Large Housing Estates in Hungary
Policies and practices

90-6266-234-x
Printed in the Netherlands by A-D Druk bv, Zeist
Edition: 2004
Cartography, lay-out and cover: KartLab, Faculty of Geosciences, Utrecht University
All publications in this series are published on the RESTATE-website http://www.restate.geog.uu.nl and are
available on paper at:
Urban and Regional research centre Utrecht
P.O. Box 80.5
3508 TC Utrecht
the Netherlands
telephone +3 30 253 399
fax +3 30 253 2037
e-mail r.vankempen@geog.uu.nl
Copyright (c) Urban and Regional research centre Utrecht, Faculty of Geosciences, Utrecht University 2004.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form, by print or photo print,
microﬁlm or any other means, without written permission from the publisher.

Large Housing Estates in Hungary
Policies and practices
RESTATE report 3c
Hanna Szemző
Iván Tosics
With the assistance of:
Ildikó Dancza
András Ekés
Sándor Erdősi
Éva Gerőházi
Nóra Teller

RESTATE
Restructuring Large-scale Housing Estates in European Cities:
Good Practices and New Visions for Sustainable Neighbourhoods and Cities
Utrecht 2004
Faculty of Geosciences, Utrecht University

RESTATE

RESTATE is an acronym of the international research project Restructuring Large-scale
Housing Estates in European Cities: Good Practices and New Visions for Sustainable
Neighbourhoods and Cities.
The project is funded under Key Action 4: ‘City of Tomorrow and Cultural Heritage’ in the
‘Energy, Environment and Sustainable Development’ programme within the Fifth Framework
Programme of the European Union (contract no. EVK4-CT-2002-00085).
Coordination:

Ronald van Kempen
Urban and Regional research centre Utrecht
Faculty of Geosciences
Utrecht University

Participants
the Netherlands: Karien Dekker (Utrecht University)
Ellen van Beckhoven (Utrecht University)
Wanda Verwey (Utrecht University)
Sako Musterd (University of Amsterdam)
Wim Ostendorf (University of Amsterdam)
Manuel Aalbers (University of Amsterdam)
France:
Nicole Commerçon (UMR 5600-CNRS, Institute of Human Sciences)
Franck Chignier-Riboulon (UMR 5600-CNRS, Institute of Human
Sciences and Blaise Pascal University)
Marcus Zepf (UMR 5600-CNRS, Institute of Human Sciences)
Fatiha Belmessous (UMR 5600-CNRS, Institute of Human Sciences)
Marcele Trigueiro (UMR 5600-CNRS, Institute of Human Sciences)
Christine Chemin (UMR 5600-CNRS, Institute of Human Sciences)
Germany:
Thomas Knorr-Siedow (Institute for Regional Development and Structural
Planning)
Christiane Droste (Institute for Regional Development and Structural
Planning)
Hungary:
Iván Tosics (Metropolitan Research Institute)
Éva Gerőházi (Metropolitan Research Institute)
Hanna Szemző (Metropolitan Research Institute)
Italy:
Francesca Zajczyk (University of Milano-Bicocca)
Silvia Mugnano (University of Milano-Bicocca)

Poland:

Grzegorz Węcławowicz (Polish Academy of Sciences)
Stanisław Kozłowski (Polish Academy of Sciences)
Anna Guszcza (Polish Academy of Sciences)
Slovenia:
Barbara Černič Mali (Urban Planning Institute of the Republic of
Slovenia)
Richard Sendi (Urban Planning Institute of the Republic of Slovenia)
Nina Goršič (Urban Planning Institute of the Republic of Slovenia)
Zlata Ploštajner (Urban Planning Institute of the Republic of Slovenia)
Ružica Boškić (Institute of Social Sciences)
Maša Filipović (Institute of Social Sciences)
Spain:
Montserrat Pareja Eastaway (Universitat de Barcelona)
Teresa Tapada Berteli (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona)
Brechtje van Boxmeer (Universitat de Barcelona)
Lídia Garcia Ferrando (Universitat de Barcelona)
Sweden:
Roger Andersson (Uppsala University)
Irene Molina (Uppsala University)
Emma Holmqvist (Uppsala University)
Eva Öresjö (Blekinge Institute of Technology)
Christina Siwertsson (Blekinge Institute of Technology)
Lars Pettersson ( Jönköping International Business School)
United Kingdom: Alan Murie (University of Birmingham)
Stephen Hall (University of Birmingham)
Rob Rowlands (University of Birmingham)
Siân Sankey (University of Birmingham)

Table of contents

1

Introduction

2

The relevant policies: a general overview

2.1
2.2
2.2.1
2.2.2
2.3
2.3.1

9
11

Building the estates: housing policies in the socialist context
Housing policy
Housing privatisation
Housing loans and mortgages
Housing rehabilitation
The ‘German loan’: the ﬁrst attempt to ﬁnance the energy-eﬃcient renovation
of industrialised buildings
2.3.2 Interest rate subsidies for housing rehabilitation
2.3.3 Rehabilitation of the buildings constructed with industrialised technology

11
12
12
¹⁴
15
15

3

17

Havanna and Jósaváros

15
16

4

Housing and the built environment

21

4.1
4.1.1
4.1.2
4.1.3
4.1.4
4.1.5
4.2

Rehabilitation of the buildings constructed with industrialised technology
Main aims of the policy
Main activities of the policy
The organisation of housing renewal
Participation
Evaluation
Partial modernisation of the heating system – the ‘Nyitás’ programme
in Nyíregyháza
Main aims of the Nyitás programme
Main activities of the Nyitás programme
Organisation of the Nyitás programme
Participation in the Nyitás programme
Evaluation of the programme
Renewing the urban environment
Main aims of the environmental restructuring
Main activities
Organisation of the activities
Participation in the environmental renewal
Evaluation of the policies
Housing allowances
The main aims of the policy
The main activities of the policy

21
21
23
23
24
24
25

4.2.1
4.2.2
4.2.3
4.2.4
4.2.5
4.3
4.3.1
4.3.2
4.3.3
4.3.4
4.3.5
4.4
4.4.1
4.4.2

25
25
26
26
26
27
27
27
29
30
30
30
31
31

4.4.3 Evaluation of the policy

32

5

Employment and economy

33

5.1
5.1.1
5.1.2
5.1.3
5.1.4
5.1.5

‘Women for women’, ‘Ariadne’s thread’ programme
The main aims of the programme
Main activities of the programme
Organisation of the programme
Participation in the programme
Evaluation of the programme

33
33
34
34
34
35

6

Safety

37

6.1
6.1.1
6.1.2
6.1.3
6.1.4
6.1.5

The installation of the public surveillance system in the Havanna estate
Main aims of the policy
Main activities of the policy
Organisation of the policy
Participation in the policy
Evaluation of the policy

37
38
38
38
38
39

7

Education and skills

41

7.1
7.1.1
7.1.2
7.1.3

Adjusting the educational system to the challenges housing estates face
Main aims of the activities
Main activities
Evaluation of the transformations

41
41
42
42

8

Health and well-being

43

9

Social aspects

45

9.1
9.1.1
9.1.2
9.1.3
9.1.4
9.1.5

Community centres/culture houses – a force behind integration and identity
Main aims of the programme
Main activities of the programme
Organisation of the programme
Participation
Evaluation

45
46
46
46
46
46

10

Conclusions

49

References
List of people interviewed

51
53

1

Introduction

Regarding the rehabilitation of large-scale housing estates there is little expertise among the
former socialist countries, although these estates occupy a large share of the housing market
in Eastern and Central Europe. In Hungary, just about 20 per cent of the housing stock is
to be found in post-war housing estates and it houses around two million people. The ﬁgures
become even more staggering in the case of Budapest. In the capital approximately 33 per cent
of the housing stock is in housing estates (Microcensus, 996).
This high proportion has several consequences. First, it indicates that despite a relatively
low real estate position, pre-fabricated housing estates are not marginalised yet. Just like when
they were built, even today they represent a tangible solution to the housing problem of a wide
stratum. They have only rarely become places of concentration of poverty and the underclass,
but have housed people from the poor to the middle class, with diﬀerent proportions varying
from estate to estate. This implies even today the existence of a relative social mixture in most
housing estates, although some lower status ones have been struggling with the rapidly growing
numbers of arrears and owners/tenants depending on social beneﬁts.
However, large housing estates have arrived to a pivotal moment. The time for some
major reconstructions has come. The pre-fabricated panel estates are between 20-35 years old
and some lower status ones have started to show signs of a slumming process. Large-scale
intervention is urgently needed, compared to which local and national level programmes are
evolving slowly. These are only speciﬁc policies/programmes that target one area – for example
energy saving and the modernisation of the heating system or the insulation of the buildings
– and mostly do not regard the problem of the housing estates as a whole.
In the following study, based on the in-depth research conducted in the Havanna estate
in Budapest, the Jósaváros estate in Nyíregyháza and the collected materials, we try to draw
a picture of what the rehabilitation of pre-fabricated housing estates means in Hungary in
practice. In the report we consider the following key questions:
• What is the philosophy behind the diﬀerent existing policies with regard to large-scale
housing estates in Hungary, especially in Budapest and Nyíregyháza? What are the main
aims? What are the main activities included in the policies and what is the balance between
these activities?
• How are these policies organised? Who participates in the policy and who has decided
about this participation? Can the policy be seen as a top-down or as a bottom-up process?
What are the advantages and the disadvantages of these approaches? Has the policy, the way
that it is organised and the way that it is perceived by residents and others changed over the
time period that it has been in place?
[9]

After an overview of the most relevant policies with respect to large housing estates and
neighbourhood regeneration in Chapter 2, Chapter 3 provides a brief description of our estates.
From Chapter 4 to Chapter 9 we will analyse the existing policies and relevant activities in
six diﬀerent areas – housing and the built environment, employment and economy, safety,
education and skills, health and well-being and ﬁnally social aspects. We will attempt to
examine the rehabilitation strategies in the case of these estates and see how two diﬀerent local
governments cope with the problem. Often, this does not mean a speciﬁc policy designed in
order to improve the living conditions in the housing estates, but rather a policy or an action
applied in the whole area belonging to the local government, eﬀecting the estates themselves
as well.
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2

The relevant policies: a general overview

In this chapter we present an overview of the national policies and their underlying
philosophies that have inﬂuenced both the problems large housing estates are facing and their
solutions. We begin with a short historical summary about the housing estates: the building
of these estates was a major achievement of the socialist housing policy. Then three important
policies will be discussed: that of housing privatisation, housing loans and mortgages, and
ﬁnally the programmes to ﬁnance the renovation of the pre-fabricated housing estates. All of
these policies have had an impact on the lives of the residents in large housing estates.

