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Despite the repeated attempts to create the Budapest Green Ring, it was
never realized, keeping the green spaces of the city mutually isolated.
After 19*-century military innovations and the change in the position of
traditional defenses, a rebirth occurred of the areas between the historic
city center and the outer, with the development pattern of this transitional
zone between the old city and the outskirts revealing unique tendencies
among European capitals. This paper aims to study the green surface
development of Budapest in the context of innovative international green
infrastructure development strategies.

Budapest, like many cities around the world, confronts an
increasing loss of green areas, either due to the shrinking
of existing parks and institutional gardens within the city
fabric or the opposition to considering green surfaces
around the city as a potential for further expansion, land
for further building. This phenomenon is not a new prob-
lem; it roots reach back to the Middle Ages when the first
expressions of concern emerged about urban sprawl and
the loss of green spaces.! Later, as the Industrial Revolu-
tion of the 18% century led to a significant increase in the
population of urban settlements across Europe, the organic
densification of the urban tissue caused the public health
conditions in cities to deteriorate dramatically.? Water
and air pollution, the spread of epidemics and the lack
of green spaces eventually forced city leaders to develop
new, more sustainable urban development strategies.3

Since then, the main goal of urbanists and landscape
architects has been to control the unrestrained expansion
of cities, define possible frameworks for conscious devel-
opment that preserve green areas, and integrate them with
social and economic demands in the interest of maintain-
ing a liveable environment in urban settlements. Although
public health problems have become more manageable in
some respects, we face still newer challenges, such as the
effects of climate change and the increasing frequency
of natural disasters.* These facts confirm the key role of
green spaces in improving the physical condition of the
city and contributing to a liveable urban environment.’
In addition, it is increasingly apparent that green spaces
have a significant impact not only on physical health but
also on mental well-being.®

To understand Budapest’s current green-space prob-
lems and their possible solutions, we must first understand
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the question in an international context. After examin-
ing how other cities have addressed the challenges of
preserving and expanding green spaces since the Indus-
trial Revolution, we then compare these instances with
Budapest’s development from the mid-19" century to
the present. After analysing the unrealized urbanist and
landscape architect visions of Budapest’s green surface
system development, we describe what answers the cur-
rent city government might offer to preserve and expand
the green spaces.

International System Strategies for Green Space
19"-Century Tendencies

John Claudius Loudon (1783-1843), in his 1829 essay,
outlined a pioneering theory of urban planning that fo-
cused on green spaces, or “breathing spaces”, a concept
conceived to mitigate the rapid expansion of cities and
its negative effects - overcrowding and polluted air. Lou-
don saw green spaces not only as an aesthetic element
but also as a vital support for the health and well-being
of the population.” At the heart of Loudon’s theory was
the model of a concentric ring city, in which built-up ar-
eas would be separated by half-mile-wide green rings,
forming quasi-rural areas that would provide fresh air,
recreation, and leisure activities for city inhabitants. Res-
idential areas would have been located between the rings,
with strictly only residential buildings, excluding public
institutions, squares, or markets. A half-mile park in the
city’s center would have housed government buildings.®

The dream of Emperor Napoleon III" (1808-1873) was
for Paris as a modern, imposing capital that reflected the
power of his empire. To achieve this goal, improve envi-
ronmental quality, and ease the burden of an unhealthy
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The Hausmann urban development projects
and their typical characteristic facades are
still a dominant element of the cityscapes of Paris
Photo: Baldazs Almasi, 2006

cityscape and cumbersome transportation, he commis-
sioned Baron Georges-Eugene Haussmann (1809-1891),
who redesigned Paris between 1853 and 1870 to match
his ambitious ideal.® New avenues and urban axes were
built by demolishing the existing city fabric to improve
traffic flow and reduce congestion. Inspired by these
interventions that transformed the city’s structure and
radically changed the image of Paris, a new architectural
tendency rose, the “Haussmann style” characterized by
ornate facades, uniform building heights, and trees lining
the avenues.® The Hausmann concept defines the non-
built-up land around Paris as the “zone non aedificandi”
for further development of a greenbelt, and incorporated
the creation of new tree-lined streets and the formation of
new public parks, where the tree-plantings not only served
aesthetic purposes but also helped to reduce dust and
improve the microclimate. The large parks outside of the
city centre, such as the Bois de Boulogne and the Bois de
Vincennes, along with the smaller parks in the historical
centre were also ideas of Napoleon III. Although Hauss-
mann was sceptical about the parks, he acknowledged that
green spaces improved environmental quality. In turn, the
parks proved extremely popular with Parisians and the
intervention became one of the regime’s most enduring
achievements, improving urban air quality and making
the environment more liveable." Such innovative trans-
formations addressing the city’s comprehensive problems
from transport to public health, and moreover creating
an urban fabric defined by the avenues, parks, and char-
acteristic architecture of Paris today, were enabled by
central government direction and funding.

