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Room, Kitchen, Kitchen Garden.

The History of the Municipal Housing Project
in Budapest, 1909 — 1913

1zba, kuchyna, zahradka.

Histdria komunélneho socialneho
byvania v Budapesti 1909 — 1913

Laura Umbrai

@ https.//doiorg/10.31577/archandurb. 2022.56.3-4.2

V druhej polovici 19. storocia zaznamenala Budapest v dosled-
ku rychlej industrializacie vyrazny skok v hospodarskom raste

a pocte obyvatelov. Rast poctu obyvatelstva miest bol v prvom
rade dosledkom stahovania velkého poctu ludi z vidieckych
sidiel v nddeji na lepsi Zivot v meste. Okrem nedostupnosti
potravin patrilo byvanie medzi klicové problémy komplikované
nedostatkom a rastom cien.

Bolo to obdobie, ked sa obyvatelstvo burilo a Strajkovalo
proti vysokym najmom a niekedy dokonca obsadzovalo a demo-
lovalo budovy. Prave to nakoniec printtilo vedenie samospravy,
aby zacalo presadzovat aktivnu politiku v oblasti hospodarskeho
a socialneho Zivota.Hoci tradnici mali eSte stale pochybnosti
o aktivnom zasahovani do hospodarstva, postupne zacali zasta-
vat nazor, Ze socialna starostlivost ide ruka v ruke s interven-
ciou. Hnutia protestujiice proti vysokym najmom boli priamym
dovodom tu prezentovaného projektu byvania, ktory mal na
svoje obdobie nezvycajny rozsah. (Okrem takmer 6 ooo bytov,
ktoré vybudoval budapestiansky magistrat, tu bolo aj Statom
postavené sidlisko Wekerleho kolénia s 3657 bytmi).

V marci 1909 predstavil starosta Istvan Barczy ambiciézny
plan na zlepsenie bytovych podmienok v meste a predbezné
uzemné plany, ktoré sa mali stat sicastou rozvojového balika
vo vyske 297 milion kordn. Vystavba mala trvat 5 rokov a zacat
hned v roku 1909. Pévodny plan zahftial aj vystavbu $kol a navr-
hovany rozpocet bol 95 miliénov kortn, avsak vystavba, ktora sa
naozaj zrealizovala, bola zredukovanou verziou planov.

Stavali sa dva typy obydli. Na jednej strane to boli relativ-
ne centralne umiestnené troj- a Stvorpodlazné budovy s jedno-,
dvoj-, troj- a Stvorizbovymi bytmi. Tie mali aj predizbu alebo
predsien, ako aj kuchynu, komoru a toaletu. Trojizbové a Stvoriz-
bové byty mali aj izbu pre sluZobnictvo a kipelfiu. Tento typ bol
urceny pre vyssie postavenych mestskych tradnikov.

Na druhej strane sa budovali malé byty usporiadané do sid-
lisk a prave tomuto druhému typu sa tu venujeme. Tieto sidliska
sa nachadzali na pozemkoch dalej od centra a pozostavali z jedno-
podlaznych alebo dvojpodlaznych budov. VyZadovali si podstatne
menSie kapitalové investicie vdaka vyuZitiu lacnejSich pozemkov,
ktoré mali eSte pomerne dobry pristup k mestskej doprave. Nizsie
investicie znamenali niZSie najmy, a tak boli tieto byty skutocne
cenovo dostupné na byvanie aj pre tych, ¢o to najviac potrebovali.
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Na tychto sidliskach sa nachadzali len jednoizbové byty
s pristavanou kuchytiou a typické bolo aj to, Ze toalety boli
umiestnené v skupinach (jedna na dva byty) v zadnej Casti
budov. Vsetky tieto byty boli urcené pre domacnosti s nizkym
prijmom.

