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INTRODUCTION

The conditions of mass housing estates in post-Communist countries have long been of concern for their
inhabitants, while they have also begun to generate research interests. Some authors advocate for
upgrading and renewal of these buildings?; yet, others see them as a mass of aesthetic and socioeconomic
burden reminiscent of the past, centrally planned economy, and therefore propose gentrification and/or
urban regeneration to replace them.? However, economic realities often dictate the social housing policy
of the day. While in most Western European countries mass housing constructed from prefabricated
building elements represent about 8-10% of the housing stock, in Central and Eastern European cities,
this ratio varies between 15 and 80%.3 This is the consequence of a complex social, economic and
environmental legacy of the previous political system.

Through the case of Budapest, this paper explores the conflicts between micro and macro scale
development of prefab housing estates and how they are influenced by the criteria of liveable urban
environment. The main factor that defines today’s housing market situation with respect to prefabricated
panel housing stock in Budapest is the location of its micro-districts.* Location is essentially the basis
for residential housing market.® In this way, the hypothesis of this paper is based on the premise that
purports location to be able to override any other advantages of a housing estate, suggesting a rethink of
today’s housing rehabilitation process in practise. When evaluating liveability of housing estates in
Budapest, location has been found to play a fundamental role.

Overview

At the turn of the twentieth century there was a need for urban planning reforms which were capable of
improving the then living standard and also offer an effective and quick architectural solution to the
increasing shortage of housing. By the end of the 1930s, the answer of the architectural profession to
the pressing problems were delivered at a CIAM (International Congresses of Modern Architecture)
conference in 1928. In 1933, the functional city theory was laid down in the Athens Charter, after which
this typified design and construction gained ground.® These series of events did not just define Western
Europe’s architecture in the subsequent years, but were also reflected in the Eastern ‘block’, including
the Soviet Union. Hans Schmidt, a German academic, who served as an advisor to the then Soviet
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government, developed an ideal plan he called the “socialist residential complex” that, though based on
a functional unit, operated with a quantitative method during planning. 7 In this way, blocks of flats and
services in a living unit were calculated based on the number of inhabitants. The interpretation of this
conception was in line with the Soviet ideology, because community scale solutions were embraced
against individualism. The concept was further improved and advertised as equality and finally became
one of the central tenets of the Soviet political structure after World War 1l in Central and Eastern
Europe. In their homogeneity and plot structure, housing estates formed a ‘whole’ image of the cities.
Mass housing estates could have from 100 inhabitants to more than 50,000 in Budapest; the largest
estate is Ujpalota with 70,000 inhabitants.® The large-scale nature, the building technology and other
socioeconomic characteristics of these units influence the housing market and portray an image of their
liveability.
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Figure 1. Construction of Obuda Housing Estate in 1967 — prefabricated modern housing replaced the
former historic urban fabric

Technology

To realise the large-scale housing development the building construction system had to be in progress.
In 1949 the first set of housing developments were constructed using the traditional construction
methods. After the large-scale housing estates entered the urban planning practice, the first experiments
showed up in many professional practices as well. In Central and Eastern Europe, prefabricated big
panel technology was appreciated as the most efficient method. Prefabricated big panel technology is a
special construction method; the building construction is produced from concrete with room-scale
elements prepared in house factories. The whole construction process, including the transportation and
assembling of block elements were pre-planned and mechanised with the help of highly skilled
workmen. The process was a very well-engineered technology that was able to maintain the same
guality, at the same maximum mass housing production rate. The speed of construction was made
possible as the element set contained not just walls and slabs, but completely equipped bathrooms were
prefabricated in a factory and subsequently lifted into position on the construction site. In Budapest in
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1961 the first 15-year housing development plan was commissioned to erect thousands of new
apartments. To cope with the resulting demands, three house factories were built around the capital, with
a fourth added as demand increased. In the initial period, the technology came from the Soviet Union.
However, in the 1970s, a so-called Larsen-Nielsen Danish panel housing factory was built to offer
alternative types and sizes of apartments.? Due to this technological method, the largest-scale residential
development of the twentieth century came to fruition. Today in Europe, approximately 176 million
people live in prefabricated blocks of flats, which are generally found in smaller or larger housing
estates. In Hungary, the number of inhabitants of prefabricated housing blocks is 1.9 million, who live
in 837,000 apartments, 33% of whom are residents of Budapest. °