The Industrial Revolution of the 18® century led to
a significant increase in the population of urban set-
tlements across Europe. As a result, residents began
utilizing plots of land outside the fortified medieval
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cities to accommodate the growing popula-
tion. Military innovations of the 19" century
and the change in the position of traditional
defences led to the rebirth of the areas between
the historic city centre and the outer districts,
as these former defensive structures were no
longer necessary.”? The development pattern
of this transitional zone between the old city
and the outskirts shows distinct tendencies in
each different European capital. Some cities,
such as Vienna, were able to use the spatial
demand of the former city wall as a potential
to develop a greenway around the city, known
as the Ring.”® Although the imperial Habsburg
capitol was inspired by other European cities’
developments of the time, particularly Paris and
Haussmann’s interventions, radical solutions
were prevented in Vienna by legal and financial
constraints.”* Following an imperial decision in 1857,
a competition was launched in 1858 and the development
plan of the Ringstra3e approved in 1859. As the repre-
sentative boulevard and its surroundings, created on the
site of the city’s former defensive walls, were intended
to celebrate the power and glory of the Monarchy, it was
one of the most important manifestations of the imperial
centre’s grandiose urban planning ambitions. The Ring-
straBBe has left the built legacy of a wide, representative
urban open space that successfully integrates large green
areas and surrounds the historic city core in a belt-like
pattern. In addition to prestigious public buildings such
as the Parliament, the City Hall, the Opera House, the
University, the Art Museum and School of Applied Arts,
the Stock Exchange, and the Burgtheater, elaborate res-
idential buildings, public gardens, and public parks were
also built along the former glacis area. Besides its recrea-
tional and ecological role, the Ring functions as a genuine
urban boulevard, with an alley of four tree lines, which
offers a pedestrian promenade, a tramway;, a riding path,
and shops that serve the daily life of the inhabitants.'
Frederick Law Olmsted (1822-1903), with his Emer-
ald Necklace in Boston, USA, represents a completely
new approach to urban park design. In 1894, Olmsted
created a unique network of parks to meet the city’s rec-
reational needs. His plan linked nine parks with linear
parkway and waterway elements, forming a continuous
green space system 11 km long, to improve the quali-
ty of urban life and bring nature back to the city. The
Emerald Necklace is a milestone not only for Boston,
but for modern landscape architecture as well, as it
set a new standard for designing public park networks
and ensuring the continuity of urban green spaces.®
Ebenezer Howard’s (1850-1928) theory of the garden city,
published in 1898, served as a new model for urban devel-
opment that had a major impact on the field of urbanism.
Howard’s theory can be interpreted as an anti-urbanist
response to the urban problems of the industrial revolu-
tion, such as polluted air, epidemics, overcrowding and
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Map of Vienna displaying the glacis around the
historic city center, the potential extension of the Ring
Source: Survey of Lower and Upper Austria
between 1809-1818, II. kat. f. Alsé és FelsG Ausztria.
Archives of the Institute and
Museum of Military History, Budapest




A significant water element
of Boston’s Emerald Necklace
green infrastructure system
Photo: Krisztina Szabo, 2017
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poor living conditions. The concept of the suburb sought
to create a harmonious balance between the city and the
countryside, and to address the social and environmental
problems of urban life. The main access roads are pro-
vided with wide avenues 130 meters wide. Howard’s plans
would have created six satellite towns, each capable of
accommodating a population of 25-30,000, for a total
of around 250,000 people.' This theoretical system was
aresponse to the unrestrained expansion of London, and
Howard proposed the suburb model as an alternative to
sustainable, people-centred urban living.'® The theory
had a major impact on later urban planning trends and
fundamentally changed ideas about the integration of
urban and rural areas.