Z finan¢ného hladiska si projekt vyzadoval kapitalové
investicie, ktoré muselo zabezpecit mesto (ktoré tak urobilo
pomocou troch uverov), a stat mal poskytnut daniové ulavy. Pri
vypocte ndjomného mesto zohladriovalo uc¢tovni hodnotu po-
zemkov, kedZe vSak tieto nebolo potrebné ziskavat, tento faktor
najomné nezvysoval. Nizka hodnota pozemkov navyse nepod-
necovala vystavbu budov vSade, kde to len bolo mozné, takze
pomer zastavanej plochy bol 50 % a v niektorych pripadoch
len 20 %. Tato situacia bola vitana z hladiska verejného zdravia
a umoznila obyvatelom zaloZit si aj zeleninové zahradky. Takéto
usporiadanie malo byt prikladom aj pre sikromnych investorov.

Na koordinaciu vsetkych socidlnych aktivit hlavného mesta
bol zriadeny spociatku tzv. Prezidialny odbor mestskej spravy
(od roku 1912 Odbor €. 14). Toto oddelenie zamestnavalo spravcov,
dozorcov a dalsich zamestnancov, ktori sidliska spravovali.

Najomnici sa so svojimi problémami obracali najprv na
dozorny organ domu, nasledne na dozorny organ kolénie.

Podla nariadeni z roku 1912 mali spravcovia dohliadat na
dozorcov sidliska, viest administrativu o prenajatych bytoch vra-
tane nedoplatkov a uskutocnenych platieb. Tieto sumy museli
odvadzat do ustrednej pokladnice. Spravcovia sa museli starat aj
o zalezZitosti, ktoré presahovali moznosti dozorcov sidliska.

Medzi najomnikmi sa uskutoc¢nil rozsiahly zber idajov. Vy-
sledky zaujimali na jednej strane tych, o sa profesionalne zao-
berali podobnymi otazkami byvania, na druhej strane boli tidaje
potrebné na presvedCenie politikov a verejnej mienky o tom, Ze
pokracovanie programu je mozné. Mesto potrebovalo v stuvis-
losti s programom vystavby dokazat dve veci. Po prvé, bola tu
poziadavka hospodarnosti, t. j. preukazat, Ze dafiovi poplatnici
Budapesti neutrpeli Ziadne straty. Inymi slovami, ¢isla mali
odrazat, Ze program nebol charitativhym poc¢inom. Oc¢akavalo sa
tiez, Ze takyto program by mohol byt prikladom pre tych, ¢o in-
vestuju do vystavby domov. Platilo by to, ak by vypocty ukazali,
Ze chudobné rodiny st ubytované najlepsim moznym spésobom
a Ze za byvanie vo verejne vlastnenych bytoch platia najnizsiu
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moznd, no stale trhovid cenu. V pripade bytovych kolénii bol
rozdiel este zjavnejsi: v pripade jednoizbovych bytov najomné,
ktoré Ziadali urady, predstavovalo sotva viac ako polovicu ceny,
ktord najomcovia platili majitelom sikromnych domov. V pripa-
de dvojizbovych bytov bol tento podiel dvojtretinovy.

Barczyho stavebny program vo svetle podobnych
akénych programov v zahranici
Literatura o rozsiahlom stavebnom programe Budapesti nasto-
luje otazku, preco sa mestska samosprava vzhladom na svoju
histériu konzervativnej politiky v oblasti socialnej starostlivosti
zrazu stala priekopnikom komundlneho byvania a predbehla
viaceré iné mesta. Program malych bytov v Budapesti predcha-
dzal programom, ktoré reagovali na podobné vyzvy, hoci v este
vacsom rozsahu, vo Viedni, Berline, Amsterdame, Rotterdame,
Frankfurte atd.