Socioeconomic situation

While in Western Europe social housing provides shelter for the underprivileged members of the society,
in Eastern Europe virtually most groups of the social stratum are present. In Budapest between 1965 and
1985, in response to an acute shortage of housing, nearly 75% of the capital's annual budget was spent
on housing construction.® Consequently, a significant stock of the block of flats were state-owned. Over
time, some of them were financed by National Savings Bank (OTP), while others were bought by private
investors. This ownership structure was no different compared to the current practice in Western
European countries. However, after 1991, as the Eastern part of Europe switched to democratic political
systems, the housing regimes also changed. One of the most important moments of this transformation
after the change of the political system was the privatisation of the housing stock. At the national level
only 5-6% of prefabricated block of flats remained in government ownership.i® The transformation of
real estate ownership had led to significant problems. The most acute problem was the increasing costs
of heating these blocks of flats, due to technological shortcomings, which surfaced in housing estates
built in the 1970s. ! The inhabitants of these estates were simply not able to pay for the maintenance of
their own apartments; in some instances, residents could not cover the costs of maintaining the
communal areas of their living environment. For this reason, by the early 1990s and through the year
2000 the conditions of housing in most of the estates had deteriorated in Budapest, though a condition
survey of the block of flats predicted a lifespan of between 50-100 years.?

Towards actualities

The government and professionals recognised the difficulties around the housing stock and with the help
of the National Panel Program and European Union funding schemes, the refurbishment of these block
of flats could commence.'® However, after many successfully presented renewal projects, an assessment
of how the investment reflects the global situation of housing estates nowadays is required. While some
neighbourhoods can achieve several liveability goals through renewal processes, accessibility can only
be changed through large scale urban development over an extended period of time. # In this respect, the
principal issue that define today’s housing market situation of the panel stock in Budapest is the location
of some micro-districts.

METHODOLOGY

The quality of housing estates can be assessed from a range of perspectives, while the surrounding
environment can be rated at different urban and architectural levels. This research is based on a three-
scale analysis system, that evaluates housing estates from the city (development and planning),
neighbourhood (planning and urban design) and architectural levels (design and technology). * The
current renewal process is concerned with an obsolete technology (scale: “building”), which typically
focus on changing the windows and the insulation of the building envelop to reduce the effects of thermal
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bridge and internal technical building system interventions to reduce the utilities cost.’? Nowadays, it is
becoming increasingly necessary to rethink housing estates as sustainable neighbourhoods (scale:
“neighbourhood”).!® It is necessary to devise new development criteria that could attenuate the current
situation; however, a sustainable neighbourhood is defined today by size.!* This study brings to bear the
characteristics of housing estates in large urban areas in which the location within the city is the most
important component. Location is a complex notion, which defines position of the housing and its
accessibility through urban infrastructure that is capable of overshadowing many other quality
preferences.

CITY OF BUDAPEST NEIGHBOURHOOD BUILDING
Figure 2. Three-scale analysis of housing estates 4

Location

Location is a basic and intrinsic feature of a housing estate that generally determines its prospects in the
housing market. To analyse the situation of housing estates in Budapest, two main principles will be
presented. Position will present Budapest’s basic urban structure to understand the differences between
areas, while accessibility is based on the capital’s traffic system, which is particularly important, because
many of the public transport lines were developed alongside the mass housing projects.

Position

Each housing estate has a different geographic position, one may be located in a high-quality
mountainous area and others may be neighbourhoods of industrial or peripheral zones. During the
research, we focused on the current administrative area of Budapest that was formed in 1950, when 23
neighbouring settlements were connected to the historical Budapest. The capital demographically came
up against difficulties, because it soon grew to three times of its original size over a short period of time,
with a current population of 1.8 million people.® As a result, successive governments have had to
formulate new strategies to address social, economic and environmental issues.

