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projects characterise this process: the Corvin Promenade Project, with private 
investment and gentrification of the area; the Magdolna Quarter Project, where 
social aspects of urban rehabilitation first time appeared in Budapest due to the 
arrival of EU funds; and the Orczy Quarter Project, which is the continuation of 
the gentrification of the area (for a critical review, see Czirfusz et al., 2015). 
Overall, with the ruin bars and the state-led gentrification programmes, along 
with ‘European’ renewal programmes, Budapest reached the period of 
culturalisation as well. 
 In 2005, the first ‘social urban rehabilitation’ began with a pilot project 
named Magdolna Quarter Programme in the eighth district of Budapest. The 
most crucial parts were a project involving the participative renovation 
(involving the tenants themselves) of four residential buildings in the Magdolna 
neighbourhood, the refurbishment of one of the central squares of the area 
(Mátyás Square), and the establishment of a community centre, where various 
programmes (crime-prevention, educational and cultural activities, etc.) were 
held that targeted the local population. 
 

 
FIGURE 9 – Eighth district project areas (Budapest). Source: author 

 
Although grassroots mobilisation against urban development was more present 
in the early 2000s than in the 1990s, formal collaborations between citizens 
and local governments only began to be implemented during the 
‘Europeanisation’ of urban regeneration. The notion of citizen participation in 
urban regeneration came with the accession to the EU in 2004, when physical 
urban regeneration projects gradually began to incorporate social and cultural 
aspects and combine renewal with the inclusion of citizens. The City Council of 
Budapest funded the first phase of the Magdolna Quarter Programme, but the 
second and third phases received the majority of funding from the EU, since EU 
transfers were linked to the requirement of citizen participation. Since the 
entrance to the EU Structural Funds phase (2007–2013), policymakers in 
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Budapest have recognised ‘social urban renewal’ as a major need, focussing on 
the “integration of deprived neighbourhoods through diverse social, economic 
and cultural programmes” (Keresztély and Scott, 2012, p. 1123). As an urban 
regeneration expert described to me,  

It was a well-thought-through strategy; at Corvin promenade they 
carried out gentrification, and at Mátyás Square, it was 
complemented with social urban rehabilitation. Mátyás Square 
regeneration started around 2004, without the inflow of EU 
funds. A small amount of City Council money was given, along 
with some from the eighth district, and they made wonderful 
participatory processes. Strangely, the more EU funds arrived, the 
less participation happened (Interview 16, Budapest). 

The operative programme of Hungary was often considered a source of 
problems that left little time for the participatory mechanisms in planning the 
intervention. Therefore, participatory processes were usually done hastily or 
excluded completely. The problematic part was that the conditional elements 
for qualifying for the EU tenders were far from being a traditional part of the 
Hungarian planning and implementation of urban regeneration projects (Földi, 
2009). As a consequence, the second and third phases of the Magdolna Quarter 
Programme could incorporate fewer of the participatory mechanisms that 
initially made it unique in its time. In addition, gentrification further increased 
in the area, which now experiences some of the highest rental prices in the city. 
 Overall, the history of the eighth district of Budapest clearly captures 
the controversial trends of urban regeneration. From a highly stigmatised area 
characterised by dilapidated housing and frequently labelled as the district of 
prostitution, with high crime rates and a considerable Roma population, by the 
2010s, it was reborn (or at least remade) as one of the most gentrified areas of 
the city. During the 2000s, negative trends such as gentrification began to draw 
opposition from citizen groups and fuel debates in academic circles, in parallel 
with the reliance on European best practices and the EU’s mantra of community 
development through participation and social inclusion, but this period also 
owns the appearance of the so-far lacking ‘social’ element in urban 
regeneration. At the same time, the arrival of Structural Funds and 
experimentation with social urban rehabilitation did not have much time to 
blossom and grow roots, as the 2007–2008 crisis was already very near. 
 