Odpoved na tuto otazku je zloZita. Na jednej strane doslo
v Budapesti k rychlemu demografickému rastu, na ktory
sukromné hospodarske subjekty neboli schopné reagovat,
a preto si vyzadoval verejny zasah. Na druhej strane sa politické
prekazky k intervencii zmensili a niektori ¢lenovia mestskej
rady boli priamo alebo nepriamo konfrontovani s nedostatkom
bytov a jeho ddsledkami. DoleZité je, Ze si boli vedomi aj toho,

Ze Budapest je v tomto smere v horsej situacii ako Vieden. Zlo-
movy moment nastal, ked do funkcie starostu nasttpil Istvan
Barczy, ktory citlivo vnimal tazkosti, akym obyvatelia mesta
celili, a neoblomne hajil ich zaujmy. Zaviedol nastroje komunal-
nej politiky, ktorymi nielenze prevzal tie podniky, ktoré mali
zabezpecovat verejné sluzby a boli v monopolnom postaveni,
ale vyuzil prijmy z nich a dvery, ktoré vdaka tomu mohol ziskat,
na verejné investicie zlepsujice podmienky vel'kej ¢asti obyva-
telov mesta. Okrem byvania a $kdl zaloZil mnozstvo podnikov
na zlepsenie zasobovania potravinami. Prekrocil hranice, ktoré
stanovili predchadzajice administrativne postupy, a urobil

z Budapesti poskytovatela sluzieb. Mesto aj podnikalo, v roku
1911 zaloZilo Mestsku tovaren na spracovanie konského masa,
Mestski tovaren na vyrobu chleba a Mestsky podnik na zaso-
bovanie potravinami. Mnohé z nich nemali v Eurépe obdobu.
Hlavnym cielom Barczyho politiky vSak nebola intervencia.
Skor chcel ist prikladom a dokazat, Ze je mozné prevadzkovat
vhodné byty s nizkym najomnym alebo vyrabat kvalitné potra-
viny za nizke ceny. Barczy formoval svoju politiku ako reakciu
na socialne problémy a chcel tak riesit vznikajuice socialne
napatie. Samozrejme, starosta nebol osamelym aktérom. Jeho
zamestnanci boli starostlivo vyberani a dokazali sa postavit
proti obchadzaniu administrativnych nariadeni.

In the second half of the 19th century, Budapest witnessed a significant jump in economic output
and population due to rapid industrialization.! The demographic growth was mostly the result of
extensive migration from rural settlements, moving to the city in hope of better life. This boom
formed a serious challenge for those branches of the economy that wished to supply the consumers
in Budapest. Apart from problems with the availability of foodstuffs, housing was also the among
the crucial markets where contemporaries experienced price hikes. Contemporary opinion also
believed? that the level of housing and nutrition was below that of Vienna. Indeed, quantifiable as-
sessments show that, for the population at large, the living standards were indeed higher in Vienna

than in Budapest.

The phenomena known in this era as “usury rent” triggered resentment among the peo-
ple in Budapest in the end of the 1900s. Protests against high rent ranged from rent boycotts to

HOUSING RENT-STRIKE
STRAJK PROTI VYSOKYM NAJMOM

Source Zdroj: BTM Kiscelli Museum
collection — Janos Miiller
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SMALL FLATSIN TELEPY STREET
(DISTRICT IX)

MALE BYTY NA ULICI TELEPY
(IX. OBVOD)

Source Zdroj: BTM Kiscelli Museum
collection (Janos Simonffy, 1964)

demonstrations, sometimes going as far as occupying and even demolishing buildings*. Eventually,
this wave of protests pushed the municipal leadership to launch active policies in the field of eco-
nomic and social life’ In fact, while officeholders still had misgivings about active involvement in
the economy, they gradually began to endorse the idea that social care could go hand in hand with
intervention.® As such, movements protesting high rent immediately brought about the housing
project presented here, moreover on a scale highly unusual in the period. While the focus of the
present contribution addresses the nearly 6ooo flats that the municipality of Budapest constructed’,
there was also the “Wekerle-estate” (Wekerletelep),® an undertaking of the national government
providing 3657 flats.? Gabor Gyani, the historian who was a pioneer researcher of the subject of
this study, estimated that by the mid-1910s, at least 10% of the workers in Budapest lived in public
tenement constructed within the framework of the project.*

