is:
What makes a successful model affordable, sustainable and scalable?
The programme will bring together senior citizens and their organisations, policymakers, municipalities, housing providers, care professionals, researchers and civil society.
The aim is to create an open exchange of experience and identify solutions that can be transferred and adapted to different European contexts.
Participants will be encouraged to share examples from their own countries, discuss the barriers to developing age-friendly housing, and identify the policy and financing conditions needed to make successful approaches more widely available.

The message from Bergen
Europe cannot successfully respond to demographic change while treating housing as an afterthought.
Ageing well requires a place to live well.
A modern, age-friendly Europe must offer older people more than two choices: remaining in an unsuitable home or entering institutional care. It must provide a genuine continuum of secure, affordable, accessible and community-oriented housing.
The Bergen conference aims to contribute to a stronger European debate on senior housing and to ensure that the needs and aspirations of older people are visible in discussions on demographic change, social inclusion, energy poverty, long-term care and intergenerational solidarity.
The goal is not simply to build more housing for older people.
It is to build better choices for longer lives.
Housing is dignity.
Housing is independence.
Housing is security.
And housing is a foundation for an intergenerational Europe in which people can age with confidence, participation and choice.
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PROGRAMME OF THE BERGEN AUTUMN CONFERENCE
BERGEN, 4-6 NOVEMBER 2026

	Wednesday, 4 November 2026

	Arrival of Participants
Participants arrive in Bergen and check in at the Grand Hotel Terminus

16.00  Presidency Meeting
Meeting of the ESU Presidency

17.30  Official Opening of the Conference 
Opening statements by 
Grete Horntvedt, President of Senior Høyre, Norway
Stefaan Vercamer, President of the European Seniors’ Union

Introduction to the objectives of the ESU Autumn Conference
Patrick Penninckx, Secretary General of the European Seniors’ Union 

19:00  Welcome Dinner at Grand Hotel Terminus
Welcome address by Marit Warncke, Mayor of Bergen 









Disclaimer: this event receives financial support from the European Parliament. Sole liability rests with the organisers, the European Parliament is not responsible for the activity.



	Thursday, 5 November 2026

	08:30  Bus transfer to Helgetun

09.00  Study Visit: Helgetun – A Community for Senior Living
Welcome by Bjart Rieber-Nygaard, Chairman of Helgetun
Presentation and guided visit focusing on:
· the concept and philosophy of Helgetun;
· independent living and community;
· housing design for seniors;
· social interaction and prevention of loneliness;
· links between housing and care;
· financing and long-term sustainability;
· lessons for other European countries.

Discussion with participants

11.00  Return / coffee and networking

11.30   Key note  ‘How can housing providers deliver attractive, affordable and sustainable homes for an ageing population?’
Moderator: Grete Horntvedt, President of Senior Høyre, Norway

               How to make age-friendly housing - a guide and examples from Norway. 
Introducer: Hanne Løvbrøtte, Project Developement Manager in OBOS New Homes
Objective: Presentation of current and future approaches to senior housing in Norway

               Questions and Answers – reactions from Executive Committee and Presidency members

12:30  Lunch






	Thursday, 5 November 2026

	13.30- Panel I – The Housing Crisis for Seniors Across Europe
Moderator: Stefaan Vercamer, President of the European Seniors’ Union

“Housing affordability, ageing and intergenerational solidarity in Europe”
Keynote : Jaana Vanhatalo (Finland)

Four European perspectives
· South: « family-based housing, home ownership and the changing care model »
Cristina Noriega Garcia, Dr in Psychology, Expert in Gerontology, Spain
· West: « the missing middle and the challenge of under-occupation »
Jeanique Van Den Heede, General Director housing company Flemish Ardennes Belgium
· East: « Poland / Central and Eastern Europe – home ownership, low pensions and the renovation trap »
Tiina Laanejärv, ESU Executive Committee member, Estonia
· North: « Norway / Nordic countries - Independent living, community housing and municipal responsibility the concept and philosophy of Helgetun »
Bjart Rieber-Nygaard, Chairman of Helgetun

Discussion with participants :
‘What can Europe learn from different national housing models?’

15.00- Coffee break







	Thursday, 5 November 2026

	15.30   Panel II – What Can Europe Do?
Moderator: Andrea Eder-Gitschthaler,Vice- President of the European Seniors’ Union

17.00  European Housing Policy: From Ambition to Delivery
Contributions from
· Tatiana Marquez Uriarte, Prepresentative of the European Commission / Commissioner responsible for housing (online).
· Michael Asgaard Andersen, Head of the Cluster for Architecture and Ageing, Royal Danish Academy

Topics :
· European Affordable Housing Plan;
· European Pillar of Social Rights;
· Energy Performance of Buildings Directive;
· European funding;
· Affordable and social housing;
· Energy poverty;
· Ageing and the European Semester;
· The future EU budget.

Debate with ESU participants :
‘Where should Europe act – and where must Member States, regions and municipalities act?’

Video Message by Ine Eriksen Søreide, Member of Norwegian Parliament. President of the Conservative Party (Høyre)  in Norway , on:
“The Norwegian Welfare State and Housing for an Ageing Population”

19.00 Conference Dinner at Grand Hotel Terminus






	Friday, 6 November 2026

	09.00 Panel III – From Good Practice to Systemic Change
Moderator: Cor Spreeuwenberg,Vice- President of the European Seniors’ Union

« Housing care and longevity »
Keynote : Prof. Johan Albrecht, Ghent University 
‘Housing and community”
Keynote : Barbara de Groen – Vilans Netherlands
« Housing from a psychological perspective »
Keynote : Barbara Perfahl, Wohnpsychologin
« Age-friendly housing development in Norway »
Keynote : Anne Berit Rafoss, National Network of Age-Friendly Cities and Communities in Norway

The keynotes will explore the relationship between:
· housing;
· care;
· longevity;
· social infrastructure;
· loneliness;
· affordability;
· public and private investment.

European Good Practices
Presentations from ESU Vice-Presidents and practitioners from different European countries. – as well as from key note speakers ( f.e. Jeanique Van Den Heede (Belgium), Michale Asgaard Andersen( Denmark), Barbara Perfahl (Austria)
(Austria).
Possible themes : 
· Community-based senior housing
· Intergenerational housing
· Housing with care
· Renovation and energy poverty
· Innovative municipal housing policies
· Cooperative and non-profit housing

10.30- Coffee break





	Friday, 6 November 2026

	11.00 From Bergen to Brussels: ESU Recommendations
Moderator: Patrick Penninckx, Secretary General of the European Seniors’ Union

Presentation and discussion of the final ESU recommendations
Focus on:
· Age-Proofing of EU housing and investment policies;
· affordable and accessible senior housing;
· energy renovation without energy poverty;
· the missing middle between home and institutional care;
· housing and care integration;
· community and intergenerational housing;
· financing and EU investment;
· sustainable environment ;
· participation of older people.

11.30  Adoption of the « Bergen Declaration »

12.00  Presentation of the ESU Bergen Declaration on Future-Proof Housing for Seniors
Discussion and adoption by the participants

Closing Remarks
· Grete Horntvedt, President of Senior Høyre, Norway
· Stefaan Vercamer, President of the European Seniors’ Union 

“A Europe where people can age with dignity is a Europe that is prepared for the future.”


13.00- End of the Conference and Lunch
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