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Structure of the presentation

• Large housing estates: a brief history
• East-central European countries: the

transition
• The present problems of large housing

estates
• Policies to handle the problems
• The need and possibilites for knowledge

transfer



“We really believed, in a quasi-
religious sense, in the perfectibility of 
human nature, in the role of 
architecture as a weapon of social 
reform ... the coming Utopia when 
everyone would live in cheap 
prefabricated flat-roofed multiple 
dwellings – heaven on earth.” 

Philip Johnson, American architect



The command society and the
large housing estates

• The idea to build housing estates with 
prefabricated technology reached its peak in the 
socialist countries: the top-down, dictatorical
political regimes created more than optimal 
circumstances to develop the technology into 
ideology

• The large-scale rebuilding of old cities and 
creating whole new cities was not allowed to be 
criticized openly

• Direct state subsidies to the builders and to the
population made it easier to accept the estates



State support to prefabricated, high-rise
housing in Hungary in the 1970's 
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Very different magnitudes
• the share of high-rise dwellings within the total housing 

stock is 34.1% in the ten new Member States, while 
14.3% in the EU-15 countries

• high-rise housing has significantly larger share in east-
central European countries (18-30 % of the total housing 
stock) than in western European countries (1-9 %). 

• in east-central European countries 20 to 40 percent of 
the total stock is to be found on housing estates of over 
2500 units, compared to 3 to 7 percent in the Western 
countries; 

• the maximum share of units in large housing estates is 
over 70% in some regions and cities in the post-socialist 
countries, while it is 20-25% in Western countries.



Differences in time periods

• in the western countries the peak of high 
rise construction was between 1960-1975
(the 1968 gas explosion and the 1973 
demolition marking the end)

• in the post-socialist countries the peak 
was between 1970-1990 
– in some countries decrease started with

financial difficulties in the 1980s
– in some countries only the change of the

political system has led to a decrease



EAST-CENTRAL EUROPEAN COUNTRIES: THE 
TRANSITION FROM PLANNED TO MARKET ECONOMY

The withdrawal of special state subsidies
• early 1980s: the Hungarian state – due to economic 

difficulties – withdraw almost all specified subsidies from 
prefabricated housing

• within a few months, housing factories started to produce 
prefabricated buildings with pitched roofs, with corner 
sections, with ground-floor units for shops – innovations 
just unthinkable some years earlier

• the emergence of competition came too late: within the 
course of some years the construction of multi-family 
buildings from prefabricated elements ceased to exist in 
Hungary, the “building factories” closed down.



The change in property relations
• Margaret Thatcher privatised 2 million public rental units over 

a time period of 15 years 
• East-central European countries privatised 3.1 million rental 

flats within only five years. 
• The “winners” of this “privatisation race” were the south-

eastern European countries, where 77 % of the public stock 
has rapidly been sold off to the sitting tenants. 

• Discounts on sales prices for sitting tenants were usually 
above 85 %, there were even examples for almost 100 % 
discount. 

• This „give-away” privatisation in the transition countries was  
the quickest and biggest real-estate property transfer 
procedure in history. 

• Tirana: the share of the public rental stock changed between 
1993 and 1998 from almost 100 % to 0 %, in Budapest from
50 % to 10 %, in Prague from 71 % only to 52 %. 



The consequences of mass privatisation

• Negative consequences dominate: increase of 
inequalities, increase of socio-spatial differentiation, 
growing differentiation in the chances for maintenance in
the multi-family housing sector, the emergence of social
problems in the housing sector. 

• The creation of individual individual flat-ownership within 
a house has led to special co-ordination problems in the 
large multi-family buildings: small groups of people –
referring to their individual rights as owners – can block 
all investment decisions. This is true for the buildings 
and even more so for larger areas where neighbouring 
houses should solve problems (parking, up-keep of 
public spaces, green areas) together.





















Different patterns of transition

The change towards the market followed different patterns, 
national differences increased between the post-socialist 
countries, earlier belonging to the same “camp”. 

• Germany: the introduction of a market rental system
• Hungary and Slovenia: the change towards property 

owning country
• Czech Republic, Slovakia, Poland: slower increase of 

owner occupation, substantial cooperative and public 
rental housing

• Romania, Bulgaria, Albania: dominance of individual 
owner occupation, without the necessary legal 
background



Unsuccessful attempt to transfer knowledge

• Early 1990s: ideology dominates again - this time that of 
the free market

• Expert warnings in the late 1980s: the UK case indicated
that mass give-away privatisation should be avoided. 
The benefits are few and only short term, whereas the
many disadvantages will last. The efficiency of social
(public) rental housing could be increased by other
means. 