2.1

Building the estates: housing policies in the socialist context

Large-scale housing estates are of special importance in Central and Eastern European
countries. ‘They represent the purest form of socialist town planning, architecture and social policy:
socialism’s most tangible contribution to the city’ (Bodnár, 200, p. 30). In a sense these estates were
the places where the socialist system desired to create a ‘melting pot’, to terminate the class
diﬀerences, the diversity of tastes and lifestyles, and to close the past forever into history books
(György and Durkó, 993, p. 54).
The concept of housing estates is somewhat vague. Commonly, people tend to think only of
the ones built at once on a large territory with pre-fabricated technology. However, the Central
Statistical Bureau employs a broader deﬁnition. The Census of 200 deﬁnes housing estates as
the uniﬁed arrangements of high-rises and smaller residential buildings, built during the last
decades, mostly with industrialised technology. In the following study, we will adhere to the
Statistical Bureau’s use of the term.
The ﬁrst building wave of houses built with industrialised technology came in the 960s,
when 38,4 new apartments were constructed in Budapest and 6,023 in Hungary (Census,
200). These estates were not as big as in the later decades and had a diﬀerent population.
As in 969 it was shown by the researchers Konrád and Szelényi, the estates of this period
had a fairly homogeneous population with better-qualiﬁed, higher status people of a relatively
high income. Looking at the system of apartment distribution, the researchers concluded
that despite the declared state intentions, only a fraction of the apartments was allocated to
people in need. Two-thirds of the ﬁnancial state resources served to allocate new apartments to
families of middle or higher income (Konrád and Szelényi, 969).
In the 970s both size and the geographical position of the estates changed, which was
accompanied by a change in housing allocation policy and practice. Housing estates were
[ 11 ]

built on the outskirts of cities, and their size – the number of units – became much bigger.
Simultaneously, the allocation of the new units became more socially sensitive, enabling
numerous lower status families to move in. In the second part of the decade, the share of
large families with children, compared to smaller households became apparent, resulting in
a clear ‘demographic segregation’ of these areas (Studio Metropolitana Urbanisztikai Kutató
Kőzpont, 200). In the decade between 970 and 979 altogether 0,825 new apartments were
built in Budapest in housing estates, making up 70 per cent of all new housing construction
(Microcensus, 996). In the following decade the production fell back, nonetheless producing
another 87,482 units. Respectively, countrywide 345,62 new units were built in housing estates
between 970-979 and 244,858 new units between 980 and 989 (Census, 200). However, by
the 980s better-oﬀ families became interested in making use of the state subventions for the
construction of family houses or condominiums. Thus they either never became residents in
large estates, or only used the apartments as intermediary steps before going into higher status
areas.
All in all 260,282 units were built in housing estates in the capital, and 772,8 (Census,
200) in the country during the whole socialist period. As the ﬁgures clearly show, beyond
any ideological importance, these housing estates served a very tangible goal: to overcome the
housing shortage crisis of the post-war period. Buildings on these estates were either stateowned – and had rental dwellings – or were owned by a cooperative or a condominium. The
particular tenure structure of the estate had its impact on its status. In general, housing estates
with a higher share of condominiums and buildings owned by cooperatives had a higher status
than those with predominantly state-owned buildings. This diﬀerence remained even after the
privatisation took place in the early 990s.

2.2

Housing policy

2.2.1 Housing privatisation

The most important change in the housing sector was the privatisation of the housing stock in
the early 990s. Approximately 5 per cent of the housing units from the state were transferred
into the private sector.¹
Just before the political and economic changes in 990, the share of the state rental sector
was 9 per cent on the national level, and around 6 per cent in Budapest. By 200 the national
proportion had declined to only 4 per cent in Hungary as a whole, and to a little more than 8
per cent in the capital (Yearbook of Housing Statistics, 200). Although the process of mass
privatisation is basically over by now, a slow but steady decrease of the municipal-owned
dwellings can still be observed in Budapest.
Shortly after 990 the ownership of the rental houses was transferred to the newly elected
local governments. They became responsible for both the management of the rental stock and
the local housing policy programmes. As the socialist state had been a sloppy landlord, the
 Privatisation was theoretically possible as early as 969. But due to the very serious restrictions it only eﬀected an

insigniﬁcant part of the housing stock. A more liberal regulation came about in 986, and from then on the process
speeded up. However, large-scale privatisation, with consequences for the housing estates, only started in the early

990s.
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transferred stock was generally in a very bad condition, requiring urgent, major reconstruction
work. It was after this period that large-scale privatisation for sitting tenants began. By
992/993 the number of freshly privatised units reached a considerable amount, but it was the
introduction of the Right-to-Buy policy in the Housing Law of 993 that gave the last push
to hesitant local governments, making it compulsory to sell the units to sitting tenants if they
wanted so.
This privatisation was a ‘give away’ type, where instead of the actual market price of the
units, tenants paid only a fraction of it. Depending on the condition of the houses, 5 to 40 per
cent of the market value had to be paid,² with a further reduction of 40 per cent if the whole
sum was paid at once. A loan option for 30 years was also available with an interest rate of 3
per cent, after a down payment of 0 per cent of the sum. (At the same time housing loans
oﬀered on the market had an interest rate between 25 and 30 per cent.³) Conditions became a
bit less favourable after 994, when the upper limit of the selling price was raised to 50 per cent
of the market value. In determining the selling price, more freedom was given to municipalities
thereafter.
Several reasons lie behind this hasty privatisation, both of economic and political nature. The
most important economic impetus was the incapacity of the local governments to maintain
these buildings any longer or to ﬁnance the necessary renovations that were becoming more
and more inevitable. Their aim to privatise was coupled with the tenants’ will to buy. Tenants
wanted to buy partly because no one knew how the rental sector would change, how much the
rents would go up, and what future plans the local governments would have with the housing
stock. Some were afraid that if they did not buy, sooner or later the local government would
sell their apartment to a third party. (This was theoretically possible, however never exercised
by any local government.) This ‘popular will’ was backed by party politics in 993, when the
government used the Housing Law as a tool to win the next elections. With the introduction
of the Right-to-Buy policy the incumbent political leaders planned to establish a popularity
that had been eroded during the four years in the governing position.
As a consequence, the majority of the tenants bought the apartments they had been renting
from the state/local municipality. Theoretically this privatisation laid down the framework of
a democratic neighbourhood planning process. But the lack of support mechanisms created
a very controversial situation instead, where despite their owner status residents were often
not interested in participating in the decision-making processes of a condominium. Tenants
bought their apartments seldom knowing the ﬁnancial burden they were acquiring with it.
They had no idea about the physical condition of the buildings, whether or not renovations
were necessary in the near future, and how much it would cost. Therefore, some made great
fortunes, but many were faced with extreme diﬃculties when maintenance works were due
2 A third-party expert determined the market value, whose services were arranged and paid for by the local
government’s housing administration.

3 Bodnár presents a striking calculation in her book about Budapest, on how little it cost to buy the apartments even
in the most prominent areas. To buy a 50 m² apartment in a somewhat dilapidated building in the castle area – the
most prestigious part of Budapest – required 5 per cent of .6 million forints in 992, with a down payment of

24,000 forints (U.S. $300 at the current exchange rate) and with a monthly payment of a mortgage of 800 forints
(U.S. $0). At the same time, this unit could have been rented on the market between 3,000 and 25,000 forints a
month (U.S. $62-$32) (Bodnár, 200).
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to be carried out. Besides, the insuﬃcient owner-mentality and the lack of savings, coupled
with the inexperience of the ﬁrst building managers made the transition possibly even more
diﬃcult.
In the majority of the pre-fabricated large housing estates, after the privatisation, all the
above-mentioned problems emerged. However, there were a couple that were more speciﬁc.
One was the inability to manage the buildings: with often more than one staircase belonging to
one building – meaning sometimes 250-300 units – reaching an agreement among the owners
became almost impossible. The other was the unexpected rise of the running costs – as district
heating became the most costly way of heating in modern buildings – which in turn eﬀected
the real estate position of the estates that started to decline quite signiﬁcantly.
2.2.2 Housing loans and mortgages4

Parallel to the privatisation, due to the economic depression, housing investments decreased
and housing output went down as well. Housing loans as sources of housing ﬁnance practically
disappeared: while the outstanding loans were 6-7 per cent of the GDP in 989, they
decreased to -.5 per cent by the end of the 990s. Paradoxically, while the institutions of
the market economy, including a competitive banking system have been created in Hungary,
in the housing ﬁnance sector the Hungarian economy has become diﬀerent from developed
economies, where 60 to 80 per cent of housing investments are ﬁnanced from loans. In
Hungary this ratio was around 0-5 per cent. The interest rate was around 30 per cent between
99 and 997, which made the expansion of the loan sector basically impossible. Innovative
loan products (e.g. Deferred Payment Mortgage) could not change the situation very much.
By 2000 the macro-economic situation had changed, and the institutional reform had had
its eﬀect as well, especially in the banking sector. The inﬂation rate fell under 0 per cent. In
2000 the government started an active programme backed by the above-mentioned positive
macro-economic changes. The programme introduced new subsidies primarily into the owneroccupied sector. As a result all the interest rates concerning housing went down signiﬁcantly
– the market rate went down to approximately 2-3 per cent while the subsidised interest
rate to 3-4 per cent. The left-wing government elected in 2002 promised in the campaign to
keep subsidies unchanged in the housing sector and even promised increases in some elements
of the subsidy system. They managed to keep their promise for one year. However, with the
growing budgetary crisis, some restrictions had to be implemented. In June 2003 the margins
of the banks were cut in case of the subsidised loans, and the combination of diﬀerent kinds
of subsidised loans was prohibited. Besides, the upper limit of the subsidised loan was reduced
from 30 million forints (EUR 7,000) to 5 million forints (EUR 58,500). A further restriction
was implemented on 22 December 2003 that cut the upper limit of the subsidised loans in
case of the existing housing stock to 5 million forints (EUR 9,500). At the same time the
subsidised interest rate went up from the above-mentioned 3-4 per cent to 6-8 per cent.
The long-term eﬀect of the housing mortgage on the estates is not clear yet. Nevertheless,
certain preliminary observations suggest that it created some mobility in the high status estates.
Here the population not only has enough resources to take the state subsidised loan, but the
apartments also prove to be valuable enough for this. People leaving these estates often ﬁnd
4 The following two paragraphs are excerpts from the RESTATE report of June 2003, and draw on the conference
paper of József Hegedüs (Hegedüs, 2003).
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their new homes in the suburbia. Another assumption is that it could lead to the improvement
of some low status estates. Apartments here, due to the relatively cheap prices and with the
help of the subsidised loan, become accessible for young couples.

