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Civil protests for the
poor

experience from the 8%
District of Budapest

Katalin Fehér, Judit Keller,
Tunde Virag

THE INITIAL PROBLEM AND
CONTEXT

The Place

This neighbourhood development has
taken place in the 8™ District of Budapest,
located in the heart of Pest, the eastern

side of the capital.

The historical development of the district,
also called Jézsefvaros_ (Josefstadt), can
be traced back to the period of intensive
industrialisation of the capital city in the
19t century. After the 1838 flood of the
Danube, the district’s characteristic feature
of being only a tenement house stock was

changed. It was (re)built and the district
became populated by artisans, the poorer
segment of the Budapest Jewry and well-
off music playing Gypsy families. The
prosperity of artisans in Josefstadt came to
an end around World War I and 90% of the
houses were damaged during World War
II.

Tenement houses were nationalized during
the 1950s, but the state did not invest in
their renovation. Bad housing conditions
speeded up the process of change in the
population composition skilled labourers
moving out and unskilled people with low
social status moving in. Since the 1990s,
despite various attempts to resuscitate the
district’s development, Jbézsefvaros still
has the worst housing stock in Budapest
and a high ratio of rental apartments.
Compared to any other districts of the
capital, Jézsefvaros has a high ratio of low
income families and Roma population. The
latter has led to an image of the district as
a Roma ghetto.
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District VIII

The Historical and Political
Context

Hungary has a residual portfolio of social
housing. Most of the social housing was
privatized after the fall of communism and
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this tendency is still going on. Now the
municipality owns housing units mostly in
marginal urban areas, in a run-down
condition and the tenants are almost
exclusively of low social and economic
status. In Hungary, every  local
government is responsible for the housing
policy on its administrative territory,
hence, developing or maintaining the
existing social housing system depends on
their own decisions. Generally, the
municipalities aim to reduce their social
housing stock, because it is maintained
inefficiently, and it only causes problems’.
They aim to sell the buildings or the land
for investors or to rent the apartments for
a market price. On the other hand,
municipalities would also like to get rid of
‘problematic” or poor tenants, who are
struggling with various disadvantages
thus, from time to time, they are late
paying the rent. If they do not live in their
district, they block social expenditures as
well as any legal bonds to help these
families.

Since Hungary’s EU accession, renewed
attempts have taken place to break the
image of the 8% District as the Roma
ghetto of Budapest. The development
projects of the early 2000s aimed at
building the image of a multicultural
district supported by community building
projects. As part of this process, the

district’s traditional craftsman
neighbourhood, which became a slum in
the previous decades, began to be

redeveloped. The dilapidated 19th century
housing stock is cleared to make way for
large  office blocks and  housing
developments. After the change of
government in 2010, a new direction in
local regeneration and development policy
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began, supporting the gentrification of the
district; i.e. driving the poor out of the
district, replacing them by middle-class

families.

The Initial Problem

The antecedents of the story of the
neighbourhood development in
Jozsefvaros can be traced back to this
period. Following the resignation of the
previous mayor of Jézsefvaros in 2009, the
candidate of the centre-right Fidesz party,
Maté Kocsis was elected mayor. The new
mayor, in line with the government’s

discourse of a workfare society, introduced
a punitive approach in the handling of
poverty and homelessness.
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https://www.habitat.org/where-we-build/hungary
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Some of these punitive initiatives included
the banning of scavenging (2010),
forbidding homeless people to dwell in
public spaces (2010), closing a drug
ambulance and needle exchange centre,
the prohibition of begging and inequitable
evictions of residents from social housing
facilities. The overall goal of gentrification
(moving 150 public servants to vacant
apartments) was supported by a plan to
sell apartments or rent them at market
prices and market conditions.

Gyula Balog

homeless activist
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Several dozen protestors staged a sit-in at
the mayor’s office as part of the protest.
The mayor claimed that this was “the
umpteenth time” that he had “offered
collaboration”, but the demonstrators had
not taken up his offer. In the meantime,
the municipality began to force the poor
out of the district without scandals and
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publicity: 305 evictions took place between
January 2014 and July 2015, while 300
families were evicted between January and
October 2015. The NGO’s called for more
equitable social housing conditions. The
debts were not rescheduled by municipal
officials.