The Construction Project

Initially, at the time when preparations began in 1907, the capital city’s Department of Civil Engi-
neering believed the project would consist of separate houses for each family, an aim fully in align-
ment with the idea of the Garden City then popular in England. However, it soon became obvious
that such a design would occupy too much land and require the wasteful multiplication of public
utilities. Thus, the new concept preferred tenement houses consisting of one- two, and three-bed-
room flats, as well as estates made up of small flats grouped together. In March 1909, Mayor Istvan
Barczy presented an ambitious plan and preliminary layouts for improving the housing conditions
of the city that would be part of the 297-million crown development package. The duration of the
construction would last 5 years and start immediately in 1909." The initial plan also included the
construction of school buildings with a proposed budget of 95 million crowns. However, the con-
structions that actually took place were a reduced version of the plans.?

Two types of dwellings were realized. The first typology involved relatively centrally located
three- and four-storey tenement buildings with flats of one, two, three and four bedrooms. These
also included a vestibule or small hall, as well as a kitchen, a larder, and a toilet. Flats of three and
four bedrooms, as the model intended for higher-ranking municipal officials, also had a servants’
room and a bathroom.*

As for the second typology, it consisted of an estate-like arrangement of buildings with small
flats, this latter type being the one discussed here in detail. These complexes were located on plots
further from the centre and made up of single-floor or two-storied buildings. Due to the cheaper
land, yet still with reasonably good access to public transport, such projects required significantly
less capital investment. Lower investment, in turn, meant a reduced level of rent and, thus rendered
these flats genuinely available for those most in need. Moreover, the municipality of Budapest
made use of plots that it had already owned, for which their value would grow as the result of
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development. This was one of the considerations behind designing some of the buildings using
a structure and technology that allowed for these estates to be moved to a new location if the city
decided to use the land for other purposes in a few decades time.”

During the later stages of the programme, more solid building materials and structures be-
came prevalent, even though these buildings were only designed to stand for thirty years. In reality,
most of them still stood in the 1970s, and a part of the estate on Ciprus Street remained inhabited
until 1995. In these estates, we only find one-room flats with an added kitchen; typically, the toilets
were jointly shared (one per two flats) at the rear of the buildings.*® All of these flats were meant for
low-income households.

The Stages of Realizing the Plan

Financially, the project required capital investment that the city needed to secure (and did so taking
three loans)”, while the state was to provide tax concession. Paragraph 12 of the legislative act of
the Hungarian Parliament about the development of Budapest (Law no. XLVIII of 1908) granted

the latter on the condition that rent would not exceed the cost of construction and maintenance.’®
While calculating the rent, the city considered the book value of the plots, yet since these did not
need to be purchased, this element did not contribute to any increase in the rent. Moreover, the
low value of the plots did not encourage high-density construction to exploit the land value to the
fullest, so that the ratio of built area was 50 per cent and in some cases as low as 20 per cent. A wel-
come situation from the point of view of public health, it also allowed residents to establish kitchen
gardens, an arrangement intended to serve as an example for the private developers, t0o.*

Designing the Program and Managing the Construction

It was the task of the Presidential Department within the municipal government to plan the action
programme. The head of this operation was Gyula Kabdebd, a civil engineer. The detailed layouts
were mostly the work of private civil engineers.? The process of construction was divided into

a number of tasks and, depending on the estimated costs, the authorities organized open or invita-
tion-based tenders. Once they selected the contractor, the Office of Civil Engineering took over the
supervision of the construction.