2.3

Housing rehabilitation

2.3.1 The ‘German loan’: the ﬁrst attempt to ﬁnance the energy-efﬁcient renovation of
industrialised buildings

The ﬁrst-ever renewal programme for buildings constructed with industrialised technology
was regulated by the government decree of 05/996. Its purpose was to support the building
renovations that would result in saving energy for the industrialised buildings. The programme
was made possible by a loan from the German state with further interest rate subsidies from
the Hungarian government. The total available amount of the German loan for the whole
country was 30 million DM.
The programme gave subsidies for applying insulation – on the facades, the windows and
the attic. Subsidies for renovation of the heating system or ventilation could only be given
after the insulation had been done. Regarding the insulation however, the programme was
uncompromising: carrying out only a part of it was not possible. The loan could be taken
through banks and as a subsidy; the Hungarian government agreed to pay two-thirds of the
existing bank interest rate for ten years. Even so, because of the high technical requirements, it
was a rather costly programme and only a few condominiums and one municipality – that of
the city of Szeged – made use of it (Erdősi et al., 2000). For owner-occupied condominiums
– partly because of its uncompromising nature regarding the level of renovation – the loan was
not feasible, as even with governmental subsidies the monthly payment was too high.
2.3.2 Interest rate subsidies for housing rehabilitation

This state programme oﬀers an interest rate subsidy for any condominium or cooperative to
ﬁnance the renovation of the building parts in mutual ownership. In the ﬁrst ﬁve years 70 per
cent of the interest rate is paid by the state, while in the second ﬁve years the share of the state
goes down to 35 per cent. For the availability of the subsidised bank loans, condominiums and
cooperatives have to accumulate the renovation fund in a certain way – a condition that can
only be met by 30-40 per cent of the pre-fabricated buildings.
Another serious problem undermining the eﬀectivity of the programme is that big
associations, condominiums and cooperatives are mostly not able to get bank loans, as they
cannot provide proper collateral. The bank requires a means of security in case of default.
Condominiums do not have such properties, as the common properties cannot be sold – with
the exception that they are under a separate registration number, but this would require a 00
per cent agreement among the owners, and even in this case these rooms are so small, that it
does not have enough value to be considered collateral. The situation is very diﬃcult: owners
could decide on the renovation with a simple majority decision, but they cannot have a bank
loan to ﬁnance it. So they have to rely on their reserves, which does not seem to be enough for
major repairs.
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2.3.3 Rehabilitation of the buildings constructed with industrialised technology

The current legislation that regulates the system of subsidies for the physical rehabilitation of
the buildings constructed with industrialised technologies is based on a governmental decree
of 200. It has been updated and somewhat modiﬁed in the last two years, nevertheless its
fundamental nature remained unchanged: it subsidises renovations in order to make energy
consumption more eﬃcient in these buildings. The change or the insulation of the windows,
the insulation of the roof, the basement and the facade are supported with non-repayable loans
up to one-third of the costs. When all this work is done, the renovation of the heating system,
the system of ventilation, the repair and the change of the elevators can also be subsidised
(providing they function in a more energy-eﬃcient way).
This non-repayable loan is maximised in one-third of the costs. It is ﬁnanced by the state,
while the local government and the condominium share the remaining two-thirds. Thus,
condominiums have to come up with one-third of the costs. However, there is a legal possibility
that within the condominiums these costs can be shared according to the income level of the
owners – this has never happened though – and in some cases – when some owners’ incapacity
to pay has been demonstrated – the local government can fully or partially take over their part
in a form of a subsidy or a loan. This might be very important in the future, as the system of
privatisation has created a situation where many people have became owners, who in reality
lack the ﬁnancial resources necessary for maintaining a building.
Somewhat diﬀerent is the situation with the possibility, introduced in 2003 for a ‘complex
project’, when reconstructions are not limited to the ones listed above, but also include a
complete renovation of the building and its surroundings, possibly with the rehabilitation of
the green areas. In this case the amount of the state grants can go up to 50 per cent of the costs,
with the local government and the condominium paying 25 per cent each. There have been no
examples of this ‘complex project’ so far. Some local governments – like the one in Nyíregyháza
– are beginning to consider this option now.
On a national level both in 2002 and 2003, 2 billion forints (EUR 7,782,000) were set aside
to cover the expenses of the state subsidies, which remains the same for 2004. Despite the
growing interest from the residents and the local governments, this will be enough to cover
most needs.
This system of state subsidies has been criticised, despite the fact that all parties welcomed
its introduction: partly because neither the local governments nor the condominiums have
enough ﬁnancial resources to use this opportunity for large-scale renovations. Numerous local
governments have diﬃculties coming up with their one-third, or ﬁnancing one or two such
renovations would simply exhaust their rehabilitation fund for the whole year. On the other
hand, owners also encounter problems as they try to collect the other one-third of the costs.
A diﬀerent type of critique questions the viability of the approach itself, its focus on the
technical side of the rehabilitation. Calling on the foreign experiences, Soóki-Tóth and Valkó
claim that any successful rehabilitation of these pre-fabricated housing estates would require
a complex strategy, and above all raising the interest of the market. As in order to ‘reposition’
these housing estates in the housing market the creation of a ‘new urban quality’ is necessary,
which calls for both demolitions and new constructions with the involvement of investors
(Soóki-Tóth and Valkó, 2003).
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3

Havanna and Jósaváros

The two estates where the research was conducted, Havanna in Budapest and Jósaváros in
Nyíregyháza, have some common features: they were both built in the 970s as part of the
large-scale housing construction programme of the Hungarian state and consequently
they were populated according to more socially sensitive standards than in the 960s. Their
similar age and structure makes their inhabitants face similar problems within the buildings
– insuﬃcient insulation, only a one-piped heating system and basic engineering in need of
repairs – and outside the buildings – the green areas, the parks, the playgrounds and street
furniture in need of maintenance, investment and upgrading, not to mention the lack of
parking spaces. These problems have become quite apparent in the recent years, and coupled
with a general neglect of the estates, are causing serious defects in their lives.
Another similarity between the two estates is the willingness of both local municipalities
to do something about these problems, and to take the initial steps. However, embarking on
the road of rehabilitation seems to be more diﬃcult in the case of Havanna. For one thing it is
bigger: it has approximately 7,000 inhabitants and 6,200 dwellings. Jósaváros only has 8,500
inhabitants and 3,600 dwellings. But Havanna also has to struggle with its bad reputation
(although it has clearly improved) and a relatively larger proportion of people in a socially
diﬃcult position. Jósaváros, which lies relatively close to the city centre of Nyíregyháza,
occupies a diﬀerent position within the real estate market of the city, and houses a somewhat
better-oﬀ population.
Fairly diﬀerent are the layout of the two estates and the size of their buildings and
apartments. The Havanna estate – situated in the outskirts of Budapest – consists only of tenstorey high-rise buildings forming eight, almost unbroken long rows, whereas in Jósaváros the
buildings form ‘streets’ and ‘squares’ by standing apart or diagonal to each other. Here, besides
the ten-storey high buildings – altogether 2 – there are 4 other ﬁve-storey high ones, 9 fourstorey high ones, and  eight- and three-storey high ones (Pictures 3. and 3.2). The share of
larger apartments is higher in Jósaváros than in Havanna. The medium-sized units (50-59 m²)
make up 28 per cent of all units in Jósaváros, but the relatively bigger ones (between 60-79 m²)
are also represented in the same share. Havanna consists mostly of medium-sized units (54.5
per cent) while the bigger apartments only have a share of 8 per cent.
The tenure structure of both estates is now more or less similar, but it was quite diﬀerent
before the privatisation process. In Havanna 64 per cent of the units were municipally owned
in 990, 2 per cent was in condominiums and another 9 per cent was in buildings run by
cooperatives. At the same time in Jósaváros only 30 per cent of the units were in the hands
of the municipality, another 38 per cent was privately owned in condominiums and 28 per
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Picture 3.1 – The Havanna estate, Budapest (Photo: András Ekés)

Picture 3.2 – The Jósaváros estate, Nyíregyháza (Photo: Iván Tosics)
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cent was in buildings owned by cooperatives. By 200 the ratios have changed. In both estates
privately owned apartments took the predominance, with 65 per cent in Havanna and 64 per
cent in Jósaváros. Only 5 per cent of the apartments remained in the hands of the municipality
in Havanna, and 0 per cent in Jósaváros. What stayed more or less the same is the ratio of
the cooperatives: in Havanna it is still 9 per cent, whereas in Jósaváros it went down to 25 per
cent.
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4

Housing and the built environment

Changing the environment and the housing conditions on the housing estates, despite the
national programmes listed in the previous chapter, is mainly a local task in Hungary. As such,
strategies can diﬀer greatly, depending on the local government’s interest and ﬁnancial ability,
adapting it to each estate’s need. In the following we will discuss the rehabilitation programmes
in eﬀect in Havanna and Jósaváros. First, we will analyse the attempts to refurbish the buildings
in an energy-eﬃcient way. Second, we will look at the strategy of Nyíregyháza to renovate
the district heating system, and third, we will discuss the attempts on both housing estates
to renew their environment. Finally, we will take a look at the system of housing allowances
in eﬀect on the estates that aim at stopping the accumulation of arrears and the process of
decline. Compared to the upcoming chapters, here, in Chapter 4, we will be able to present
substantially more information, as the housing and environmental aspects of the rehabilitation
are clearly given predominance over other issues such as health, education and economy, in
Hungary.