THE STAKEHOLDERS AND
THEIR INITIAL POSITION

The local municipality - since 2009, policy
initiatives were aimed to punish the poor:
inequitable evictions based on
decisions, lack of dialogue with tenants,
with the NGO; lack of initiatives to
implement a more equitable housing
policy. The development projects of the
early 2000s regarding a multicultural
district are turned into projects of
gentrification by the new leadership.

court

The City Is For All (NGO) - The members
of the NGO are people who are affected by
housing poverty (currently or formerly
homelessness, housed in
structures themselves,
living in deprived, unsecure, overcrowded
or unhealthy homes, threatened by
eviction) and their allies (activists for
secure housing), who all work together for
housing rights and for an egalitarian and
just society. The City is for All organizes
campaigns and actions to defend housing
rights, to advocate the interests of people
living in poor housing conditions and to
change the negative social perception of
homelessness and poverty.

living in
improvised by

The NGO has an extended portfolio of
empowerment initiatives and human rights
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activities, including the Housing working
group (to call the attention of decision-
makers and citizens to the consequences
of the lack of a housing policy), the
Interest-ed working group (to protect the
rights and interests of homeless people
living in social institutions or on the
streets), Homeless Women’'s Alliance
(HaNEM), The City Is for All Academy
(personal and professional development
for members), the StreetLawyer program,
where lawyers volunteer to give homeless
people free information and legal advice
every week on one of the main squares of
Budapest. The City is for All has an
extended network with other stakeholders,
such as legal rights organisations (TASZ,
Helsinki Committee), local tenants,
academics, intellectuals living in the
district and cooperating with the media to
raise public awareness. [ts continuous
presence at eviction cases often took forms
of non-violent civil

resistance  (civil

disobedience), such as living chains, sit-in
protests.

The tenants — families with a low capability
to represent their interests. They were
denied to represent their interests in many
cases. They sporadically attempt to trigger
changes with the local government. A
more common stance was established with
the help of the NGO. Their overall goal is
to keep their housing facilities without
having to pay the market price.

The media - The evictions have taken
place for a long time without drawing much
public attention. The media has gradually
grown into the role of a partner as the NGO
began to pursue a more deliberate policy
of media appearance.
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Your Business Civil Society and other local
NGO(s) - partner organisation(s) of The
City is for All. This NGO comprises
academics and residents, intellectuals who
have a deep knowledge of policy
procedures and the legal framework. The
organizing principle of the organisation is
to provide a forum for locals to participate
and make initiatives for local development
and policy making. In this single-issue
case, its methods were different from that
of The City is for All, it refrained from civil
disobedience and rather provided
individual support for tenants in placing
their requests for debt rescheduling, in
preparing for meetings with municipal
officials.

THE STORY
Phase 1 The eviction story

The eviction story is of a family with two
children (one minor sick child), a kidney
patient husband and a working mother
with a brain tumour. The family had
accumulated a considerable amount of
debt in rent payment. Consequently, in
2009, the local government had
terminated the agreement,
changing their legal status from ‘tenant’ to
‘user of the dwelling’ and accordingly, they
had to pay a higher rent. In the following
years, the family could not change their
legal status and could not pay their debt.
Their situation could have been arranged if
they had a legally binding
agreement, but without changing their
legal status (‘user of the dwelling’) they
were not entitled to get any help from the
LG and they were denied the possibility of
rescheduling their debt. Based on a court
decision, the local municipality initiated the
eviction of the family without offering them
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any alternative dwelling. As a result, the
sick child had to be placed temporarily in a
children’s home, while the mother and
father stayed with friends/relatives,
separated from each other.

Turning point 1

Similarly, to previous attempts, The City is
for All organized a living chain protest in
front of the family’s apartment. Unlike
other cases before, the NGO had called the
media’s attention to the upcoming eviction
scene this time. Thus, pictures of activists

being dragged away by policemen and
stuck up in police cars, the forcing of the
family to leave the apartment was shown
in various on-line and printed media
sources.
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The results

Although activists were dragged away and
brought to court for their action of civil
disobedience, the family was evicted, the
immediate consequence of the NGO’s
action was that the mayor suspended
further evictions until the end of the
eviction moratorium  (during winter
months) and ordered to review the legal
procedure of the evictions.

Phase 2 (October 2015 -
January 2016)

In subsequent months, the NGO began to
exert continuous pressure on the local
municipality to initiate a formal dialogue
and to make changes in the district’s
housing policy. It was carried out by the
NGO in close cooperation with the Your
Business Civil Society, other local NGOs
and some local politicians. Each group
used different means to achieve the overall
objective, i.e. forcing the municipality to
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revise its housing policy and include local
stakeholders in local social policy making.

The Activists of the City is for All - daily
“bugging” of municipal officials, the mayor
and the vice-mayor to open dialogue,
confronting them with previous decisions
(following the eviction, the municipality
promised to “examine in more depth” the
eviction cases at a public hearing).

The Activists of Your Business and other
NGOs - brought up related issues,
loopholes in the governance of social and
housing policy, e.g.: specific cases that
proved the malfunctioning of the local
Family Support Service.