While selecting the contractors, the declared policy of the city was to give preference to
small-scale artisans, this being the reason why the authorities broke down the construction process
into relatively limited tasks. However, if we look at the course of the construction, it appears that
prominent firms with established links to the City Hall tended to win the bids and sometimes there
was no competitive tender at all.»
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In the first phase, the city published a tender for constructing houses on two sets of plots.
Soon thereafter, the works on the so-called “Tattersall” area near the horse track and the Mihalk-
ovits Street estate were also underway. In that phase, 483 one-bedroom flats with kitchen were to
be constructed. The contractors that eventually won the tender had to be among the six lowest
bidders. In fact, those selected for the first phase kept winning the later bids, too. During the first
phase, each contractor was to complete 32 flats, or in other words eight barracks. In the second
phase of the action programme, the plans assumed the construction of 1000 flats within single-sto-
ried barracks. Apart from the ones consisting of emergency housing, estates also appeared on the
Budafoki Road, Bécsi Road (in Buda) and Szazados Road, K6banyai Road as well as at the quay of
Ujpest. Moreover, a 28-flat estate (one- two and three-bedroom types) for artists also appeared on
Szazados Road.” The third phase consisted of the construction of three larger estates made up of
multi-storied buildings. Apart from these, there were minor works and the so-called workshop tene-
ment building serving artisans on Villam Street.?

Facilities and Outbuildings of the Estates
While realizing the plans, authorities needed to consider the hygienic conditions as well as the
growing number of children and the resulting increase in demand for schools and kindergartens.
Throughout much of the 19™ century, the municipal administration felt that issues of public
health were among its key tasks.?* Hence, the contractors were required to build a certain number
of laundry rooms, since without them families would have washed and dried clothes in the rooms,
a significant health hazard in such small flats. Laundry rooms were either attached to the houses
or built separately as pavilions. These facilities had box mangles in them to help pressing and
smoothing clothes.”
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Equipping the estates with bathing facilities was an important milestone on the road to
encouraging tenants to adapt a hygienic lifestyle and a feature that distinguished the newer estates
from the earlier emergency housing projects.”® Five of the estates had bathing pavilions consisting
of a bath, a shower, a pedicure spa, and a medical surgery. Moreover, the same building hosted
a library, a caretaker’s room and even an office providing legal advice.”

According to the rules and regulations of the Estate on Vagéhid Road, the bath was available
from 6 a.m. to 9 p.m. (on Sundays only until 5 p.m.). The bath supervisor allocated exact time slots
at least a week before the planned bath. People with infectious diseases and their relatives could
not enter, as well as those who had engaged in indecent behaviour earlier. After taking a bath, the
bather was obligated to clean the tub with alkaline water and wipe it with a dry cloth or pay the
bath supervisor to do this job for 30 fillérs. For those who cleaned the tub themselves, the super-
visor would then check if the cleaning was done properly. Although the use of the bath facilities
was free of charge, tenants needed to bring their own fuel for heating the water.?® Another estate,
the one on Palotai Road, charged 4o fillérs for a family (only one adult and three children young-
er than 12 years old) to take a bath, with the bathing time limited to 40 minutes. Showering was
significantly shorter and cheaper, priced at 10 fillérs and limited to 20 minutes. Bath-goers had the
possibility to rent a towel for 6 and a larger sheet for 16 fillérs and might receive a bar of soap for
another 2 fillérs.? While this large estate could boast the presence of a separate building for social
care besides the bath, many such estates were notably weak in their utility infrastructure. Most
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of them had gas lighting installed but some still only had petroleum lamps;* electricity became
accessible only in the 1920s.

Among elements of cultural policy, the establishments of schools and kindergartens were the
most important and urgent. Although Mayor Barczy also launched a school development pro-
gramme,* the housing estates often had tenants in residence well before the school buildings were
completed in their neighbourhood. Thus, teaching mostly began in temporary barracks, which
were used for other purposes (e.g., as orphanages) once the school building had been completed.

Managing the Small Flats

Initially, the Presidential Department of the municipal administration, then after 1912, Department
14, established for coordinating all the social activities of the capital city, managed the small flats
while further planning and construction was the competence of Department 13 (Construction). In
the capital, it was the task of Department 14 to propose new sites for future construction work, the
types of flats to be built and setting the rate of rent in the already completed estates based on ensu-
ing changes of housing conditions. Additionally, Department 14 was the employer of the caretakers,
estate inspectors and other staff to manage the estates.