4.1

Rehabilitation of the buildings constructed with industrialised technology

Large-scale physical rehabilitation of the pre-fabricated housing estates is just beginning
in Hungary, and consequently it is still diﬃcult to talk about its results. The utilisation of
rehabilitation programmes listed in Chapter 2 that have been implemented during the last
couple of years, is becoming a wide-spread phenomenon, as both the inhabitants of the housing
estates and the local governments are beginning to realise their importance. However, coming
up with their respective one-third for both parties – the residents and the local governments
– is often a very demanding, and sometimes an almost impossible task, as the case of Havanna
demonstrates.
4.1.1

Main aims of the policy

National policies applied here are listed in Chapter 2. It is up to the local governments and
the residents themselves whether or not they apply for a partial physical renewal, or rather,
including some social elements, try to carry out a ‘complex project’. This latter, in turn, has a
higher rate of state subsidy, namely 50 per cent, but its complexity requires a well thought-out
plan, very close cooperation between the municipality and the owners, and very well-organised
owners, independent of their status: either a condominium or a cooperative.
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The local government of district 18, where the Havanna estate is situated, has a
condominium renovation programme since 2001 to ﬁnance the local government’s part in
the renewals. (A renovation programme existed even before, but in 2001 all it’s resources
were transferred to this condominium renovation fund.) The programme’s annual budget
varies: it started out with 10 million forints in 2001 (approximately EUR 40,000), in 2003
it contained 20 million forints, but the local government hopes to raise it to 40 million
forints next year. This of course is only enough to cover the costs of renewal from the
side of the local government, for a couple of buildings a year (just about two to three in
the ﬁrst years, and approximately the double amount in 2003.) It means altogether one
building in Havanna – Havanna Street 16-28 – where renewal works have been carried out.
A complete renewal has yet to occur in the estate. With the help of the Property
Management Company that selected a building for the purpose which also had some
municipally-owned apartments, the local government had a detailed plan made for its
complete renewal: the change of the insulation, engineering, pipelines and the renewal
of the elevator. Including all these works, the ﬁnal sum would amounted come up to 640
million forints (EUR 2,500,000) from which half would have been paid by the state in the
framework of the national programme. Eventually the local government declined even
before applying, as they were unable to come up with their respective 25 per cent.
Nyíregyháza has an annual budget of 100 million forints (EUR 390,000) set aside to cover
the municipal part for the renewal of pre-fabricated buildings in the city. However, in 2003
they made an exception. They will support all applications – a total of 53 – setting aside
more than 473 million forints (EUR 1,840,000) for this purpose. They hope that in case
there are not enough applications nationwide, all their 53 houses will get state support.
In turn, next year they might not support any applications. This year six buildings have
applied from the Jósaváros estate, four condominiums and two cooperatives. These six
buildings add up to 12 staircases, of which three are in a ten-storey high building.
Putting another 108 million forints-burden (EUR 420,000) on the local government is
the complex project in Jósaváros: the planned total reconstruction of Ungvár 1, a building
owned by the local government, and popularly called ‘the Chicago’ by the residents of
Jósaváros. Even its name alludes to the status it occupies in the life of the estate: situated
in the middle of it, next to Robinson Hill and on the Ungvár Promenade – which was
planned to serve as the commercial and entertaining centre for the estate – it is full with
problematic families. Its 195 units house almost 600 people in one-room apartments. The
complex project – that has a 50 per cent state support – plans the total physical renewal of
the house: insulation, change of windows, radiators, pipelines, renovation of the elevator
and the ventilation system. Also the rearrangement of its direct vicinity is planned, namely
the upgrading of the Robinson Hill area. The size of the apartments will remain as today,
and the local government wants to keep them to serve as temporary apartments. The
complex project, if they win, will start in the summer of 2004.
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Of course, apart from the diﬃculty of organising it, the biggest restraint is the lack of money.
It is due to this that in the Havanna estate, only smaller refurbishments have been carried out,
and no complete renovation of a single building. Similar is the situation in Nyíregyháza, where
the programmes in the process of realisation are mostly concerned with the basic renewal of
the insulation, the engineering and the pipelines within the pre-fabricated buildings. These
problems are regarded as the most crucial ones that cannot be deferred any more. Social
aspects are also touched upon in a future ‘complex programme’, but in any case, with slighter
importance.
4.1.2 Main activities of the policy

From the side of the local governments, the key to the successful renewal policy is to have
enough money put aside in order to cover one-third of the costs, as required by the national
legislation. Theoretically they could also cover a bigger percentage, thereby easing the burden
of the owners. However it is unrealistic to expect anything like this, as all local governments
struggle with ﬁnancial diﬃculties (see former frame).
4.1.3 The organisation of housing renewal

Participation in the national programme is only possible through the local governments. As a
ﬁrst step they have to announce a local tender. The decision to participate in the competition,
and to carry out a full or a partial renovation, can be reached by a simple majority of the
building owners. Although this decision is always up to the condominiums or cooperatives,
encouragement is possible from the authorities. Local newspapers are a perfect forum for it,
but persuading building managers to apply either by attending their reunions or via informal
channels is also an option.
The residents’ decision depends not only on their ﬁnancial possibilities, but also on their
willingness to organise themselves, to take up the responsibilities owners should have, and on
their ability to realise how much the value of the common property inﬂuences the value of
their own apartment. When and how they have to prove that they actually dispose over the
one-third of the respective renewal costs depends on the local government.
Based on all the information, the local government selects a certain number of applications
it wants to support. Then, in the next phase these applications are submitted to the Ministry of
Interior, where another, the ﬁnal, selection is made. The results appear both on the website of
the ministry, and in the oﬃcial gazette.
Even at this stage, actually receiving the subsidies is a rather complex process, and like a
great number of things in Hungary, varies according to the policy of the local government. In
the following, we examine the method the local government employs at Nyíregyháza.
First, condominiums have to choose the entrepreneur to carry out the renovation work, and
to sign a contract with him.⁵ This includes all the details of the implementation, the scheduling
of the work and the scheduling of deliveries and payments. It is after this stage that they can
sign a contract with their respective local governments on the amount of subsidies. Parallel to
this, the Ministry of Interior also signs a contract with the local governments about the state
subsidies.
5 For reasons of readability we refer to persons in the male form (’him’) in this report but this can of course also be a
female (‘her’).
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To handle all the rehabilitation works at the Ungvár 1, the responsibility will be that of
the Property Management Company of the city. They will be the ones dealing with the
inhabitants, ﬁnding them temporary shelter, etc. However, as the ﬁnal decision regarding
the whole process will be made in December, they are cautious not to raise high hopes
pre-maturely of the tenants.

Getting the money also involves the coordination of the three actors. The payment schedule
is based on the idea of sharing the expenses at every stage. Consequently, after each delivery
the condominium has to pay its share of one-third of the costs, and only following the
conﬁrmation of this payment, does the local government pay its share. The last one to enter is
the state that through the treasury pays its part.
4.1.4 Participation

The ownership structure and thus the decision-making process implies a very active
involvement of every owner in the renewal process. It simply does not function without them.
The only exceptions are the buildings in municipal ownership, where the decision-making
body is the municipality. Here the tenants have to be notiﬁed, and in the case of a bigger
renovation, have to be given temporary apartments. However, their inﬂuence is mostly conﬁned
to this. Paradoxically, this relative lack of participation in the decision-making process makes it
possible that larger scale reconstruction even in the form of a ‘complex project’ can be carried
out. This is demonstrated in the case of Nyíregyháza, where the only ‘complex project’ is the
municipal building on the Ungvár Promenade (see frame above).
4.1.5 Evaluation

As it was stated in the beginning of this chapter, there are very few results we can talk about.
After the failed attempts to renovate houses with the help of the German loan (see Section
2.3.) the introduction of the new policy in 200 raised the interest of both local governments
and residents. A process has begun. Countrywide, from 200 on, applications have been
accepted from 355 buildings altogether, which implies 6,793 apartments. They have undergone,
or will undergo in the near future, a partial or a full reconstruction of the insulation, or their
system of ventilation, heating, electricity or their elevator has been repaired or renewed. But
this is still a fraction of the whole pre-fabricated housing stock of which especially that of the
970s is in need of quick reconstruction.
The process is slow but it is evident. Some governmental oﬃcials say that in the near future
the aim will be to carry out basic reconstruction works on approximately 60,000 apartments
annually. In this way the whole housing stock can be renewed in a period of ten years. However,
this goal is absolutely unrealistic, as it is not backed by budgetary resources, and only creates
false expectations.
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4.2

Partial modernisation of the heating system – the ‘Nyitás’ programme in
Nyíregyháza

The ‘Nyitás’ programme, which started in 997, is a local programme in the city of Nyíregyháza
for the partial reconstruction of the district heating system. As such, it only aﬀects the three
large housing estates in the city, among them the Jósaváros estate. Despite this local character
of the programme, both its eﬀect on the housing estates and its applicability in other places
make it worthwhile to describe. On top of this, it is very much in line with the law on district
heating that prescribes the measurement of energy consumption on the basis of the houses
from the summer of 2003 on.
4.2.1 Main aims of the Nyitás programme

The aim of the policy is to modernise the absolutely outdated pipeline system within the
buildings, thus making possible the measurement on an apartment basis. Previously this was
hardly imaginable – as the one-pipeline structure of the pre-fabricated buildings did not permit
it – and consequently bills were paid on a ﬂat rate. Flat rates always imply an incredible loss
of energy and a relatively more expensive service. The latter aspect is important, as due to the
Hungarian energy price system and the lack of eﬃcient state subsidies, district heating is by far
the most expensive way of heating in modern, multi-dwelling buildings. People, especially oneperson households, can spend a large share of their income – even 20-25 per cent – during the
winter months paying their heating bills.
Making the heating consumption measurable and the heat emission adjustable oﬀers the
possibility to each consumer to decide according to his family budget and personal needs.
It also oﬀers the only opportunity to the district heating companies to hinder large-scale
abandonment of the system on the long run. However, currently very few pre-fabricated
buildings have the ﬁnancial background to ﬁnance such an investment as a separate boiler in
the building and the structural alterations necessary for this in the system.
4.2.2 Main activities of the Nyitás programme

The Nyitás programme was initiated in 997 by the Nyírtávhő – the company is the supplier of
heating and warm water for buildings in and around the city in the district heating system, and
it is owned by the municipality of Nyíregyháza – involving approximately 4,000 apartments in
the ﬁrst year from a total of 5,600.
In the framework of the programme the heating pipes were modernised in the buildings.
The inhabitants of the condominiums own these mutually. Also in the apartments the pipes
were modernised. They are in possession of the apartment owners. In the apartments radiators
were equipped with a metering device that served as a basis for the individual bills.
Although it has been up to the decision of the condominium, the heating company advises
that they share 30 per cent of the heating costs and only 70 per cent is paid based on the
individual measurement. This way the diﬀerences between the apartments – as depending
on their position in the house they require a diﬀerent amount of heat to reach the same
temperature – can somewhat be compensated. Often apartments on the ground ﬂoor – that are
usually very cold – can get an extra compensation from the condominium, but this depends on
the owners.
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The reparation works are ﬁnanced by the Nyírtávhő – both from its own resources and
from application to national funds and diﬀerent ministries – and there is a small contribution
from the owners’ side. After each radiator they have to pay a one-time installation fee of 2,000
forints (EUR 8). Nyírtávhő also ﬁnances the annual reading of the metering devices. The real
cost of modernisation – depending on the state of the pipelines and on how the estate was
built – varies between 50,000 and 80,000 forints (EUR 90 and EUR 300 per dwelling).
Approximately ,000 apartments are already in the Nyitás programme, with only 4,600
units left out. Without additional funds, the company is able to include them all by the end
of 2006. Just about the half of these apartments – exactly 2,250 units – are in Jósaváros, which
shows that residents there are not absolutely enthusiastic about entering the programme. Part
of the reason lies in the fact that this estate was constructed in the 970s, when construction
materials were generally of bad quality. Precisely these buildings suﬀer most from the
insuﬃciencies of the insulation, and lose a considerable amount of heat. Thus, before the
summer of 2003 – when metering became compulsory at least in the houses – pre-fabricated
houses in Jósaváros were often better-oﬀ without the modernisation.
4.2.3 Organisation of the Nyitás programme