From urban planning perspective, the Hungarian housing development followed somewhat international
trends, when the new scale of the city organisation was conceived and constructed. Building up a unit
meant not just housing development, but also implied the construction of the associated infrastructure
and service outlets. It is not a coincidence that they were called new towns or micro-district in the UK
and Grofwohnsiedlung in Germany, Mukpopaiion (micro-disctrict) in Soviet Union and ‘lakételep’
(housing estate) in Hungary.* The housing estate developments fundamentally changed the dwelling
stock in Budapest. The listed 121 units, including 7 huge estates account for 35% of Budapest housing
stock. In most Eastern European cities, we can find these housing estates close to the historical inner
part of the city. Obviously, the position of new housing estates in a capital city creates a ring-like location
around the inner city, and also chronologically show the building processes toward the outskirt area.!
New construction projects were made possible either after the demolition of built-in areas or by taking
new zones into the city fabric. This was how mega-structures, such as the Ujpalota housing estates,
located 8km from the inner city of Budapest, were constructed. Sampling was conducted by selecting
housing estates, which had more than 2000 apartments; accordingly, the study shortlisted 24 housing
estates in the capital of Hungary (Figure 3).
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The zoning map of Budapest serves as a basis of the study. After the 1994 Master Plan, Budapest is
segmented into five zones that reflect the urban development, city usage and the relative unity of urban
and architectural form.* In this sense, we can identify the five zones as: historical inner city (1), highland
areas (2), section of the River Danube (3), transition areas (4) and outskirt (5) (Figure 3).

Historical inner city
Highland areas

Section of the River Danube
Transition area

Outskirts

g b~ WwN -

Housing estates

Figure 3. City zones of Budapest and position of housing estates / drawing by authors

Each zone defines a different urban position. At the same time, the zoning system is an indication of the
liveability of a large part of the housing estates. In the course of this study, the urban positions of housing
estates were reviewed by the displayed zoning structure.

Accessibility

Accessibility is a major issue in Budapest. The development of metro lines in the 1950s and 1960s
shaped the structure of the city, by connecting most of the mass housing projects. The review of a 1970s
development plan showed 9 metro lines that could have connected the city centre and the housing estates.
For instance, Metro line 2 was completed according to plan, with all the stations. However, the
construction of Metro line 3 was suspended, meaning the line could not reach the lastly built housing
estates in Budapest Kaposztasmegyer, which have since been grappling with accessibility issues until
the present time (Figure 4).1° After 40 years of delay the recent commissioning of Metro line 4 in 2014
has transformed the connected housing estates with respect of accessibility. The block of flats located
along this new metro line underwent markedly appreciation in market value, which confirms the
importance of accessibility of housing estates. But earlier versions of the plans did not materialise, as
some rapid transit and commuter rail supplement the public transport system in Budapest today (Figure
4).17

The accessibility of housing estates is examined by their linkage to the main public transport hubs. These
hubs are four main squares on the Small Boulevard around the old historical inner city: Deak Ferenc
Square (D), Astoria Square (A), Kalvin Square (K) and Févam Square (F), where the main metro, tram
and railway lines intersect (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Public transport development plan from 197018 and metro lines (continuous line) and
additional lines (dashed line) in Budapest in 2018,” DAKF” transport linkages, / drawing by authors

RESEARCH RESULTS

After the determination of these two basic elements, the study collated the property prices of the housing
estates with respect to their location. The data of selected units is imported into a database system that
is presented in Figure 5.