• Both in the UK and the east-central European countries
the push for give-away housing privatisation came from
the central government and was politically inspired. 
Critical remarks of independent researchers were largely
ignored. 



New demand for knowledge

In the 1990s, the new actors in the fragmented and 
privatised post-socialist societies were forced to improve 
their knowledge. Positive developments happened on 
the lowest level: in condominiums, in private enterprises 
and in local governments. 

• On condominium level it became of prime interest to use 
expert knowledge and coordinate the different ideas of 
the residents. 

• The private building industry was forced by the critical 
buyers and also by the hesitant-to-lend banks to improve 
their economic and marketing skills. 

• Local governments became very independent to develop 
their own ideas, even so, only a small number of them 
managed to improve their knowledge management 
systems and introduce complex innovative processes. 



THE PROBLEMS OF LARGE 
HOUSING ESTATES

• Housing estates were built in the western countries 
according to higher standards than in the east-central 
European countries: the share of units over 100 sq.m. is 
20% while on the estates of east-central European 
countries such units practically do not exists, the share 
of units with four and more rooms is 37%, against only 
4%. 

• Despite their lower physical quality, there were much 
less visible signs of deterioration in the east-central 
European estates. The social status of these estates is 
much higher: in most of the eastern housing estates all 
strata of society can be found among the residents, in 
strong contrast to the western estates, which became 
highly segregated. 

• Coleman’s idea and the argument of false segregation



The explanation of the disconnection
between physical and social factors

• The magnitude of problems on a housing estate 
depends mostly on the relative position of the estate in 
the local housing market hierarchy

• Prague – Paris comparison: the Prague estate was 
much less problematic, despite the fact that the Paris 
estate was built according to much higher standards. 

• Explanation: the Prague estate is around the middle of 
the local hierarchy, as opposed to the Paris estate, 
which is close to the bottom. This position might be one 
of the most important factors determining the social 
composition of residents, leading to higher segregation 
in estates closer to the bottom of the local housing 
hierarchy. 



The origins of the problems of the large 
housing estates

• Some housing estates could be considered as 
problematic from the beginning on (because built for 
special purposes, e.g. slum-clearance, or built with a 
one-sided composition of flats), and the early spoiled 
reputation of such estates could be reinforced by 
bureaucratic allocation practices and the growing 
negative image amongst the local population. 

• The emergence of problems comes in other cases as 
consequence of changes in the wider environment, e.g. 
local economic collapse, residualisation of social rental 
tenure, maturation in demographic terms and/or in 
physical terms, which might lead to the decrease of the 
housing estate in the local housing hierarchy. 















The problems of housing estates in Hungary

• 20% of flats already reached the time when basic 
renovation would be needed. Due to the outdated 
heating systems and the largely missing heat insulation, 
the heating costs of flats on housing estates are on 
average 2.5 times higher than that of similar flats built of 
bricks. Consequently there are growing differences in the 
real estate values. 

• Overarching renovation would cost more than 5 
thousand eur, in flats, which have an average value of 
20-30 thousand eur. The costs of renovation are 
relatively high, not only compared to the value of the flat 
but also compared to the income of the residents. 

• There are increasing problems with the public spaces 
(streets, squares, playgrounds), as these are not well 
maintained and are largely occupied by parked cars.



• The originally very mixed, above average social status
has changed in the last two decades, but is still not or
not much worse than average

• Probably the most serious problem recently is the 
growing difficulties of families in arrears: 20% of all 
households cannot afford to pay housing expenditures 
regularly and 7% of all households accumulated big 
arrears, and these figures are usually even higher on the 
housing estates. The quick market-oriented change of 
the institutional and financial system resulted in dramatic 
increase in housing-related costs, while no overall, 
nation-wide social safety net existed



POLICIES TO HANDLE THE PROBLEMS 
OF LARGE HOUSING ESTATES

Three periods of policies for housing estate renewal in western 
countries

• early interventions in the 1980s of a purely technical nature
• more complex approach to the problem in the 1990s, as

costly physical improvements brought in most cases only 
temporary relief. Governance as a new trend to answer 
complex problems with integrating the earlier strictly 
separated policy fields. Area-based and targeted interventions 
with the involvement of all stakeholders on the local level, and 
in many cases, embedded into national framework policies

• from the end of the 1990s down-sizing became the 
fashionable approach: the demolition of buildings, earlier 
applied only in exceptional cases, became widely used tool, 
sometimes applied to whole areas of estates. Demolition 
might aim to solve quality problems or to change the 
population structure, in order to achieve social mix with 
demolishing buildings with low rent flats



Policy development on the example of
three housing estates

• Large housing estates in western Europe became in 
their relatively short, 30-35 years of existence, 
concentrated places of social changes, and, as a 
reaction, “laboratories” of policy experiments. 