20" Century Tendencies

The green surface system of Vienna was supplemented in
1905 with an Outer Green Ring, also known as Griingiirtel.
While the glacis was located along the city center at the
time it was developed, the Griingiirtel was established
outside the then boundaries of Vienna and was intended to
ensure that, as the city grew, green spaces were preserved
and recreational areas were made available to the urban
population.” The green ring thus created consisted of
public meadows, public fields, and public forests, which
surrounded the city in a belt-shaped pattern. The City of
Vienna has purchased part of the areas using its budget
and has taken legislative measures to ensure that these
zones remain intact. The durability and effectiveness
of the system are demonstrated by the fact that it is still
functioning excellently more than 100 years later and
forms the basis of Vienna’s green belt today.?° What makes
the Griingiirtel special is that it was the first green belt
in the world to be legally and financially protected from
building development. Together with other aspects, the
continuous green space surrounding the city center is an
important factor in why Vienna is recognized among the
most liveable cities in the world today. (“City Quality of
Life Indices,” 2024)

Raymond Unwin’s (1863-1940) 1929 design pioneered
the design of London’s open spaces. His plan addressed
not only the amount of space, but also its distribution
and function, a forward-looking approach compared to
previous practices. The plan aimed to address the short-
comings of London’s open spaces. Based on the work of
the National Playing Fields Association (NPFA), Unwin
proposed 2.83 open spaces per 1,000 people (28.3 m?
per person), which would have represented a significant
increase. An important innovation was a 3:4 split between
private and public space, emphasizing the importance of
community space.? Another important proposal of the
plan was the creation of a “green belt” around London.
However, this green belt was not intended for agricultural
purposes, but mainly for sports fields and recreational
areas. The emphasis was therefore on the creation of
green spaces for active recreation, easily accessible to
the urban population. The plan a placed great accent not
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only on physical health but also on “character building”,
especially for the lower social classes. This social com-
mitment was reflected in the concept of “standard parks”.
In these parks, a large part of the area was occupied by
sports fields, while a smaller part was planted with or-
namental plants. The increasing amount of open space
and many elements of the plan, such as the emphasis on
the importance of the green belt and community spaces,
are still relevant and dominant in London’s urban devel-
opment today.?

Following the concept of Unwin, Sir Leslie Patrick
Abercrombie’s (1879-1957) proposals for open spaces and
parks in the City of London in 1943/1944 were based on
the recognition that an adequate quantity and quality of
open space was essential to maintain and improve the
health of the population. The distribution of open spaces
in London at the time was very uneven: while Woolwich
had 2.43 hectares per 1,000 inhabitants, Shoreditch had
just 0.04 hectares. His concept aimed to give urban dwell-
ers easy access from their homes to the open countryside,
from gardens through parks and parkways to green wedg-
es and through them to the green belt.” The solution was
a linear greenway, a riverside walkway, a path through
farmland, a bridleway, a cycle path or even a car path link-
ing small and large parks and green spaces into a coherent
network. The green belt was divided into two parts: the
inner ring, about 8 km wide, would prioritise recreation,
while the outer ring would favour agriculture. Building
activity would have been restricted in both zones.>* Many
elements of Abercrombie’s plans have been implemented
in recent decades, and they still define London’s cityscape.
However, the proposals had some critics, particularly
about the green belt, which some have seen as a barrier
to the city’s development.

The 2800 km? green ring of 8 regional parks sur-
rounding Berlin was designed in 1995 to separate the city
from the countryside. The main aim was to curb urban
sprawl, prevent the merging of settlements and preserve
the distinctive character of the city and countryside. The
idea was that the parks would create a harmonious im-
age of the rural landscape, combining rural-style urban
development with nature reserves, recreational facilities
and environmentally friendly land use. Its novelty lay in
the fact that, instead of becoming a tool to limit urban
growth, as many previous green belt concepts had been,
Berlin’s regional parks focused on “soft” planning tools,
cooperation and “quality development” of the country-
side. The emphasis is on preserving the quality of the
region and sustainable development, rather than on rigid
restrictions. The concept is that regional parks should
not be confused with urban parks or nature reserves.
These man-made landscapes encompass a wide range of
land uses, including urban expansion. However, during
the implementation of the concept, conflicts have arisen
over the integration of peri-urban actors, many of whom
fear that the green belt would reinforce the dominance
of the capital.®
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Green Ring theories of Budapest