Firstly, we reviewed the position of the units according to zoning map. It can be seen that all of the 7
major estates (Obuda, Békasmegyer, Ujpest, KSbanya, Ujpalota, Kispest, Csepel-Pesterzsébet) are
located on the peripheral area and there are only a few units in the inner city (zone 1).8

Real estate Location
X _ prices Position (zones) Accessibility (min

Number | Maore than 2000 apartments convsl::;;on District 2l 11;1 ;}31(1)%0- BKV/ | BKV/ | BKV/ | BKV/

2017 1 2 3 4 5 Deak | Kalvin | Astoria | Févdm

square square square square
1 Obuda Centre 1968-1975 I, 13 529 392 392 Fi] x | x 30 40 31 32
2 Békasmegyer 1971-1983 1L 17 973 300 934 1t X 35 58 32 51
3 Kaszasd(ild 1081-1986 1. 3312 374072 1 X 30 37 23 3
4 Pok Street 1984-1990 III. 4 447 399 405 Ft| X 32 45 33 40
5 Uj]mst 1969-1986 I 16 917 319711 Fij x 17 20 23 28
6 Kaposztasmegyer 1982-1990 v, 5688 349 155 Fi] x 31 36 40 43
7 Jozselviros 1957-1981 VIIL 2773 344857 1| x 13 8 16 18
] Kerepesi, Gyakorlo Street 1983-1986 b 3033 346 073 Fi x 25 30 24 32
9 Kébanya-Centre 1979-1980 X. 2390 327403 Ft X 21 25 28 2
10 Ghegy / Harmat Street 1961-1982 3. 2542 364 280 Ty X 33 40 28 40
11 |Ujhegy 1974-1978 X. 6968 243397 Ft x 31 30 35 36
12 Kelenfold-Centre 1966-1983 X1 9 297 422 839 It X 19 14 18 9
13 [Fehérvari Road/Albertfalva 1974-1979 XI 4381) 420 866 It x 35 31 29 24
14 Gazdagrét 1983-1989 X1 4968 442 592 Ft X 34 30 36 26
13 Ormezd 1972-1984 X1 3094 414 545 Fi X 29 22 30 18
16 Vizafogo 1682-1989 X 2672 X x 10 13 16 21
17 |Gyongyosi Streel 1979-1980 X111 2784 384470 1% X 13 17 20 24
18 |Toredi Street 1967-1978 XIV. 12133 369 776 F x 28 35 27 35
19 Uj]:zﬂota 1968-1977 XV. 15 886 302 248 Fij X 34 36 26 31
20 |Rakoskeresztir Centre 1980-1989 | XVIL 7634 302703 F X 33 33 41 49
21 Allami‘Havannna 1977-1985 XVIIL 6222 X 43 41 47 47
22 Kispest Centre 1977-1986 XIX. 11 467 296 004 Fij X 31 39 39 37
23 |Pesterzsébet Centre 1976-1983 XX. 7820 277627 Fi X 38 33 37 31
24 Csepel Centre 1968-1982 ped| 10 568 288 182 T X X 37 33 38 30

Figure 5. Research result database
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Additionally, housing estates in zone 2 are more conspicuous because of their riverbank connectivity.
The same applies to housing estates in zone 4, where the building blocks overlook panoramic view to
the mountain area. The accessibility of housing estates is typified by the travel time from the assigned 4
main hubs. The data shows the shortest and longest time spent by public transport travelling.

The highlighted units reflect not just the time-distance relation, but it also visualises the metro lines in
the city (Figure 6). To support the hypothesis, the study made reference to the apartment prices per
square metre from 2017 on the selected estates and search relation across the three parameters, namely
accessibility, position and price, for each unit.*°

Figure 6. Studied housing estates according to the lowest (light) and highest (dark) property prices, /
drawing by authors

In the outskirt zone the furthest estate has the lowest prices, while housing estates with the best traffic
connection on a riverbank area, are associated with highest prices. Furthermore, it is evident that in some
instances, access to natural green areas overrode the importance of accessibility. However, the position
of the researchers of this study is that access to natural green areas only partially explains this
discrepancy. Further research may be needed to unpick the exact cause-effect relationship across the
three parameters.