If they had an issue, tenants first approached the inspector of the house, then the inspector of
the estate. Inspectors reported to the caretaker and to the specific department (at first to the Pres-
idential Department, then to Department 14.). They were entitled to in-kind benefits in return for
their services (a one-room or two-room flat depending on the size of the family) and also received
money from the tenants (2% of the rent). In addition, they also received the so-called inspec-
tor’s fee’* One estate supervisor had to deal with a maximum of 150 flats.”

Inspectors of estates were responsible for ensuring that the rules of the estate were kept.
Accordingly, they investigated into suspected unauthorized sublets and domestic animals. They
also informed the Council if a flat became vacant, informed the caretaker about technical issues, su-
pervised auxiliary staff, such as the vice-housekeepers responsible for cleaning. They were the ones
that found places for new tenants and, chief among the estate inspectors’ duties, were obligated to
collect the rent. Estate inspectors had to represent the interests of tenants in the City Council.

According to the terms of the rules of 1912, caretakers had to supervise the estate inspectors,
keep a register of the flats rented, including arrears and payments made, and then to transfer these
sums of money to the Central Treasury. Caretakers also had to take care of issues that went beyond
the capacity of estate inspectors: submitting requests for restoration works, directing small-scale
repairs, and informing the Council about public health and public order issues in the estate. The
caretakers maintained the inventory of the buildings and kept contact with Auditors or launched
legal procedures if a case of unauthorized sub-letting came to light. The City Council requested
their formal opinion about applications for swapping flats, and examples have been preserved of
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their proposing that a certain flat should be rented out to a particular person. Ideally, each estate
had their own officers who were employees of the municipality of the capital* and received 1% of
the yearly amount of rent, thus cc. 400 - 1000 crowns.*

The Issue of Rent
A large-scale effort was made to collect data from and about the tenants. On the one hand, the
results were of interest for those professionally involved with similar housing problems. On the
other hand, the data was indispensable for convincing politicians and the public opinion about the
feasibility of continuing the housing development programme. It was one of the members of the
Department of Social Policy, Imre Ferenczi, who arranged and processed the data and his work is of
considerable empirical worth in drawing relevant conclusions. The municipality needed to prove
two things regarding the construction programme. First was the requirement of economy, that is, to
show that taxpayers of Budapest did not suffer any loss. In other words, the figures were expected
to reflect that the programme was not a charity action. Second was the expectation that such a pro-
gramme could set an example for those that invest into construction of houses. This would hold if
the calculations showed that poor families were housed in the best possible way and that they paid
as little as possible, but still a market price, while staying in publicly owned flats. Ferenczi juxta-
posed the rent of the new flats and the rent paid in similar conditions in neighbourhoods close to
the estates. It turned out that the rent for one- two-, three and four-room flats were 35%, 20%, 10%
and 5% lower in tenement buildings of the project than in the control group.?® In case of estates,
the difference was even more spectacular: for one-room flats, rent demanded by the authorities was
hardly more than half of the price people paid to owners of private houses, while the proportion
was two-thirds for two-room flats.?’

For the purposes of pricing, the city administration set three categories for flats in the estates.
Taking floor area in m?® as the point of reference, those who lived in flats with an area of 34m?
for 230 crowns were the best off. In these areas, the relatively low cost of construction was cou-
pled with the low value of plots. Coming in second place the tenants of multi-storied buildings
constructed in the last phase, who paid 180 crowns for flats of 25m?. In these buildings, the value
of investment was relatively high, while the land was cheap. The worst off were those who paid
200 crowns for 24 m2. This relatively high rent was the result of constructing specific estates on
relatively expensive plots with good public transport access. From reports about the first years
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of operation, it also appeared that the budget of the city had something of a surplus, even if only
because land that had been previously used in agriculture produced more money as a result of the
programme.®

Importantly, the law about tax exemption set the upper ceiling of rent. Since this act regulated
prices for entire buildings and not individual flats, the city administration still had the possibility
to apply preferential pricing for the tenants of smaller flats, thus putting a somewhat larger burden
on the tenants of larger apartments, yet this room to manoeuvre was much narrower in estates that
were made up of virtually identical apartments.