Scientific Study

Budapest was officially formed only in 1873, by
connecting three cities on the two sides of the
Danube: Pest, Buda, and Obuda. While the settle-
ment on the western river bank, Buda and Obuda
roots back to the time of the Roman Empire, Pest
became an important commercial hub during the
Middle Ages. The city fabric of the fortified Pest
is still preserved, and the former streets still char-
acterize downtown Pest, though the defensive
structures disappeared almost completely leaving
only a few traces of the former wall. While on the
1785 topographic map of Budapest, only the west-
ern section of the wall is missing, no trace of the
wall can be seen on the 1830 map of Budapest.?
The demolition of the city wall was executed in
several distinct phases, and on the land of the
former structure, new buildings were erected.
Though the space utilized for the defense
structure between the inner and the outer city fab-
ric was not recognized as a green surface devel-
opment potential in Budapest, the Embellishment

Committee pioneered in announcing a design
competition for the first public park in the out-
skirts of Pest in 1813.% The execution works of
the 136-acre large Varosliget began four years later mostly
following the concept of the winning landscape architect,
Christian Heinrich Nebbien (1778-1841). Though its ex-
tension was reduced several times, thus the space structure
had to be redeveloped multiple times, it is still among the
largest parks in Budapest and has a national significance.?
In 1860, Ferenc Reitter (1813-1874) introduced his vi-
sion of the Pest Canal to provide Budapest with a busy
artery for transport, traffic, and economic activity,
a dominant element of the urban fabric. Reitter’s concept
was inspired by a former branch of the Danube that ran
through the suggested position of the Canal. Along the
Canal alley of trees, green surfaces and elegant facades
were imagined. Ultimately, it was not realized, because
the city councilors in Pest opted for the Grand Boulevard
almost on the same location instead for financial reasons.
On the 1873 City development plan, along with the Grand
Boulevard, Andrassy Avenue is regulated, both realized at
the cost of demolishing and rebuilding the existing urban
tissue. The Budapest Grand Boulevard became a modern
transport and economic artery of the city, where the first
tram, shops, and services were located. The Andrassy
Avenue was completed only at the Millennium Celebration
of the Hungarian State, in 1896. It became a wide rep-
resentative urban axis, with a hierarchical multi-phased
structure with alleys of trees, linking the city center to the
still peripheral Varosliget. This link was also strength-
ened with a visually hidden mean of transportation - the
world’s second metro line - running beneath it.
Following the First World War, after 8 years of planning,
in 1940 was the first regulation plan of Budapest created,
that incorporated the development of green surfaces. On
the Buda side, the idea was to connect the suburban forests
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The 1940 green space concept of Budapest
Source: edited by the authors,
the base is the 1927 Budapest, G I h 102.
Archives of the Institute and
Museum of Military History, Budapest

to the city centre and the Danube directly through 3 green
wedges extending from the Buda forests. On the Pest side,
the Varosliget, the Népliget* and the Hungarian National
Cemetery (called Kerepesi cemetery) were to be connected
to the border forest and the green spaces along the banks of
the Rakos Creeck, forming a green ring around Pest. Other
places would have been connected to this green ring by
tree lines and other linear green elements. Unfortunately,
the green space development concept of this regulation
plan was not realized.

The green ring concept of Budapest emerged again

after the Second World War. In 1952 Zoltan Farkasdy Jr.
(1923-1989) imagined his double green ring plan as fol-
lows: the inner one would have been smaller green areas
and institutional areas along the former city wall of Pest,
while the outer one would have continued to be based on
the 1940s idea. “My proposal was for a green belt around
the city center. It would encompass Roosevelt, Joseph,
and Engels squares along the Kiskortit, the park of Dedk
Square, the Madach houses to be greened, the Dohany
Street church, the University, the National Museum park,
Kaélvin Square and the Févam Palace, running from the
Danube to the Danube. This solution could be a cultural
zone embedded in a green park.”3° Despite of the ecolog-
ical and environmental benefits of Farkasdy’s plan, the
last attempt to propose the Budapest Green Ring it was
not realized either. The Budapest “green space scheme
plan” of 1960 was characterized instead by green islands.
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The Green Ring concept of the Art Front Studio connecting
the existing green surfaces of the city like a necklace
Source: Art Front Studio