The programme is carried out by the Nyírtávhő, with the support of the local government of
Nyíregyháza. The idea came from the Nyírtávhő, which in 997 managed to persuade the local
government – its owner – not to take away the proﬁt of the company, but let the Nyírtávhő
reinvest it into the Nyitás programme. Especially at the beginning, the programme had
to be advertised on local television, the radio and the newspaper, but representatives of the
company also went to the meetings of the building managers. This is not necessary any more,
but the monthly newsletter of the company always includes the details and conditions of the
programme.
4.2.4 Participation in the Nyitás programme

Condominiums that have reached a consensus over the matter can apply to the Nyitás
programme. There are no special preconditions, Nyírtávhő only requires that the condominium
should have no arrears, or in case it has, at least an agreement should have been reached about
the instalments.
4.2.5 Evaluation of the programme

Looking at the immense modernisation and maintenance work that has been carried out in
the framework of the Nyitás programmme, one is quite convinced of the positive eﬀects the
programme has had. It has renewed the heating system within the buildings, and has saved the
condominiums from future expenditures. With the bills based on the real consumption, it has
also enhanced a more energy-eﬃcient and energy-conscious way of life.
However, it is precisely here, where the diﬃculties lie. Popular discontent with the
programme – how wide-spread it is, is questionable – could only appear, because there are
some ‘losers’, who, after having installed all the metering devices, pay more than previously.
(Depending on where the apartment is situated, the required amount of heat for the same
degree can vary substantially). Another source of trouble can be the eagerness to spare money
from the residents’ side. As some cases show, when the programme is applied to somewhat
run-down pre-fabricated buildings – where the insulation has not been repaired even since the
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time of construction – with some poorer residents, as a result of excessive savings, mould can
appear on the walls of the buildings.
Finally, the residents will fully appreciate the programme only after some of the insulation
problems have been ﬁxed. In this case they will not feel that they are paying a huge heating bill
in order to heat the direct vicinity of the condominium.

4.3

Renewing the urban environment

Despite the fact that there is no ‘Havanna programme’ or ‘Jósaváros programme’, numerous
measures have been taken to improve the living conditions of the people in the estates;
programmes to improve the environment are very important. All of them are carried out or
are initiated by the local government, as, despite the high proportion of condominiums and
co-operative-run buildings, public space between the houses is owned exclusively by the
municipalities. Some programmes have been implemented recently, some only exist in the form
of a plan, waiting to be realised. It is hard to draw a general line of development, as instead of
following a complex well-founded plan, the results come up as a sum of small, but very good
initiatives. Thus describing the general tendencies, we will underline the peculiarities of the
programmes in each estate.
4.3.1 Main aims of the environmental restructuring

In both estates the restructuring of the urban environment in the estates has three major
aims. The ﬁrst pillar includes a step-by-step modernisation of the playgrounds, thus making
them safe in accordance with the EU standards. This also includes in some cases enclosing
the playgrounds and securing its constant surveillance, possibly by a guard. The double aim of
this move is to avoid vandalism on the one hand, and to further enhance the security of these
places on the other hand.
The expansion and recovery of the surrounding green areas – as a second pillar of the
programme – has as its goal the continuous, and less spectacular change of the aged trees – a
move that will bring results in ﬁve to ten years – and the creation of small gardens in front of
the buildings. Connected to this is the campaign for selective garbage collection and the aim
to clean the public areas of the estates. To this pillar also belongs the problem of parking and
the attempts to ﬁnd a solution to this ever-worsening problem.
Finally, a third pillar is the restoration and rebuilding of the cracked pavement and the
often missing street furniture, as in the 25-year-long life span of the estates these things, due
to the total lack of maintenance, grew old and amortised. All these estates were built to be
miniature cities, and were planned with a central service area and a promenade, that served as
city centres. Thus rehabilitating these central areas – apart from such down-to-earth reasons as
the abolition of large potholes – could bring back some of the old ﬂair they once had.
4.3.2 Main activities

The ﬁrst part of the programme – the change or the renewal of the playgrounds – has been
carried out in the last couple of years, mainly starting from the end of the 990s. Generally,
this renewal consists of the complete refurbishment, the encirclement of the areas in question,
the change of the playground equipment, and the employment of a guard in some cases. The
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In the case of Havanna, where a shocking study in 1993 – the so-called ‘Jereván study’
that revealed the signs of a beginning slumming process – gave the incentive for the local
government to do something urgently about the estate in order to avoid any perspective
ghettoisation, the amount of money annually spent on the maintenance of the public
spaces was raised signiﬁcantly in 1999. This was intended to be a relatively cost efﬁcient
but at the same time an effective way of avoiding further deprivation.

Ever since then, instead of the EUR 60,000 – 70,000 per year, EUR 100,000 – 120,000
have been spent on the maintenance and upgrading of the green areas. Of course only
a fraction of this money has been used for reconstructing the playgrounds. Even so, two
playgrounds have been renovated, three were completely restructured in accordance with
the EU standards, and a standardisation test has been carried out on every one of them.
According to the municipal plans, in another four years time all playgrounds on the estates
will have been renovated.

process is far from over now, as approximately half of the playgrounds have been upgraded in
Havanna and only a fraction of them in Jósaváros. However, in the near future quite a lot of
them will undergo a complete or partial reconstruction.
Regarding the change of the greenery and the development of small gardens in front of the
buildings, both estates have been progressing rather slowly. The emphasis is on maintenance,
but besides that the continuous change of the plans has been taking place, however slowly.
More interesting is the concept to create small gardens in front of the huge buildings, thereby
forming a semi-public space for the inhabitants. The inhabitants look after these gardens,
whose maintenance is partly ﬁnanced by the condominiums’ own savings. Condominiums can
apply for free soil, plants and ﬂowers to the municipally owned Urban Management Company.
Habitually they can also get professional advice.
The problem of greenery is connected to the problem of litter: a major issue in both estates,
and generally in the whole country. Selective garbage collection has been introduced into
Jósaváros, with several ‘garbage-islands’ on the estate itself for all kinds of litter, and a special
‘garbage court’ in its vicinity to gather the environmentally dangerous types of garbage. At
the same time in the Havanna estate, clearing away the garbage is a serious task – one of the
problems the estate struggles with is precisely the amount of litter thrown haphazardly away
on the territory of the estate – and it takes away the resources from maintaining the green in
the area. On an annual basis 6 million forints (EUR 62,500) are spent on maintenance of the
parks, but a relatively high share, one-third of it goes to garbage collection.
A very serious problem, on the long-run threatening the extent of the green areas, is the
problem of parking. At the end of the 970s, the time of construction of both estates, the
national regulation required the building of one garage for ten newly-built units. Now, 25
years later, the national regulation requires one garage for every newly-built unit. A request
that is somewhat too demanding according to some experts, however this enormous change
in the requirements also reﬂects the drastic growth of the number of cars in Hungary. On the
housing estates in question, there is a chronic parking-place shortage. This could only be solved
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In Jósaváros some new garages were built a few years ago on the green areas, which very
much satisfy their owners, but, because of the noise and smoke, annoy the people who
live on the lower ﬂoors of the surrounding buildings. It is also here where mobile garages
have been set up on the streets. This does not solve the problem of space, but at least
gives protection to the cars from the harsh weather. Residents can rent the ‘sites’ from the
local government for a symbolic EUR 47 per year, and set up the tarpaulins that cover the
cars. However, the parking problem persists. As some interviewees pointed out, getting a
parking place after dusk is an almost impossible task.
The situation is not so grave in Havanna, where the local government hoped to ease the
problem by allowing to set up a fee-paying parking lot on an unused spot away from the
houses, on the limits of the estate. It seems to have eased up somewhat the situation.
Nevertheless, most people like to park close to their homes, hoping to reduce the
possibility of car theft.

by building new garages on the green areas: a solution that is not accepted neither by the
municipalities nor the residents. Paradoxically, saying that they have no other option, parking
lots now simply occupy the green areas.
Regarding the ﬁnal pillar, the refurbishment of pavements and street furniture, one can
say that it is by far the most costly investment for the local governments. This is, however,
inevitable, as any upgrading of the estates require the upgrading of its direct environment. In
neither of the cases exists a programme specially to repave the streets in the estates, but they
are both part of the ‘pavement programme’ of the city or of the district. The amount of money
varies, however, as it is dispersed in the whole city or district, it has very little impact on the
estates themselves. This leaves the estates in question still with rather worn down pavements
and street furniture, basically from the time of the construction.
As the ﬁnancial resources of the local governments suﬃce only more or less for the
maintenance, the only way to get funding for a complete renewal is by applying for extra
money. The accession to the European Union, and the opening up of the structural funds is
seen as a great opportunity to ﬁnd other sources apart from the local government’s own. In the
meantime the Project Generating Fund (PGF) – in the framework of the Phare Programme
– allows for the development of complex plans to be submitted after the accession. The PGF
ﬁnances a team of advisors that helps the local governments to prepare sound projects with the
chance to win from the structural funds.
4.3.3 Organisation of the activities

The Urban Management Company (Városüzemeltető Kht.), a non-proﬁt company belonging
to the local governments, is responsible for carrying out these tasks both in Nyíregyháza and
district 8 in Budapest. They often hire entrepreneurs on both estates to carry out the works,
especially regarding garbage collection. These occasions can also become a source of work
for the unemployed people from the estates. Sometimes criminal delinquents sentenced for
community work are also used.
Besides organising these activities, Urban Management Companies are partly responsible
for applying for additional funds. Currently these additional resources include the diﬀerent
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ministries – especially that of the Sports and Youth, of the Interior and of the Economy and
Transportation – but also the municipality of Budapest in the case of district 8. However, with
the accession to the European Union, the Structural Funds will also become available.
4.3.4 Participation in the environmental renewal

In the vast and important issues of renewing the environment in the housing estates, public
participation is mainly conﬁned to the creation and maintenance of the small gardens in front
of the houses, and connected to it, the participation in the diﬀerent local competitions for a
better environment. In this way mostly the older generation is reached, who has the time and
the interest in looking after these gardens.
Apart from this, if they have problems or ideas, the inhabitants can turn either directly to
the Urban Management Company – every now and then there are public debates held with
the residents, especially at Jósaváros – or mention them to their elected representatives during
their oﬃce hours.
4.3.5 Evaluation of the policies

Most policies regarding the environmental renewal are in their infancy. But taking into
account the ﬁnancial restrictions that impose serious limits onto the opportunities local
governments have, we can state that besides the good intentions one can also observe some
results. Although maintenance dominates the activities, a slow progress, especially with respect
to the playgrounds, can be observed. Another good sign is that after a period of neglect, local
governments started to take the real, or the possible – and perspective – problems large housing
estates struggle with, seriously. The tendency seems quite clear that authorities do not want to
let the slumming process reach a point where the ﬂight of the inhabitants would begin.
A change in the mentality of the local governments can also be observed, which actually
might be due to or in connection with the requirements the European Union imposes on them
through its funding. Although they tend to regard the rehabilitation of the housing estates
mostly still as a technical question, some other aspects, as the environmental renewal, are
slowly getting incorporated as well. Where there seems to be a clear backlog is in the realm
of public participation. In fact, the idea of actively involving the inhabitants in any form of
public life is quite new – in the early 990s after the political changes people did not favour the
communal activities – and local governments are still not very keen on it. Participation is often
only possible in small things, such as the creation of gardens in front of the houses.