If a tenant did not pay the rent for an extended period, and the city administration could not
collect it through other channels, the tenant was evicted.* From data on departures from the apart-
ments, we find that administrative evictions made up only 7% of all the cases of departing tenants,
and within this figure, only 1.5% occurred because of rent arrears. In the estates, the figures were
worse than in tenement buildings: in the former we see that non-payment was the reason of 11% of
evictions. Although tenant departures concerned 12% of all tenements, a figure that looks relatively
high*°, we should consider that in this period a significant portion of the population (especially
those renting cheap apartments) tried to keep their expenses low by agreeing on a lease every quar-
ter of the year, a practice often resulting in frequent moves.

The Principles of Renting Apartments

The primary criterion for renting the apartments was the social policy objective. The city adminis-
tration had its own ranking the groups of potential beneficiaries, in which families with many chil-
dren were the most preferred group, since for them it was particularly hard to find an apartment
to rent. The authorities assessed the material conditions of the potential tenants, including their
ability to pay. Employees of the municipality also had an advantage. The administration preferred
to create long-term tenancy for social groups able to pay regularly but were drifting towards the
periphery of society, aiming to lend them a helping hand in securing their living conditions. A key
factor the public health concerns t present for decades among policy objectives in the form of
efforts to curb overcrowding.® It was for this latter concern that authorities put a limit on sublet-
ting, and especially letting beds, on the estates.* Anti-overcrowding policies further assumed that
families with more than one child should be placed in two-room flats. However, at this point there
was a tension between the objectives of social policy and economic feasibility since families with
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many children were the poorest and could not afford renting apartments of a higher rent category.
The administration addressed this paradox by designing the one-room flats with relatively large
floor areas and high ceilings that would increase the cubic volume of air per person.

If someone wished to become a tenant in such an apartment, it was necessary to apply to the
city administration stating and detailing where they would like to rent, specifying the type of apart-
ment and the reasons for choosing it, how much they had paid at their previous place, as well as
declaring if they had sub-tenants and if they suffered from any infectious disease.”* Successful appli-
cants signed a contract for the rental, at which time those who paid weekly had to deposit an entire
week’s rent, while in case of monthly or quarterly collection this sum was 20% of the full amount.*

New tenants received an information booklet about the purposeful use of facilities, which also
contained information about hygienic practices that tenants of private buildings could also apply. In
total, the city had 25 ooo copies printed and distributed in private tenement houses free of charge.*

When the city administration assessed the programme, it also gathered data on the condition
of tenants, the composition of families, occupational patterns etc. Based on this data, 44% of the
inhabitants on the estates were children under 14 years old. 75% of the family heads were em-
ployed as auxiliary staff. As a result of the policy of preferring employees in public administration,
39% of them worked in industry and the rest in public service (the ratio between employees of the

city and the state skewed 2:1 for the former, with state employees employed either as postmen or
policemen).*

Quality of Life in the Apartments

The city administration placed much emphasis on inspecting the public health situation on the
estates, a task primarily assigned to the caretaker. The records reveal that problems in this area
were the cause for most administrative evictions of tenants. For example, garbage was a recurring
issue. In this period, the city already managed waste management directly through its disposal
company.” Waste collection containers were installed at various points of the estate depending on
the number of inhabitants, but at times tenants had to place their waste on the waste collecting
vehicle. In the latter case, the garbage had to be kept inside the house until the time of collections,
which occurred two times a week.* This practice made the estate near the Ujpest embankment
unhappy and they simply threw the garbage on the streets.* In other locations, it was the activity
of domestic animal slaughtering that caused uproar as "in warmer periods of the year, the estate
became a pond of stench and flies.”>> Authorities intervened out of fear from cholera, and banned
butchery at the estates, even including the smoking and frying of meat.

Park-like gardens played an important role in both the social life and the hygienic conditions
of estates. The administration tried to encourage inhabitants to beautify their gardens by organiz-
ing floral competitions. The municipality itself also placed emphasis on the environment as each
estate had its individual gardening plan, with a private contractor responsible for the long-term
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care of the parks created. As a result of public health measures, mortality among inhabitants of the
estates was better than the average in Budapest: 15.9 per thousand versus 18.5 per thousand.”