In the following decades until 1989, further regulation
plans followed one after the other in Budapest, but in re-
ality, they could not stop the steady expansion of the city.
The economic shock following the end of communism in
1990 brought the city’s expansion to a virtual standstill for
about a decade, and then it only started to continue again
just before the economic revival at the turn of the millenni-
um. With seemingly unstoppable growth and urban devel-
opment, more and more professionals expressed concern
about the shrinking green spaces. The renowned architect
Lajos Koszortd made the following statement in 2000: “Bu-
dapest’s green space system, despite its extremely favorable
landscape conditions, is in a worse position in terms of both
structure and size than most of Europe’s world cities of com-
parable size. The lack of green areas, their poor location,
and their continuing degradation have seriously affected the
city’s climate and environment. Urban sprawl is accelerating,
and the opportunities for recreational green space within the
city are becoming increasingly limited.”s' This was a very
accurate picture of the situation at the time. The official
response to this situation was the Budapest Agglomeration
Regulation Plan, which was drawn up in 2005 after lengthy
negotiations and compromises. The plan developed under
the leadership of Péter Schuchman demarcated the green
areas in the Budapest agglomeration, which were protected
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from urban development.3? As the economic ex-
pansion and the resulting construction boom in
the agglomeration was very powerful, this plan
could only be achieved at the cost of considerable
compromises. Facing the increasingly alarming
tendency of urbanization and suburbanization, in
2005, the Budapest Centre announced a compe-
tition for new architectural signs for Budapest to
seek alternative theories and concepts to the offi-
cial urban regulation plan. The winning concept
of the Art Front Architect and Interior Designer
Studio,® evoking former proposals, envisioned
a green ring within the city. The designers, Csaba
Kovacs, Rita Madarasi-Papp, Attila Bako, Daniel
Barcza, suggested a ring in the transitional zone
of Budapest, by connecting the areas of the Varos-
liget, Népliget, the National Cemetery, the Kispest
Forest, the northern edge of Csepel Island, with
the Margaret Island to the Buda green forests.
These large green areas would have been inter-
woven by small forested corridors into a ring.>*
Since the ring was driven by not only the envi-
ronmental but also the recreational aspect, the
northern and the southern branches of the ring
spanning the Danube suggested the construction
of four pedestrian bridges at Margaret Island and
Csepel Island.?

A new approach was suggested by landscape
architect Baldzs Almasi in his doctoral disserta-
tion. Instead of seeking possibilities of connection between
existing green surfaces, he concentrated on the negative
effects of urbanization and suburbanization on the green
surfaces of Budapest.

Almasi suggested five regional parks surrounding the
city. Instead of a pedestrian connection, this plan sug-
gested a green cycle path.% This concept was continued
in a recognized diploma thesis in 2007. The cycling path
of a green corridor suggested by Lilla Szab6 was running
on the flat land Pest from Danube to Danube that was
completed to a circle by a riverside section.%

The recent green infrastructure plan of Budapest, the
Dezs6 Rado Infrastructure Development and Maintenance
Action Plan aims to protect existing green surface, to pre-
pare the conditions for future increase of green surfaces
from the existing 6 m? per residents to 7 by 2030 and de-
veloping a coherent network of the green infrastructure.
The main action zones of the plan are the followings:

1) The chain of city parks in Pest;
2) Cemetery areas;
3) The Buda public park axis;
4) Open spaces along the Danube;
5) Urban small watersheds-valleys;
6) Downtown;
7) Forests;
8) Naturalistic areas;
9) Alleys, green lanes and greenways;
10) Housing estates.3®
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Action zones of the Rad6 Dezs6 Plan
Source: edited by the author based on the Radé Dezs6 Plan,
Budapest Green Infrastructure
Development and Maintenance Action Plan, 2021.
Available at: https://archiv.budapest.hu/Documents/Rado_
Dezso_Terv_2021.pdf
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Typology of initial green infrastructure strategies
Author: Orsolya Fekete Bagdiné
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Conclusion