4.4

Housing allowances

The Social Law of 993 introduced the system of housing allowance; it gave recommendations
regarding the criteria of eligibility, but delegated the right to determine the actual conditions of
eligibility to the local governments. Large housing estates – unlike in the case of the building
renewals – form no special sub-category here: regarding the distribution of allowances, the
same rules apply to them as to the whole territory of their local governments. Despite this,
large housing estates often struggle with similar problems: among other things in buildings
constructed with industrial technology running costs are comparatively higher than in
buildings constructed with a diﬀerent technology. This can prove to be especially problematic,
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and can lead to the accumulation of huge arrears, if coupled with a relatively poorer population,
like in the Havanna estate.
Housing allowances are conceived of as important means in the hands of the local
governments to stop the process of decline, but to whom and how they are distributed diﬀer
from municipality to municipality. In the following sections we will try to show two strategies
of the many existing ones that the local governments of the estates in question follow when
distributing housing allowances.
4.4.1 The main aims of the policy

In each case, through distributing regular or one-time allowances, the local governments hope
to evade the accumulation of huge arrears either towards them – if the unit is not privatised
– or towards any of the utility companies.
4.4.2 The main activities of the policy

There is no speciﬁc housing allowance in district 18, in Budapest, rather it forms part of a
larger conglomerate of allowances. Some years ago district 18 terminated its old system
of diverse municipal allowances, and introduced instead a new combined type called the
‘district allowance’. Apart from the change in the name, this system allows for greater
ﬂexibility. The allowance’s amount is maximised annually in 135,000 forints (EUR 525),
a sum that can be doubled by the mayor if there is a good reason for it. This ‘district
allowance’ can be spread over 12 months, or be used at one instance. It includes all the
former allowances for housing, heating, medicine, etc.
The advantage of the system is that applicants can enjoy a great freedom in specifying
how much, and for what exactly they need this allowance for. Special arrangements are
also possible: people who need it for paying back debts towards the utility companies can
apply for it, but instead of receiving the money themselves, the local government sends it
directly to the companies, thereby assuring that the money will be spent according to the
expectations.

Nyíregyháza spends a considerably larger amount of money on housing allowances
than the other towns similar in size. Approximately 4,000 families receive this housing
allowance regularly, which makes 9-10 per cent of all the households in the town. The
amount of the allowance is approximately 2-2,500 forints (EUR 8 or EUR 10 ) a month.
Most requests are made in connection with the district heating system. Residents ﬁnd
it difﬁcult to pay for it, and unlike electricity, gas or warm water, the supply of heating
cannot be stopped, as the technical facilities do not make it possible. Consequently,
people in ﬁnancial difﬁculty tend not to pay for it, so a considerable amount of arrears can
accumulate (Erdösi et al., 2003).
Approximately 8 or 9 per cent of these 4,000 families live in municipal apartments, and
a third of these have requested the housing allowance to pay their rent. But with the new
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regulations in effect from July 2003 this percentage has been changing. In the summer
of 2003 the local government sharply raised the rent of the municipal apartments closer
to the market value, to 300 forints (EUR 1.15) per square meter. And, at the same time, a
sophisticated system of compensations was introduced, also by local government. As it
was laid down that no household should pay more than 10 per cent of its income for rent,
any household paying more and not living in an irrationally large apartment – appropriate
apartment size was also regulated by the decree – receives compensation. In case of those
pensioners living alone, or single-parent households, an additional compensation is given.

4.4.3 Evaluation of the policy

In this very decentralised system of housing allowances the decision whom to support and with
how much money, belongs only to the competence of the local government. No compulsory
minimum is set by the national government that would oblige each and every municipality to
pay housing allowances to the most vulnerable groups. Nationwide, around 8 billion forints
(EUR 70 million) are set aside in the budget for ﬁnancing all kinds of housing allowances. The
Treasury sends this money to the local governments. However, after receiving their respective
parts, they are free to decide how they will use the money. Experts estimate that only a fraction
of the sum – around 4 billion forints (EUR 5 million) – gets spent on housing allowances. The
remaining part is used for other purposes.
An important background of spending money on other purposes, is the fact that local
governments are chronically under-ﬁnanced in Hungary. So they often use part of the money
for paying wages, and ﬁnancing institutions. It is precisely because of this that experts have
been pressing for a more uniﬁed national system in allowances that would tie the hands of the
local governments, thereby assuring that even in diﬃcult ﬁnancial situations, local governments
can not curtail housing allowances.
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5

Employment and economy

Estates are hard to study separately from the cities where they are located, especially with
regard to their employment and economic possibilities. They almost never form a detached,
hardly accessible unit in Hungary, either because in the countryside large housing estates
are often situated relatively close to the city centre, or because in Budapest, where some are
situated in the periphery, they are connected with an eﬃciently working public transportation
system. Thus ﬁnding employment for the inhabitants is mostly not restricted to the estate itself
where they live or to its immediate surroundings, rather the whole city can provide them with
opportunities.
Consequently, local policies addressing the issue of unemployment almost never address a
spatial unity; rather their focus is on special groups. These are the groups – like the Roma, or
women with small children – who need special assistance, and the state-run service through
local employment centres is not eﬃcient enough for them.

5.1

‘Women for women’, ‘Ariadne’s thread’ programme

’Ariadne’s thread’ is a district programme ﬁnanced in 90 per cent by the European Union
that tries to reach very diﬀerent people from would-be entrepreneurs to the ones who are
challenged in their ability to work. What connects these people is the fact that they are all
women who right after motherhood leave work or are older than 40 years. The programme
started in June 2003 and will last until December 2004. The idea for the Ariadne’s thread
programme originated at the Association of Public Works of district 8, which ﬁnds temporary
jobs for the unemployed.
There are participants from the Havanna estate; however, the scope of the programme is
wider. All women living in district 8 in Budapest or in the agglomeration territory around are
welcome.
5.1.1

The main aims of the programme

The Ariadne’s thread programme was designed to target women in a diﬃcult situation, at a
special phase in their life, when ﬁnding steady employment is hard. On the one hand, women
with small children, who right after motherhood leave are often discriminated against in the
labour market. On the other hand, women older than 40 years, who would want to embark on
a new career or simply ﬁnd a diﬀerent job, or any job at all, are regularly regarded as too old for
a new vocation. This is especially true for those who cannot work eight hours a day any more
[ 33 ]

or can only do a certain number of jobs due to their mental or physical disabilities. During the
8 months of its running, the Ariadne’s thread programme tries to improve the employment
outlook for 60 women, and provide education, training and a workplace to start from for 22 of
them.
5.1.2 Main activities of the programme

‘Ariadne’s thread’ oﬀers four types of programmes. Two of them are short-term trainings, while
the other two last 8 months.
The ﬁrst one, a personality development training, already took place in June 2003. It was
designed to boost the participants’ self-esteem and to prepare them for entering the labour
market. All 60 women participated in it.
The second was more speciﬁc, designed for would-be entrepreneurs. It took place some
weeks after the personality development training. It aimed at transmitting all the essential
knowledge inevitable for start-up businesses. Altogether ten women participated in this long
weekend, of whom two have opened their small businesses in the meantime.
The third programme has been running from the summer of 2003. It oﬀers a vocational
training for 2 women, who will become social workers and nurses by the end of 2004. In the
ﬁrst six months the participants get both the theoretical training and some additional practice,
while in the following 2 months they are provided with an opportunity to work. During this
time they receive a salary, which equals that of the minimal wage.
The ﬁnal programme also lasts 8 months and is designed for women who, either mentally
or physically, are unable to enter the labour market. In the framework of Ariadne’s thread, they
get trained as seamstresses. Owing to the cooperation with the Social Employment Bureau in
the district (Szociális Foglalkoztató Kht.) they can also have a part-time job, where they get
paid minimal wages. This programme, like the previous one, also ﬁnishes in December 2004.
Both of them rely on the help of personal mentors, who follow the progress of the participants
through the whole period of 8 months.
5.1.3

Organisation of the programme

The idea to design a special programme for women in need came in 2002, after the Ministry
of Employment announced a Phare competition for NGOs. The Association of Public Works
(Közmunka Egyesület Kht.) – an independent organisation ﬁnanced by the local government
of district 8 – applied, after it secured the partnership of the local government, the Family
Support Service (Családsegítő Szolgálat), the Association of Families with Three or More
Children (Nagycsaládosok Egyesülete), the United Welfare Associations (Egyesített Jóléti
Szolgálat) and the Social Employment Bureau.
The European Union supports the programme with EUR 48,726, which cover 90 per cent
of the costs. The remaining 0 per cent is ﬁnanced together by the local government and the
Association of Public Works, each contributing .5 million forints. The latter also carries out
the managing tasks for the programme.
5.1.4 Participation in the programme

Participating in any part of the programme is free of charge. Women interested in such courses
could ﬁnd out about their existence on ﬂyers, adds in the local newspaper and cable television.
From the 96 applicants 60 women were selected with the help of tests and interviews. During
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this selection process, a psychologist, a representative of the Association of Public Works
and the leader of the respective programme – one from the four oﬀered in Ariadne’s thread
framework – were trying to ﬁnd out how deep the commitment and the motivation of the
applicant was. This aspect was all the more important, as the Phare subsidies demanded a strict
attendance of the courses: no more than 25 per cent of the women can quit before the end of
2004, otherwise the money has to be returned.
5.1.5

Evaluation of the programme

Ariadne’s thread belongs to the new type of gender speciﬁc programmes that hopefully will
appear in greater numbers in the future. How eﬀective it will be, is not quite sure at this point.
The two trainings held in the summer had a very positive outcome. However, the real challenge
lies in the two vocational trainings that end in 2004. One problem is unfortunately apparent
by now: a few people – despite the careful selection – are quitting both groups. Some have no
ability to sew, others feel that home nursing has become a task too demanding for them. Still
the overall picture is very positive: by the end of 2004 around 20 women will be able to enter
the labour market again.
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6

Safety

Discussions about safety issues have become quite regular in present day Hungary. The public
opinion is clearly sensing a deﬁcit in safety, often calling for stronger action from the side of
the authorities. True, criminal activity has grown signiﬁcantly, especially in some areas, like car
thefts or robberies. But this is a countrywide phenomenon, and isolating large housing estates,
regarding them as separate entities in this respect, would be unjust. Large housing estates
themselves are not predestined any more to higher criminality rates than most of the other
city neighbourhoods in Hungary. Rather, as we can diﬀerentiate among better or worse areas
regarding criminality, these diﬀerences can also be detected among the large estates. Some are
safe whereas others struggle with high criminality rates.
In accordance with this is a recent study, carried out in 999 by the ‘Hard Kutató és
Tanácsadó Kft.’ in Budapest. Here the researchers compared the feeling of relative safety
among the population of the housing estates in the capital. When asked whether they had ever
been the victims of any kind of criminal activity in the estate where they live, people reported
radically diﬀerent experiences. The diﬀerences were striking: in the worst estate inhabitants
reported three times more instances than in the best one (Hard Kutató és Tanácsadó Kft.,
999).
Apart from the operation of the police – which is ﬁnanced and regulated on a national
level – any decision to enhance public safety belongs to the realm of local competence. And as
such, it is unique to each locality. In one of the two housing estates studied in detail here, in
Jósaváros, no special safety measures have been introduced, as there was no reason to do so. On
the contrary, in the Havanna estate, which has encountered more problems regarding public
safety, the local government has installed a system of surveillance.