Member of the local assembly - asked
specific questions about the legal
background of evictions at an assembly
meeting, to which the mayor was unable to
provide proper This clearly
proved the misgovernance of local social
and housing policies, as well as the
mismanagement of the local social housing
management company.

answers.

Turning point 2

Activists of The City is for All were taken to
court for disobeying police orders at the
eviction scene. The court hearing was fully
covered by the online and social media.
Media attention to the activists’ court
procedure (pictures of young activists, a
moving speech at court by one of the
leaders of the movement) raised
awareness of the case of Jozsefvaros in
more extended groups of non-district
residents of Budapest. (see attached
photos)
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The results

The activists were found guilty by the court
and fined in January 2016, which
exacerbated the anger/motivation of the
members of local NGOs who began to
increase their pressure on
officials.

municipal

Phase 3 and the current
situation

The right-wing mayor and municipal
leadership of Jdézsefvdros was caught
between the NGOs kept
confronting them with earlier concessions,
promises, while due to increased public
attention through the media, he/they had
to provide explanations to their political
allies and supporters about why they gave
concessions to opposition (leftist!) groups
in the first place, how would they represent
the policies of the centre-right in the
future. Although the mayor tried to make
the case as quiet as possible in front of his
own constituency, the raising of several
related mismanagement
eventually forced him to make a “smile
offensive” towards local NGOs.

frontlines:

issues of

In early March 2016, the local municipality
agreed to open talks with representatives
of the NGO. At the meeting, the vice-
mayor of the 8™ District made several
concessions and a declaration of intent
about the renewal of the district’s housing
policy. These included:

i. the municipality agrees to be more
cooperative with tenants regarding
debt rescheduling
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ii. the extension of the eviction

moratorium period to May

iii.  “No one can be put to the street”,
i.e. no eviction can take place
without getting an alternative
lodging

iv. the rehabilitation of the district will
not result in driving out the poor
from the district

V. continuing dialogue between the
NGO and the municipality in
shaping a more equitable housing

policy.

PERSPECTIVES

The change in the municipality’s attitude
towards the NGO and the question at large
is recent and certainly too abrupt, given
the history of non-cooperative and
hierarchical forms of governance. It is
unpredictable what concrete directions the
story will take in the future, whether we
can talk about a happy or a sad ending.
Subsequently, it is for the future months to
show whether a proper institutional
transformation is taking/has taken place in
the 8™ District regarding housing policies,
policies about financial transfers and the
policy of district rehabilitation.

The 8% District story, however, can be
regarded as a success story from the
perspective of the NGO, a bottom-up
organisation that managed to force the
municipality to enter dialogue and to
amend local policies. Various aspects of
the story - some deliberate and others as
unintended actions - contributed to make
changes in the institutional setup. These
included:
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i. extended networking with other
local NGOs whose membership had
expertise in local policy procedures

ii. continuous, that is day-to-day,
presence of the NGO - and its
partner organisations - at the
municipality

iii. deliberate use of the media to raise
public awareness and to put the
municipality into a position where it
must explain - that is, make its
decisions transparent - towards
both its own and the opposition’s
constituencies.

iv. the “presentability of the case” in
the media, i.e. images of young
activists’ vs policemen, the evicted
family is non-Roma, which made
stereotypical and condemnatory
opinions impossible.

CONCLUSIONS

This story is best told from the perspective
of the NGO that brought media attention to
the inequitable housing policy practices of
the 8™ District Municipality through a
series of civil disobedience actions. This
enables the game to outline

a.) various protest tools used by
bottom-up organisations to force
the officials to implement urban
participation at the local level, i.e.
to include a civil society
organisation in decision-making
and to take diverse interests into
consideration and view

b.) highlight differences among these
tools, i.e. between non-violent
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forms of resistance, the use of
media, “bombing” the officials
with legal and procedural issues,
etc.

c.) the wvariety of cooperation
mechanisms available for these
organisations (e.g. cooperate
along a single issue, cooperate
along multiple issues, how to
bring rivalling ideas and interests
together for a common goal

d.) how to build networks, etc.

The success of this bottom-up action lies in
the use of multiple channels of resistance,
the complexity of tools used to exert
pressure on the officials and the
cooperation of several local NGOs along a
specific as well as a variety of policy issues
concerning local poverty. In this sense, the
game should make use of a list of
“pressure tools” available for a bottom-up
organisation that the avatar can choose
from and should offer options for
potentially joining partners with a detailed
description of their cutting-edge expertise,
membership, interests, goals in general
and in the specific story. Choices should
also be provided in the game for different
strategies of cooperation and conflict
resolution among associating partners.
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