Barczy's Construction Programme in the Light of
Similar Action Programmes Abroad
Literature about the large-scale construction programme has posed the question of why the city
administration suddenly became a forerunner of community housing, overtaking a number of
other cities that had undergone long-term development of social policies®, particularly given its
own history of conservative policies in social care policies®. The small-flat programme in Budapest
preceded the ones responding to similar challenges, albeit on an even larger scale, in Vienna,
Berlin, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Frankfurt etc.s

The answer to this question is a complex one. On the one hand, there was the rapid demo-
graphic growth in Budapest to which the private economy was unable to respond and required
public intervention. On the other hand, political barriers to intervention diminished and some
of the members of the City Council directly or indirectly encountered the lack of housing and its
outcomes. Importantly, some members were also aware that Budapest was in a worse situation
than Vienna in this regard.”® The moment of change arrived with Istvan Barczy as assuming the
office of mayor. Sensitive to the hardships that the inhabitants of the city had to face, he forcefully
represented their interests, developing his political programme in an environment in which the
state itself also began to respond to the idea and practice of improving the social condition of work-
ers. Though on the national level, Prime Minister Sindor Wekerle initiated a program for housing
that produced notable results, it was Barczy introduced communal policies that reached beyond
mere takeovers of companies in a monopolistic position that were to provide public utilities””: the
municipality utilized the income from these and the loans that became available to it for public
investments that imporoved the conditions of large sections of the urban society. Besides housing
and schools, Barczy founded several bodies to improve food provision. He crossed boundaries that
earlier administrative practices had set, turning Budapest into a service provider. The city became
an actor in the real-estate market when it built apartments, or when it founded the Municipal
Horsemeat Processing Factory,*® the Municipal Bread Works and the Municipal Food Provision
Company in 1911, many of which had no parallel in Europe at the time.”» However, the main goal of
Barczy’s policies was not state intervention. instead, he wished to set an example and prove to the
private sector that it was possible to provide appropriate apartments at low levels of rent or pro-
duce quality food at a low price. Barczy wished to address the emerging social tension as he formed
his policies from the perspective of social issues.® Of course, the mayor was not a lone actor: his
staff was select group, able to oppose or circumvent the bureaucratic rules.
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Epilogue

In the interwar period, the housing programme continued albeit within a different framework and
with new goals. In the years immediately following the war, the main challenge was to settle refu-
gees from formerly Hungarian territories coming to the capital. Responding to this need, the state
turned hospitals into emergency housing estates (thus constructing about 4500 flats), moreover, it
undertook the construction of some new tenement buildings consisting of 400 flats in total. Due to
the scarcity of financial resources, the capital could only launch a housing project when domestic
banks financed the construction of 3000 small-scale flats in tenement buildings in the second half
of the 1920s. The second half of the 1930s brought about a new turn, when the national government
transferred its own housing estates to the city of Budapest, which had already completed 1000
emergency housing units by then. Moreover, the municipal authorities also aimed at realizing set-
tlements consisting of family homes with garden plots attached near the administrative boundaries
of the city, a programme forming part of what was termed “productive” social policy promoting
work-based entitlements and Christian ethics. The last tenement housing programme launched by
the capital commenced just before World War II, creating 1200 emergency flats located in four dif-
ferent multi-story buildings. Apart from these realisations, the municipal authorities also had 1800
low-quality one- and two-room flats constructed. Among the housing projects of the capital during
World War II, we shall also list that 1700 one-story buildings were to replace the barrack estates
that the state built in the early 1920s.®
Although cultural aspects of social policy aimed at uplifting the needy were integral part of the
programmes of the Barczy era, these were omitted from the housing programmes in the interwar
period, as financial assets were in increasingly short supply. In this latter period, the housing projects
realised in Budapest were considerably inferior to the European examples both in quality and scope.
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