 
 

4.2 CRISIS, VACANCY, AND CITIZEN PARTICIPATION 
 
The impact of the global financial crisis caused local actors to respond in 
various ways to its sorely felt effects, both on the political–economic and 
narrative levels. Drawing on cultural political economy, in this section, I focus 
on urban regeneration through the corollaries of the crisis, with a particular 
focus on vacancy and the position of citizens against local governments in 
taking action and forming discourses around what the post-crisis urban question 
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essentially concerns. Although the reuse of vacant and underused sites itself is 
not a new phenomenon, it receives greater attention when the economy goes 
down and constructions come to a halt. Therefore, it is a useful lens for 
examining how policies and power hierarchies change in urban regeneration. 
Although different traditions in vacant space reuse previously existed in both 
cities, the institutionalisation and introduction of new policies were both 
characteristic of post-crisis rationales, with different approaches to reduce the 
amount of unused municipal vacant stock and re-establish stability. 
 The crisis of neoliberal capitalism can be regarded as an opportunity to 
break path-dependency and rearticulate dependencies whilst opening new 
narratives for context-specific trajectories. As I have already shown in Chapter 
3, Barcelona and Budapest produced distinct responses on a political narrative 
level. With the appearance of Podemos and Ciudadanos in national politics, the 
end of the two-party system was sealed in Spain, and the socialists suffered an 
unprecedented defeat in Barcelona to the right-wing Xavier Trias in 2011, 
spurring nationalist sentiments amongst Catalans and significantly 

strengthening the independentist movement10. A similar swing to the right 
occurred in Hungary with the 2010 landslide victory of Orbán pronouncing a 
freedom fight against the EU and its foreign political and economic allies. Orbán 
recentralised decision-making onto the national level and successfully promoted 
the false promise of turning away from the neoliberal path that the country had 
followed since its democratisation. 
 In addition, responses to the crisis on an urban level did not create a 
rupture with former neoliberal development trends. In Barcelona, with the 2011 
electoral victory of Trias, the city council decided to turn Barcelona into an 
example of a Smart City, expanding the pre-crisis narrative of knowledge-based 
economies (González et al., 2017). One of the first steps in this direction was 
the merger of various departments in 2013: Urban Habitat has been created 
from what were formerly the planning, infrastructure, housing, environment, 
and ICT units to deal with issues of sustainability and energy efficiency and 
emphasise ‘environment’ as a keyword for the attraction of capital and business 
(March and Ribera-Fumaz, 2016). Orbán, on the other hand, executed several 
‘unorthodox measures’11, later on using the disguise of a ‘state of emergency’12, 
to spread nationalist rhetoric and to re-shuffle the power hierarchy of local 
governments. Parallel to the lack of presenting a clear strategic vision for the 
city, urban inequalities increased after the crisis as a consequence of a dual 
approach to policymaking: privileging middle-class citizens in terms of housing 

																																																								
10 The independence movement for Catalonia increased from 20% to almost 50% in the post-crisis 
years (Charnock, Purcell and Ribera-Fumaz, 2014, as cited in González et al., 2017) 
11 Unorthodoxy in economic decisions referred to the narrative of the freedom fight against 
multinational companies and institutions (such as IMF). In reality, these measures (such as the 
introduction of a flat-rate tax, or the complete reconfiguration of the pension system) served as 
justification for the political agenda of Fidesz: building a political basis on the support of the 
middle-class while punishing the poor. 
12 The reason for state of emergency was ’mass migration’, a narrative weapon that has been 
employed regularly in electoral campaigns since 2015. 
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policies, while regulating the lower classes through a more paternalistic 
approach to urban rehabilitation (Pósfai and Jelinek, 2019). Regarding urban 
interventions, the most characteristic policy decisions targeted the 
beautification of public spaces and sanitising inner-city areas to welcoming an 
inflow of tourists. 
 