Results

The Vizafog6 (row 16, Figure 5) housing estate is one of the most valuable residential areas with its
direct metro connection, its proximity to the inner city and its riverside position. Interestingly, during
the renewal process, the emphasis was on the public space rehabilitation and the modernisation of the
building structures were far from complete at the time of data collection in case of Vizafog6.° The
property prices in this housing estate were generally well above the average market prices due to its
green space quality and connectivity to the inner city.
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Figure 7. Vizafog6 housing estate in 2017 and Havanna housing estate in 2014

Havanna housing estate (row 21, Figure 5) has the lowest real estate prices due to its very peculiar
situation. As the number shows, transportation connectivity is in an abject condition. Inhabitants have
to change transport several times to commute, hence it is a highly segregated outskirt area. While
evaluating this unit, it was important to note that it has been inhabited by low income population right
from the onset and even today by ethnic minority groups. After several attempts, at the turn of the
millennium, the housing estates applied for various social and building rehabilitation grants, which
enabled vital renovations on the Havanna housing estate, and currently has some of the best built
environment units, from the selected estates.?! While continuous social rehabilitation projects have
contributed to the success of the regeneration of the place, these efforts seem to have reached their
limits.?? For as long as Havanna is separated from the dynamic public transport system, the change of
population is very unlikely, social mobility is out of reach and the housing estate will remain a slum
area.

From accessibility perspective, the best housing estate is the J6zsefvarosi unit (row 7, Figure 5) in district
V111, the Szigony quarter. Historically, district V11 was characterised by its diversity and in the last 20
years, it has undergone dramatic changes. While the Corvin quarter — neighbourhood of Szigony — is
developing dynamically as the biggest ongoing investment in Budapest, 2 the other parts of the district
still have inhabitants with rather low social status. A remarkable process took place in the district,
because despite the renovation in some parts of the district, the dwelling stock degraded in quality. This
is coupled with the fact that a significant proportion of the population belong to the ethnic minority
groups.?* Nevertheless, property prices were well above the average market value. This phenomenon
happened against the backdrop that the surrounding new developments transformed the earlier status of
the district, and a change in the composition of the population slowly began, as new homeowners started
to anticipate the complete renewal of the district. The question is, which investors will shoulder the
revitalisation of a segregated housing estate in the historical city centre, where the demolition of a block
of flats with 11 floors would not simply be a construction issue, but a social problem that would agitate
the public and design profession’s opinion. There are opinions that suggest the city government may
decide on a high-quality rehabilitation plan in order to create a liveable district VIII.

The second most expensive housing estate is the Gazdagrét (row 14, Figure 5), which is in a relatively
isolated area. While public transportation is suboptimal in the area, it is probably one of the most popular
housing estates in Budapest.? Its inhabitants basically consider reference to this part of Budapest as a
‘housing estate’ to be derogatory. This kind of public perception also, implicitly depicts the
contemptuous attitude of Hungarian society to people living in this type of dwelling.
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Figure 8. Gazdagrét housing estate in 2017

Whether this negative opinion is justified or not, the fact remains that Gazdagrét is embedded in the
mountainous part of Budapest, while being close to the capital’s circulation. Moreover, it iS a
recreational green paradise, where many parents would like to raise their children.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The liveability position of a housing estate can influence many liveable goals such as safety, social
integration, diversity and cultural identity, preserving its cultural value, balancing mixed land use,
providing a variety of services, and the presence and protection of green spaces.? In case of Budapest’s
housing estates, most of these liveability characteristics were present. However, these do not necessarily
translate into higher property prices. The thriving units’ prices could increase to the levels of the newly
constructed areas, while the less popular ones underachieve on the presented list. Although the
government and also the EU offer different supports to renew in micro scale, in the case of this panel
building dwelling, there are only a few exemplary macro scale developments. The position is an
unalterable characteristic of a unit, and the infrastructure of a city can be developed or transformed in a
long-term process, so the estates with high accessibility problems are generally disadvantaged. The most
questionable is the destiny of those huge housing estates in Budapest, to which public transport
development was planned at the time of their construction, but which were not eventually realised. Such
housing estates are therefore isolated from the mainstream social, economic and cultural circulation of
the city. Above all, these housing estates cannot rely on the changes of the surrounding areas that can
generate positive processes, while the inner units can only make changes for their immediate
neighbourhood city blocks, which will be continuously developed over time. All of these demonstrate
that in Budapest, it is not enough to focus on micro scale renewing, as there has to be a balance between
micro and macro developments for a liveable urban environment.
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