• The story is quite different in east-central Europe, where 
much more and even larger estates can be found, which
are in average one decade younger. Instead of dramatic 
social changes, these estates were hit by the largest 
property transfer in housing history. It is just now, at the 
beginning of the new century that systematic social 
changes are observable, parallel to the accelerating 
physical degradation. 

• Examples: Queen Elisabeth estate (Glasgow), Biljmeer
(Amsterdam), Havanna (Budapest)



60’s style design - Stark barren public space at base of towers



60’s style design - Queen Elizabeth Square shopping centre and high rise block



Queen Elizabeth Square















Demolition of 60’s multis at Queen Elizabeth Square



Piers Gough designed housing for Queen Elizabeth Square development



























Biljmeer and Havanna – a comparison

• Policy development was much more advanced, national 
policy for housing and cities was much more developed
and the amount of money invested into the upgrading of 
the housing estate was much higher in Amsterdam than 
in Budapest

• Even so, the Biljmeer housing estate could not be 
brought back on a normal track in Amsterdam, and at 
least the half of the estate will be demolished very soon. 

• As a contrast, despite the almost total non-existence of 
policies and the almost negligible investments into the 
upgrading of the estate, the problems of the Havanna
estate did not worsen in the last decade. 

• The explanation is again the difference between these 
housing estates in their local housing markets



THE NEED FOR AND POSSIBILITIES OF 
KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER

• How could the experiences of the western countries be 
used in east-central European countries, where the 
number and share of units on large housing estates is 
considerably bigger? 

• Conditions for knowledge transfer are seemingly good: 
problems emerged in western Europe at least one 
decade earlier than in the other part of Europe. 
Moreover, housing estates in east-central European 
countries are at the moment not in a critical situation yet, 
as their relative position in the local housing markets is 
usually still acceptable. 

• For successful knowledge transfer there is a need for 
considerable efforts on both sides, in the western “donor” 
countries and in the east-central European “recipient” 
countries.



Knowledge transfer: the potential 
“donors”

• Policies for large housing estates are most developed 
and the literature on these problems is most extensive in 
such countries, where the share of large housing estates 
is relatively low: in Britain: 1.3%, Germany: 6.4%, 
Netherlands: 6.6%, France: 9.0%.

• This means that the potential donor countries of a 
knowledge transfer have significantly lower share of this 
type of housing, then the potential recipients (in Poland 
18.0%, Slovakia 18.7%, Hungary 19.6%, Ukraine 22-
28% of the total housing stock is in high-rise units)

• Besides, there is a lack of critical analysis in most 
western countries regarding the attempts so far to solve 
the problems of large housing estates. International 
discussion is much more directed to isolated examples 
of good practices than to potentially very interesting 
failed practices.

















Knowledge transfer: the potential 
“recipients”

• Knowledge management and transfer are relatively new 
phenomenons in east-central Europe, not much discussed in the 
planning and housing literature. Important actors of the knowledge 
management process, as the civil organisations, are weak.

• There is a lack of central level policies in the east-central European 
countries, regarding housing policy in general and the renewal of 
large housing estates in particular. Privatization and decentralization 
resulted in changes in the perceived responsibilities for such 
problems: national politicians believe that housing and urban issues 
do not belong any more to their area of responsibility. 

• The accession to the European Union resulted in a change in the 
relative importance of policy areas, with the domination of those 
areas to which EU support might be achieved (and national co-
financing is needed). As urban renewal is a low priority, and housing 
a non-priority of the EU, these areas will even lose from their 
(already very low) importance in the national policies of the new 
Member States. 



Substantial differences in institutional, 
legal and financial matters

• The western countries usually have stronger organizational 
structures (e.g. non-profit housing associations) to 
implement public policies, as opposed to the east-central 
European countries. 

• There are also differences in the legal systems: in the 
east-central European countries the quick change to the 
free-market system was not everywhere accompanied by
the careful adoption of the laws to determine the 
framework of behaviour of the new actors.