 
THE CRISIS AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT: FOCUSING ON VACANCY 
“Scandal of Europe’s 11m empty homes” reads the title of an article in The 
Guardian in 2014 (Neate, 2014), calling attention to the most severe effects of 
the crisis: household indebtedness and the uneven distribution of resources. The 
growing numbers of vacancy provided momentum in the struggle for more just 
housing and the fight against homelessness. Research was directed particularly 
to highlight local governments and their housing stock, along with private 
investors and speculative practices where often, newly built flats were lying 
empty, whilst banks continued evicting families, unable to repay their debts 
after the years of the crisis, from their homes.  
 The housing boom of the pre-crisis period caused the under-occupation 
of office and residential buildings across Europe. As financial and real estate 
speculation had brought the economy to a meltdown, stalled spaces and 
unfinished sites became the centre of attention of policymakers and politicians, 
as well as a range of other actors, such as cultural and grassroots organisations, 
political activists, and urban scholars. Several initiatives focussed on resolving 
the crisis through the targeting of vacant properties: bottom-up movements, 
grassroots activist groups, and top-down policies addressed the issue of vacancy 
in Barcelona, and Budapest as well.  
 The highest number of vacant homes was in Spain, which experienced 
the largest construction boom of the 2000s. The Hungarian housing situation 
showed much in common with Spain regarding the debt-based strategy for 
homeownership, with a low level of rental or social houses (Bohle, 2013). Thus, 
the crisis put housing as the main source of damages. The following years 
brought alternatives to the mainstream Europe-wide approach to deal with the 
housing problem by supporting policies that were based on ownership and 
loans. Both cities expressed the need to increase the number of social rental 
housing by at least doubling the current stock (Municipality of Budapest, 2013; 
Barcelona City Council, 2016a). 
 The number of empty spaces and evictions was a vivid and much-felt 
consequence of the construction bubble of Barcelona. Foreclosures were 
widespread across the city, affecting both working- and middle-class citizens, 
due to the loose credit requirements in the pre-crisis years and the following 
post-crisis unemployment (Blanco, Martínez and Parés, 2016). Parallel to anger 
towards evictions and the corollaries of the crisis, the weak were increasingly 
driven out from the city. As attention grew over the unused areas of the city, 
several bottom-up neighbourhood and local civic initiatives occupied unused 
and vacant lots, many of which were deteriorating. The most common practices 
involved community gardens, squats, or occupied vacant spaces, creating a 
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communal space and offering activities or programmes for the wider 
neighbourhood. Self-organised local communities and autonomous forms of 
organisation in the post-crisis period became more visible on the urban level in 
Barcelona, even becoming part of the governments’ political programmes, as 
was the case with the activist group PAH, who entered the city council in 2015 

with the lead of Ada Colau13. Before their arrival at the city council, the 
movement similarly occupied vacant buildings throughout the city along with 
other social groups. 
 The 15M movement gave a real push to PAH to draw more attention to 
their activities. Their most important campaigns were the prevention of 
foreclosures by financial institutions and the demand to turn empty buildings 
into social housing. The platform of PAH had a proactive programme (Obra 
Social), along with which they occupied a block of flats and rehoused over a 
thousand people. The organisation was also responsible for the promotion of 
the Popular Legislative Initiative to make changes in the Mortgage Act state-
wide being brought to Congress, and although parties stood behind it, and a 
massive amount of citizens as well, it did not reach an institutional change 
(Parés, Martínez and Blanco, 2014).  
 The mobilisation of social movements and activist groups contributed to 
the reappropriation of empty urban spaces, which has its own historical 
trajectory in Barcelona, but the crisis acted as a catalyst to revive these practices 
and spread them across the city. Urban space was devalued after the crisis, and 
many construction sites went down, leaving behind vacant and abandoned 
urban spaces. One prominent example that serves as a reference to both 
movements and the city council is the case of Can Batlló, an old factory area 
located in the La Bordeta neighbourhood in the Sants-Montjuïc district. The 
owners of Can Batlló aimed to turn the old factory site into a housing area after 
the transition years. However, the housing bubble halted these negotiations, 
and the residents, together with the Sants Social Centre, launched a campaign 

to pressure the remodelling of the area14. This platform of residents for Can 
Batlló consisted of local social actors, housing cooperatives, architect collectives, 
movements, and the neighbourhood association.  
 Housing was an essential factor of urban development in Barcelona, as 
it experienced the latest cycle of growth from the 1990s onwards, due to the 
combination of a demographic boom induced by immigration, the growth of the 
tourist industry, and upper- and middle-class consumption practices of 
acquiring second residence homes around the area of the city. Therefore, it was 
not only due to the crisis that problems of vacancy resurfaced amongst citizens 
and the city council.  