6.1

The installation of the public surveillance system in the Havanna estate

The Havanna housing estate has been struggling with relatively high criminality rates, and a
very bad reputation in Budapest. Although its fame was established during the 980s and things
have improved a lot ever since, many people today still tend to think of it as one of the worst
places regarding criminality. Similarly, residents of the Havanna have complained about the
high rate of criminality in general, and car thefts in particular. Even the appearance of drugusers was mentioned, who, taking advantage of the many arcades and corridors connecting the
buildings and the fact that residents often tried to evade these parts, have arrived in greater
numbers.
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The local government’s decision to install a system of cameras in early 2002 to survey public
space was motivated by the ﬁrm decision to tackle the problem before ﬂight from the estate
began.
6.1.1

Main aims of the policy

The policy has a twofold aim: to reduce the level of criminality, and to enhance the feeling
of comfort and safety of the residents. By these, in the long run, the local government hopes
to ameliorate the reputation the estate currently has. This reputation functions like a trap:
although it does not correspond to reality, it very much frightens people from moving into the
area and keeps down the real estate prices.
Another less publicised aim is to regulate public behaviour on the territory of the estate.
The high number of small beverage stores together with the steady crowd of drunkards in
their vicinity, often give rise to small brawls and disputes. Public drinking is also responsible
for the rubbish, the thrown away bottles around some houses, making the estate look very
messy. By installing the surveillance system, the local government has hoped to exercise some
control over these areas, and to ‘dissuade’ people from public drinking and littering by the mere
existence of the cameras.
6.1.2 Main activities of the policy

The system of public surveillance was installed in early 2002. It covers 95 per cent of the
territory of the Havanna estate. In order to hinder the move of criminal activities directly to the
adjacent small estate – which has a relatively high status – the territory of this neighbouring
estate was also included in the system.
The surveillance functions with the help of a coordinator, sitting in an oﬃce in Havanna,
where he sees what the cameras show. This coordinator is in direct contact with the two police
oﬃcers paid by the local government. These oﬃcers drive around the estate all day long in their
car and are responsible for going after all the criminal instances reported to them or seen by
them.
6.1.3 Organisation of the policy

The initiative to install a system of public surveillance was taken by the leadership of the local
government, in particular by one deputy mayor, who lives in Havanna, and is the representative
of the estate. The ﬁnal decision was then taken by the general assembly. The installation cost
40 million forints (EUR 56,000), of which approximately 50 per cent was paid from the local
budget. The remaining 50 per cent was covered by the Ministry of Interior. The company to
carry out the instalment, to run and maintain the cameras was chosen in the process of a public
procurement. The annual running cost of the surveillance is approximately 23 million forints
(EUR 90,000), ﬁnanced exclusively from the local budget. This includes not only the operation
of the cameras, but also the salary of the policemen and the running and maintenance costs of
their cars.
6.1.4 Participation in the policy

Cameras had to be placed on condominiums, so the engagement of the inhabitants was
inevitable. Condominium meetings were held to discuss the issue. Public support for the
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instalment of the surveillance system was wide, so each condominium involved decided to
allow the instalment of the camera on the building without compensation.
6.1.5

Evaluation of the policy

Statistics prepared by the local government show a drastic decline of criminal acts committed
on public territory. This means that car thefts, car burglaries, and the activity of pickpockets
have declined to one-twentieth of the previous level. Some even suggest that drinking became
more moderate on the streets.
The inhabitants themselves see it somewhat diﬀerently. They are happy about the installation
of a surveillance system, but they are somewhat more sceptical about its eﬃciency. They
tend to think that no one really observes the cameras and the cameras themselves, ﬁxed in
one position, are easy to evade. Nevertheless, none of the interviewees said that they had any
concern walking in any part of the estate, even at night. On one point both representatives
of the local government and residents agree: they are convinced that the cameras are not apt
means to catch drug-dealers and -users in the estate.
As often happens with area-based programmes, the positive local eﬀect is paired up with
negative ones elsewhere. In this case the criminality rate of the neighbouring district – district
0 – visibly grew.
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7

Education and skills

Investing into education is always a good way to combat social exclusion. This is especially true
for the housing estates that were planned and built with the educational facilities necessary
for their inhabitants. Nurseries, kindergartens and schools, together with the culture houses,
used to be the centre of their social life in the 970s and 980s. But the demographic changes
of the 990s presented these institutions with a real challenge: the nation-wide negative
demographic movement – primarily because of the steadily decreasing birth-rates – together
with the fact that the ﬁrst generation of children grew up, resulted in a situation where the high
concentration of youngsters, previously the characteristic of the estates, disappeared. Despite
all this, the population of the housing estates even today remains comparatively younger than
that of the rest of the country.
Further ﬁnancing of all the educational institutions on the estates became futile: a thorough
restructuring was the answer to these challenges. In some places it has already been carried out,
in others it is still under way. Often, these changes have not been part of a well-thought out
plan, but rather the results of personal inventions and a somewhat arbitrary decision-making
process.

7.1

Adjusting the educational system to the challenges housing estates face

By the middle of the 990s, schools that used to be full, were struggling to ﬁnd children to
attend. Instead of ten classes a year – which was no exception in schools situated in large
housing estates – there were enough children only for three or ﬁve classes. From ,500 – 2,000
pupils a year, many schools found themselves down with 600-800 pupils. With time passing,
things have become even worse.
In the following sections we will present how the two estates examined for this study reacted
to the challenges.
7.1.1

Main aims of the activities

Some closures of schools were inevitable on both estates, and the diﬃcult task was to decide
how many schools and which ones should be closed. The aim was to ‘recycle’ the buildings in
a sensible way that it would help the life of the inhabitants in the estate. For the remaining
schools, both local governments have tried to introduce programmes that could attract children
outside of the estates.
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7.1.2

Main activities

In the case of the Havanna estate, one can observe a conscious move from the side of the local
government to concentrate all kinds of educational institutions that could help the inhabitants
in the estate. To begin with, the district’s Educational Advisory Centre (Nevelési Tanácsadó) is
to be found in the middle of the estate.
Only one schoolbuilding was concerted to serve an utterly other function. Normally, instead
of closing down, the local government puts the emphasis on sustaining schools or kindergartens
in a way that could also attract children outside of the Havanna estate. For example, one
elementary school has a special English programme, classes specialising in sports, and even
classes specialising in arts. A particular programme, called ‘step by step’ was also introduced
in 998 into one kindergarten and an elementary school. It was devised to help children with
learning diﬃculties or hyperactive children in these ﬁrst crucial years of their education. Right
now the programme stops after the third grade, however, it is currently under discussion to
expand it till the fourth one.
Unfortunately, not all the plans of the local government could be realised. There was an
attempt to merge two functioning elementary schools, and bring a German language school
to the estate instead. This would have brought a large number of non-resident children to the
estate everyday. But this plan faltered on the resistance of the school directorate and the parents
of the pupils of this German school. This resistance was due to the bad reputation Havanna
has. Also, between 998 and 2002 one deputy mayor intended to introduce a bonus for teachers
working in any of the Havanna schools, but the proposal was not accepted.
In the Jósaváros estate the local government was less active in this respect. Rather, school
directors took the initiative. Originally there were four elementary schools on the estate. With
the declining number of children two of them decided to oﬀer secondary education too. This
way they managed to evade laying their teachers oﬀ. By enrolling them to further training,
teachers acquired the necessary diploma for educating secondary school students. A third
school remained as it was, while a fourth one was given to the catholic church that renovated
the building and converted it into a complex with an elementary and a secondary school.
Later the church also got one kindergarten next to it that was converted into a dormitory.
A move that triggered some protests from the side of the inhabitants on the estate. Students
– approximately 600 – arrive to this church-run school not from the Jósaváros estate, but from
the whole county. The two other kindergartens remained, but their direction was uniﬁed.
7.1.3

Evaluation of the transformations

The transformation of schools is over in the Jósaváros estate, but the merging of two elementary
schools might still occur in Havanna. Regarding the whole process we can generally say that
it was more consciously controlled by the local government in the case of Havanna than in
Jósaváros. Oﬀering a wide range of services on the estate is part of the rehabilitation strategy
of the government of district 8, and diverse educational institutions form part of it. However,
the local government of Nyíregyháza has a lot easier situation: Jósaváros faces no particular
troubles. Measures that were taken in Havanna are not necessary in Jósaváros.
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8

Health and well-being

Questions of well-being and health are not discussed in detail in this study, for no estate
speciﬁc institution has been set up in either of the cases, and the competencies in many
questions do not often reside with the local authorities. Health issues are not regarded as an
essential part of a regenerating process on the estates. Every now and then the problem of drug
abuse and the need for drug prevention has come up in the interviews, but not as a central
theme.
In the case of the Havanna estate one can observe the tendency to place institutions with
a district-wide competence, like the Family Support Service, the Child Support Service or
the Centre for Mental-Health (Mentál Higiènes Központ) – that specialises in psychological
councelling for drug users, alcoholics or anyone suﬀering from mental illnesses – on the estate.
One reason behind it is the obvious will of the local government to keep these services close
to the residents of Havanna. However, there is also a more pragmatic reason for it: the estate
is relatively easily accessible from other parts of the district and has enough public buildings
where these institutions can be accommodated. How many of their clients actually come from
Havanna is an interesting question, however the institutions did not disclose this information.
Often they did not even know, but gave very vague estimates. Mostly their employees were
convinced that with the exception of drugs, no Havanna speciﬁc problem existed.
Regarding the drugs, myths and reality often mix. The Havanna estate seems to be some
kind of a centre for drug use and supply, but exactly what kind of drugs and how much, is
a question. Some say it is more soft drugs, whereas others stress the appearance of heroin.
The same kind of confusion exists regarding the drug addicts, whether they are mostly from
the estate or rather come from other parts of the city to hide themselves here. The Centre
for Mental-Health on the estate has programmes for drug-users and their relatives. They oﬀer
both individual and group therapies and give advice for parents and relatives of drug addicts.
But mostly people outside of the estate, and sometimes even of the district attend these
programmes.
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9

Social aspects

Questions of social integration, the ﬁght against exclusion, and the creation of well-functioning
communities out of any neighbourhood or housing estate are not high on the agenda in
present-day Hungary. Several reasons lay behind it, but a basic one is the profound concern
with more ‘material’ things; out of necessity but also out of the conviction that the physical
rehabilitation is essentially more important than the social rehabilitation. Despite this, one can
trace instances, where social responsibility and far-sightedness, or the sheer realisation of the
fact that the physical and the social aspects of a rehabilitation are inseparable, have prompted
local governments or any other actors to take steps even in this direction.