Making the world’s cities more liveable has taken various
paths. There have been theories that have remained just the-
ories, while other plans were realized. In all cases, the com-
mon desire was to make the highly urbanized environment
healthier, and greener and to counteract the unstoppable
expansion of concrete and paving, in the built environment.
The city leadership and the professional associations real-
ized early on that it is not enough to paint green, but also
to create a green mass in the city that is close to the ideal
in terms of depth, extent, and value. The development of
a green network system that is accessible to all urban resi-
dents and that mitigates the unfavorable conditions in cities
with the services of the ecosystem is expected.

To be sure, the first comprehensive conceptualization of
the need and benefits of integrating green spaces in the urban
environment, the theory of Loudon was never implement-
ed in London. However, it has formed the basis for many
subsequent urban planning projects and paved the way for
modern urban planning, with sustainability and livability at
its core. It might have inspired the theory of gardencity and
the transformations of 20"-century London. Paris had also
became a model for the modernization programs of other
European cities.* Only 3 years later, the regulation of new
urban avenues within the existing urban fabric was planned
for Budapest: the Grand Boulevard and the Andrassy Avenue.
The characteristic classicist facades, the representative alley
of trees, and the axial grandiose structures with significant
focal points were similar in the case of Paris and Andrassy
Avenue, though only the second received the UNESCO World
Heritage protection. Unfortunately, there are not many pub-
lic gardens, parks, or green spaces connected to the Grand
Boulevard of Pest as it became an economic and transpor-
tation artery compared to the Vienna Ring.

Being surrounded by glacis, Budapest had a similar oppor-
tunity to develop the space of the former wall for developing
a green ring of recreational and ecological significance within
the city as Vienna had. Without an imperial decision the pro-
tecting this zone, the wall of Pest was demolished and built
in gradually. Thus, we can conclude the act of defining areas
within the city where urban development was permitted was an
essential tool against the uncontrolled expansion of the city.
Though the greenbelt of the Hausmann project, the “zone non
aedificandi” around the city of Paris was built during the 20®
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century,* it inspired later green surface system developments
such as the Griingiirtel of Vienna, Unwin concept of London
and at the end of the 20" century the regional parks of Berlin,
which influenced the regional park concept of Budapest.

There were several attempts to create a green ring in Bu-
dapest, which was evidentially increasingly outward-looking
in the urban fabric. Promising concepts included the so-
called Reitter Canal plan of the 1860s, the green ring of the
1940 Budapest plan, and the double green ring of the post-
war Farkasdy plan. Even though by the 1960s official urban
policy had already accepted the insular green space system
of the Pest side, the last attempt of the Art Front Studio
Concept developed for the competition of new architectural
signs for Budapest synthetised and set to a contemporary
context the previous green belt concept. It was even revised
by the government in 2011-2012 since its structure could have
been an efficient tool for connecting the potential locations
of an envisioned Olympic Games organized in Budapest,
but as the chance for the 2024 Budapest Olympic Games,*
the concept of the green belt was not realized either.

The greenways of the Hausmann project and the lin-
ear green surface element of the Ring could have led to
the first realized theory of green surface connectivity,
the Olmsted concept of the Emerald Necklace, and later
to the complex network concepts of green surfaces like
Abercombie’s plan for London or the Dezsé Radé Plan for
Budapest aimed to create a coordinated system of parks
that would ensure a more even distribution of open space
and make it easily accessible to all residents.

From the point of view of the population, on the one
hand, it is perhaps the size of the quality green space per
capita that provides comparability and measurability be-
tween certain large cities, although these numbers are far
from ideal in most cities. On the other hand, the distribu-
tion and uniformity of the green surfaces can be the author-
itative and the goal to be achieved as the Unwin concept and
the Dezs6 Rado plan highlight. If in one part of Budapest,
the green area per capita is 4 m?, while in another it is 24.3
m?, it can result in a disproportionately large difference
in the quality of life. The attainable minimum can be very
different, it is influenced by the city structure, the features
surrounding the city, and the management’s intention, as
well as the strength of the professional side.

In memory of Péter Istvan Balogh.
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