																																																								
13 The movement was also strategic to have a constant media presence, in mainstream newspapers 
and television shows as well, backed by the population’s agreement. 
14 The campaign entitled “tic, tac, Can Batlló” appointed a deadline for the local government to 
act, which coincided with the start of CiU’s mandate on 1 June 2011. Just a few days before, the 
council offered a 1500m2 space, (the so-called Block 11) of Can Batlló to the neighbourhood to 
reuse for social and cultural activities (Martí-Costa and Torvà, 2013; Parés, Martínez and Blanco, 
2014) 
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 Nevertheless local governments became responsible for managing the 
effects of the crisis. The Barcelona Social Housing Council (CHSB) was set up in 
2009 to serve as the primary institutional channel of providing public 
participation in the field of housing. Formed by the City Council of Barcelona 
and the Autonomous Government of Catalonia, CHSB is the consultative and 
participatory body of the Barcelona Housing Consortium, with around 70 
entities with diverse practices: some are professional public and private 
enterprises, others are cooperatives or housing agencies, and even political 
groups or universities or representatives of the housing departments in 
Barcelona and Catalonia. An annual meeting of the Plenary serves to assess the 
work of CHSB, whilst the Standing Committee, consisting of neighbourhood 
associations, developers, trade unions, and non-profits, coordinates the 
management and direction of the council. It includes various committees and 
working groups, such as the Committee of Evictions that was set up between 
PAH and Xavier Trias, institutionalising the focus on evictions. 
 Conversely, the lack of traditional collaboration between the state and 
civil society in the case of Budapest became even more explicit in the aftermath 
of the crisis. Although new grassroots movements emerged in the post-crisis 
mobilisation period, their inclusion in decision-making processes remained 
quite limited.  
 Vacant municipal stock first became the target of privatisation waves 
during the 1990s and early 2000s in Budapest. As I detail above, during the 
2000s, several empty inner-city buildings went through a process of 
commercialisation and were gradually turned into bars and clubs as part of the 
growing tourism nightlife (Lugosi, Bell and Lugosi, 2010). Privatisation 
excluded the opportunity of collaborative processes between local governments 
and civic initiatives or third-sector organisations to find alternatives to the 
renewal of the municipal stock and the general development of the 
neighbourhood. 
 One of the first informal practices that touched upon the topic of vacant 
municipal assets after the crisis arose from the activist group AVM (A város 
mindenkié – The city is for all), who address housing rights and advocate for the 
homeless and consist of the cooperation of primarily homeless members and a 
few middle-class activists. Amongst the many issues that AVM has intended to 
tackle since its foundation in 2009 (such as social housing, legal aid, accessible 
education, and community development), the ‘Vacant Buildings March’ was first 
organised in 2010 to raise awareness of the large number of empty buildings in 
Budapest.  
 Meanwhile, other civic organisations aimed to help mortgage owners in 
managing their loans and offering family support. For example, the Hungarian 
Maltese Charity Service set up a service in 2009 for the victims of the mortgage 
crisis, providing guidance on debt management. Years later, AVM continued 
with the occupation of abandoned houses, in 2013 and 2014, as a tactic to draw 
attention to the increasing rate of housing poverty and lack of political action to 
solve the issue. The first occupation occurred in the seventh district, where 
gentrification escalated due to the rapid spread of ruin bars, while the second in 
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2014 was conducted in the sixth district in a hospital building that had been 
vacant for 20 years and was owned by an offshore company, which represents 
speculative capitalism in its very essence.  
 The government – besides the debt management measures – did not 
have a clear housing policy vision, and its proposed solutions to alleviate the 
crisis were scarce, even on a narrative level. Amongst the few ideas towards a 
more integrated approach, the Long Term Urban Development Concept of 
Budapest governmental report represented merely a symbolic step, accepted in 
2013 (Municipality of Budapest, 2013). The report addressed the importance of 
reintroducing vacant buildings to the market as an additional strategy beyond 
providing new housing units. In terms of vacancy, it acknowledged the need for 
developing the rental housing sector and also raised the problematic of the 
increased number of vacant retail spaces across the city.  
 The interim government of 2009–2010 introduced a foreclosure 
moratorium, which continued with the Fidesz government in 2010 as well until 
a rescue package was designed. In 2011, the government planned a quota 
system, wherein the maximum amount of foreclosures was set: 3–5% of non-
performing loans below HUF 30 million (around EUR 90.000) could be 
foreclosed (Csizmady and Hegedüs, 2016).  
 One of the most remembered governmental initiatives was the early 
repayment scheme, introduced during 2011–2012, which provided the 
opportunity to pay back mortgages calculating with a reduced Swiss franc 
exchange rate – close to the rate it was before the crisis. As with other policies 
of Fidesz, it helped more affluent citizens who possessed savings or could take 
other loans. The scheme was followed by a less popular measure of a rate cap 
on repayments in 2012, as only a small number of loan owners applied for this 
option. The final primary problem-solving method was the forced conversion of 
foreign exchange loans to HUF loans, but without any support or allowance on 
the exchange rate, merely the substitution of the currency of the number of 
credits (Csizmady and Hegedüs, 2016; Pósfai, Jelinek and Czirfusz, 2018). 
 In 2016, public policy attention turned towards the question of housing. 
However, the allocated resources targeted the middle-class and more affluent 
social groups’ abilities to gain access to housing ownership and did not cover 
the particular problem of housing poverty (Átol et al., 2016) that primarily 
served as the reason for grassroots groups addressing the issue of vacant 
properties across the city. 
 