• Western countries are much richer, with average
investments into housing estate renewal around 25 
thousand eur/flat (including costs of investments in public 
spaces). This is approximately equvivalent with the full 
value of the flats in east-central European countries, where 
the most optimistic proposals aim for 5-8 thousand eur/flat 
investments (exclusively in the buildings and flats, not at all 
taking renewal of public spaces into account). 



The potential role of the European Union
• Housing is not part of the common policies of the EU, it 

is not allowed to spend financial means from the 
Structural Funds or from the Cohesion Fund on 
residential buildings. 

• Housing and urban problems became an issue very 
recently, with the intensification of the discussions on the 
next EU planning period (Structural Funds and Cohesion 
Fund contains around 340 bn EUR!). 

• Concentrated efforts of Visegrád countries: the problem 
of the large housing estates has been put on the agenda 
of the official negotiations. The fate of the large housing 
estates will have an immense effect on sustainability of 
urban living, not only in the east central European 
countries, but with an effect on whole of Europe. The still 
available positive aspects of the post-socialist housing 
estates (compact living, good public transport, 
environment-friendly heating system, large green areas)
should be preserved.



Potential indirect roles of the EU
If no direct financing from the EU for the complex renewal of large 

housing estates will be available, it is worth to consider, what 
indirect role the EU could play in this matter. Three ideas:

• This issue should get explicit mentioning in the Community 
Strategic Guidelines, which would mean that Member States 
would be forced to deal with this issue in their National Strategic 
Reference Framework (strategic document for seven years 
planning period). 

• The “Open Method of Coordination” procedure should be 
introduced in order that Member States should set up their 
strategy

• A pilot project scheme should be established, similar to that of 
the Urban Pilot Projects (which preceeded the introduction of the 
URBAN Community Initiative).

The so far only positive outcome of the discussions on the 
regulation of the next planning period is related to urban 
transport. The public transport connections of the large housing 
estates might get improved with EU help in the cohesion 
countries.



CONCLUSIONS

• The primary challenge in connection with the huge east-
central European housing estates is to find solutions on 
their complex problems (low satisfaction level of 
residents, starting physical deficiencies, problems with 
the public spaces, safety issues, etc.), while take the 
economic and sustainability criteria of urban 
development into account. 

• The problem of large housing estates is not at all only a 
housing problem: the deterioration of the estates leads to 
serious economic, employment, social, ethnic, and 
environmental problems. The establishment of a 
complex, local governance approach to the improvement 
of large housing estates is difficult, it needs structured 
advices and knowledge transfer, especially towards the 
new member states of the EU, where the largest housing 
estates exist. 



What type of knowledge transfer is needed?

• Direct transfer of knowledge from western to eastern 
countries is difficult, ideas must carefully be adopted. 
Such innovative transfer of ideas needs deeper 
international collaboration. 

• The aim of the collaboration would be to help east-
central European countries to establish their strategic 
approach to the problem of large housing estates, on the 
basis of which also realistic policies should be developed 
and concrete programmes executed. The strategies and 
policies should be complex, integrating all policy sectors 
and actors. The complex programmes for given housing 
estates should be embedded into a well-developed 
national policy framework and should be realistic from 
financial point of view, taking the real financial capacities 
of all actors into account. 



More is needed than research programmes

• For lasting results research programmes are needed, but
are not enough. New forms should be established for 
concentrated exchange of knowledge, including also the 
decision-makers. Based on the example of the Urban 
Pilot Programme from the past a pilot programme for 
complex, integrated renewal of large housing estates 
should be set up. 

• The east-central European countries must increase their 
efforts to show the specificity of their problems. It is an 
important precondition that these countries themselves 
recognize the problems and give also enough political 
attention to it. There is a need for efforts to set up 
national urban policies, for committed ministerial and 
local politicians, and well-established local strategies.



For the success of knowledge transfer
• It is of prime importance to help to improve the 

knowledge management skills in these societies, not 
only for enabling the badly needed knowledge transfer, 
but also for the improvement of the institutional 
structures and policy making. 

• Restate and the other similar, immensely useful research 
collaborations should help to call the attention to the 
problems and establish – with well-grounded proposals –
the possibility of solutions. 

• It would be important that Restate go one step further, as 
in usual research collaborations: suggestions should be 
prepared, how the conditions for successful knowledge 
and policy transfer could be established. These should 
be directed to the relevant EU institutions (such as DG 
Regio, DG Environment, DG Research), in the hope, that 
also the EU can contribute to the so much needed 
transfer of knowledge and policies. 