9.1

Community centres/culture houses – a force behind integration and identity

The spread of the so-called community centres/culture houses in the whole country was the
invention of socialism. It was an ideologically driven institution; the centre for community
formation corresponding to the expectations of the state. However, it was a very useful
institution at the same time. It brought cultural events to far away places, close to people who
would not have left their homes otherwise.
New housing estates – with exceptions in the capital and some unﬁnished constructions
– were always built with a community centre on their territory. Usually located in the central
service area of the estates, close to the schools, kindergartens and diﬀerent shops, they
functioned eﬃciently, attracting a large number of people. Often, they housed a small library
and were the only institutions that had facilities to show movies.
The end of the socialist period with the introduction of the market economy challenged
their functions turning away people from attending them. However, precisely because of their
central location, many could survive by providing new services. In a way they have tried to
assume the old role under new circumstances and with diﬀerent means: enhancing community
formation and making life of the inhabitants more pleasant on the estates. On both estates
in question the community centre functions with great eﬃciency, attracting a considerable
number of people. Diﬀerent courses are oﬀered for the younger generation, but there are
programmes also for pensioners. In Havanna a theatre company presents a play at a subsidised
price ten times a year, and a puppet theatre also comes regularly.
There are also special celebrations organised with the help of the community centres, the socalled Jósaváros Days and the Havanna Days. While the Jósaváros Days are less important in
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the life of the community, the Havanna Days have grown into a considerable event during the
last ﬁve years.
9.1.1

Main aims of the programme

The Havanna Days started out as a small attempt to bring festivities to the housing estate,
but by now it has evolved into an important event. Subsidised by the local government and
sponsored by some local entrepreneurs it wants to give the Havanna estate a strong identity, a
feeling of belonging. It wants to oﬀer a forum to the residents to come out of their homes and
to socialise with each other, using the often neglected public space for these purposes.
9.1.2 Main activities of the programme

For an extended week in the beginning of September – ﬁve workdays and two weekends
– the Havana housing estate hosts a series of performances, concerts, competitions and
lectures. More than 00 diﬀerent programmes are oﬀered in this short time span. Schools
and kindergartens of the estate get a chance to perform, just as all the social institutions of
the district get to introduce themselves. The high point is always the open-air goulash soup
cooking competition and the closing concert, where a well-known Hungarian group or artist
performs. Incorporating diﬀerent cultural traditions is also important: this year there was one
special day devoted to each ethnic minority represented in district 8.⁶
9.1.3 Organisation of the programme

The Havanna Days are organised by the staﬀ of the community centre on the estate. A lot of
diﬀerent institutions participate in it – approximately 30 – but the coordination is carried out
by people from the community centre. Its budget varies, but this year about .5 million forints
(EUR 5,800) were spent. Financing is secured partly from the local government, but for this
special occasion even some entrepreneurs are willing to give money.
9.1.4 Participation

Most people on the estate like the Havanna Days, but participation in large numbers is mostly
restricted to the weekends. Some even come from places outside the estate for the big closing
concert.
9.1.5 Evaluation

To organise events like the Havanna Days is a great idea: from a relatively small amount of
money a lot of people can be reached and talked to. Residents do not feel so much left on their
own, which in turn can raise their interest for a more active involvement in the estate’s life. To
see that the authorities are willing to invest some money and are paying attention to what is
going on could have a multiplying eﬀect in the life of the estate.
6 The situation of minorities should not be considered in any way similar to cases in Western Europe. The only

minority that is represented in a higher percentage in the population is the Roma. They make up for approximately
5-6 per cent of the Hungarian population. In all other cases one cannot talk about real minorities: rather, Greeks,
Slovaks, Rumanians, Armenians, etc. used to be minorities historically and some of their descendants – although
fully integrated into the Hungarian society – try to keep their cultural identity.
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This cultural week is a sign that the local government of district 8 does not intend to leave
the Havanna estate on its own.
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10

Conclusions

Approximately one-ﬁfth of the Hungarian population lives in large housing estates,
representing an important segment of society. The population of large housing estates is quite
heterogeneous, but the estates can also be seen as important housing areas for lower middleclass people. With regard to the physical characteristics of housing estates, they are less
favourable than those of their Western counterparts, but their position in the housing hierarchy
is higher. This indicates that despite their relatively low real estate position, pre-fabricated
housing estates are not marginalised yet (Bányai et al., 999).
However, moving away from the estates has begun, although not in masses. Problems
seem to accumulate, as the pre-fabricated houses have reached the time when the ﬁrst major
renovations are due to be carried out. They should be renovated immediately and also in
large quantities, just as they were built. This raises acutely the problem of ﬁnancing. As most
units were privatised in the ﬁrst part of the 990s, one could expect the owners to carry out
the necessary works themselves. Yet, it is clearly beyond their ﬁnancial capacities, especially
taken into account the high running costs of the apartments and the expensive nature of the
renovation works.
As a consequence of privatisation large housing estates have fallen apart into single
condominiums and neither the central nor the local governments feel the responsibility so far
to deal with this issue in a strategic way. Only during the last couple of years, and parallel to
the growing state involvement in condominium renewals and urban rehabilitation issues the
ﬁrst, somewhat vague policies, targeting large housing estates have appeared. The ﬁrst major
attempt to ﬁnance the partial renovation of buildings with industrialised technology through a
loan by the German state with governmental subsidised interest rates failed partly, because its
subsidies were not high enough to enable owners to embark on large-scale renovations.
Current national policy for the energy-eﬃcient renewal of industrialised buildings places the
burden of ﬁnancing the reconstruction on three actors: the owners, the local governments and
the state itself. With each of them sharing one-third of the costs, the policy aims primarily at
a technical upgrading of the buildings. It only subsidises renovations in order to make energy
consumption more eﬃcient in these buildings: the change and the insulation of the windows,
the insulation of the roof, the basement and the facade, but if all these works are done, the
renovation of the heating system, the system of ventilation, the repair and the change of the
elevators can also be funded as long as they will function in a more energy-eﬃcient way.
At this stage it is hard to talk about the results of the programme, for it was implemented
two years ago. Unquestionably, there is interest to participate in it from both the side of the
local governments and the side of the condominiums. Some criticise it, because they do not
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agree with its approach to the problem of large housing estates, calling it too technically
oriented, and missing complexity. True, social aspects of the rehabilitation can only be
subsidised in the framework of the programme when a ‘complex project’ is devised that
includes both the complete physical renovation of a pre-fabricated building and of its direct
environment. In this case, state subsidies cover 50 per cent of all rehabilitation costs. However,
complex projects have yet to begin, and the high costs make it doubtful that they will appear
in great numbers. And even in a complex project – which concentrates only on single buildings
and their surroundings – predominance is given to the physical necessities.
The programme involves approximately 0,000-5,000 apartments annually, although there
were ambitious plans to raise this number to 30,000-40,000 apartments. The overall budget
cuts and the unfavourable economic conditions, coupled with the limited will of the national
government resulted that these ideas disappeared last year from the national level.
In order to evade any further decline of the large housing estates, local governments can
choose diﬀerent paths and develop diﬀerent models of rehabilitation, just as shown by the two
estates studied in detail here. Some have started to develop policies to improve the public space
in their respective housing estates: like in the Havanna housing estate in Budapest, where
prominence has been given to the reconstruction of playgrounds. The local government has
also had a system of public surveillance installed in order to enhance the feeling of security on
the streets among the inhabitants. On the other hand in Nyíregyháza, where Jósaváros faces
diﬀerent challenges, the local government endorses all initiatives to reconstruct the houses, by
supporting the Nyitás programme to modernise their heating system and by supporting the
applications for the state subsidised renovation programme.
As apart from the energy-eﬃcient renewal programme – which targets all buildings
constructed with industrialised technology – there are no speciﬁc state programmes for large
housing estates, it is totally up to the local circumstances how much, if any public attention is
paid to the economic, health and educational aspects of the renewal. Under such circumstances
the real chance for inclusive, participatory, bottom-up initiatives towards improvement are
very limited, even in neighbourhoods with a better-oﬀ, more uniﬁed residential structure.
Consequently, local policies that currently function in these above-mentioned areas of the
estate renewal are mostly organised in a very top-down way and do not speciﬁcally target the
population of the housing estates, however, they inﬂuence their lives.
Even innovative programmes listed in the report, like the Nyitás programme in
Nyíregyháza, or the special training programme for unemployed women in district 8 in
Budapest – where the Havanna housing estate is situated – can be put into this bracket. But
if these speciﬁc policies were organised in a bottom-up way and appeared in higher numbers,
by complementing the area speciﬁc, physical measures, they could form an integral part of any
successful rehabilitation strategy.
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List of people interviewed

Havanna in Budapest
• Two deputy majors of district 8
• Former deputy major of district 8
• Head of the housing committee of the district
• Head of the social department of the district
• Head and two co-workers of the housing department of the district
• Head and a co-worker of the Centre for Mental Health
• Current and former head of the Child Support Service
• Co-worker of the Family Support Service
• Co-worker of the Educational Advice Centre
• Head of the Association of Public Works
• Head of the Social Employment Bureau
• Co-worker of the Community Centre
Jósaváros in Nyíregyháza
• Former director of a high school in the estate
• Building manager on the estate
• Local representative of the housing estate in the General Assembly of Nyíregyháza
• Advisor in the matters of adult education, head of the ‘Keleti Ébredés Alapítvány’
(Foundation for the Eastern Awakening)
• Social politician, member of the General Assembly of Nyíregyháza
• Vice-president of the company supplying district heating
• Head of a local housing cooperative
• Co-worker of the Asset Management Company of the local government
• Head and two co-workers of the Family Support Service
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