 
CITY COUNCIL POLICIES STEERING PARTICIPATION 
To manoeuvre between the standstill of the economy and citizen demands, local 
governments were pressured to concoct innovative methods to tame the 
negative consequences of the crisis. As vacant and underused municipal stock 
became the centre of debates and often the actual vehicle for seeking common 
solutions, it became the basis (at least on a narrative level) of implementing 
new policies that could promote ways of looking forward.  
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 In the Catalan capital, a characteristic aspect of the ‘municipalist’ 
movement was its favouring of grassroots and activist groups to act themselves, 
rather than asking what they wanted. Parallel to the growing austerity 
measures implemented since 2010, the city has experienced a re-emergence of 
community solidarity with the support of civil society and religious NGOs, 
mostly at the neighbourhood level (Eizaguirre, Pradel-Miquel and García, 
2017). At the time, various organisations have opted for a more democratic 
urban regeneration, fostering participative processes.  
 The governance of BeC from 2015 onwards has resembled these 
dynamics, although citizen mobilisation to reuse abandoned spaces was not 
uncommon amongst the citizens of Barcelona even before. Collaborations most 
often covered case-by-case contracts between cultural institutions, social 
centres, and local municipalities. The change that the municipalist movement 
brought was in fact the aim to enhance the relationship between the public 
sector and citizens on a more formal level. 
 Budapest first embraced citizen inclusion in the reuse of vacant 
municipal stock as a possible solution when a progressive chief architect became 
head of the Urban Planning Department of the city in 2012. The initiated 
programmes targeted the input of civil groups and NGOs, borrowing the idea 
from Western European examples and best practices. Even though sporadic 
collaborations had emerged earlier between local governments and civic groups 
or NGOs in Budapest, this was the first time that the intention to create a 
framework for such practices materialised on the level of the city council. 
 
TABLE 3 – City council programmes for the reuse of municipal sites. *Temporary use 
 Municipal land Municipal buildings 
Barcelona •Pla BUITS* 

•Co-housing tender 
 

- 

Budapest •Tér_Köz •Tér_Köz (‘In-between Space’) 
•Rögtön jövök!* (‘Coming soon’) 

 
One of the newly adopted practices in Barcelona is the Pla BUITS project, which 
offers the temporary social and community use of currently underused 
municipal land. The aim of the programme is to avoid unwanted uses and social 
exclusion, by providing an opportunity to invite different stakeholders in the 
regeneration and revitalisation of marginalised spaces through the 
empowerment and active participation of citizens. Pla BUITS can be considered 
an institutional reaction to the demands of the new urban movements that took 
off after the crisis, by reclaiming unused spaces for the neighbourhood. The idea 
of the programme is to offer a public contest for private and public non-profit 
actors to make use of 20 pre-designated areas in ten districts (two each) for 
conducting social or cultural activities. It expects the actors to propose various 
temporary uses (up to three years) and offer activities for these sites. The 
tender considers aspects of sharing and responsibility, as well as the provision 
of social and community value to the neighbourhood. It was first launched in 
2012, and the second phase began in 2015.  



	 105 

 Uses were initially granted for one year, with the possible prolongation 
of up to three years. The programme was launched by the Participation 
Department of the Urban Habitat Area of the city council with the intention of 
addressing new social actors and pluralising participating actors, as 
traditionally, neighbourhood associations had always been the mediators of 
such practices in the neighbourhood. Co-management became the watchword 
of the call: many young architect collectives from the 15M movement 
mobilisations participated through a collaboration with the old neighbourhood 
associations, using the latter’s formal structure to gain inclusion into the set-up 
of the spaces. Two different types of strategies came together in these 
initiatives: being in control and being in action – whilst the neighbourhood 
associations are more prone to control the tasks of the government, the young 
architect collectives had a more proactive approach and focussed on the specific 
goals they set for themselves. In the first round, 19 winning proposals entered 
the competition (with Ciutat Vella only having one plot), and eventually, 12 
initiatives could begin working on the assigned plots.  
 The majority of the projects focus on a mix of thematic activities, 
targeting social groups in an effort to create links between gardening and 
education, social events, sustainability, and vulnerable groups. Due to the low-
cost nature of the projects, community gardening is the most commonly 
conducted activity, as nine out of 12 projects from the first public competition 
in 2012 sustained a garden on the sites as a primary or supplementary activity. 
Sustainability is a recurring goal in most of the projects, which either foster 
environmental awareness through the community gardening activities or 
promote the need for more sustainable technologies and standards in the city. 
The reduction of car traffic in the city has been addressed by two projects more 
explicitly: a guarded bike park that provides rentals, repair, and maintenance 
for the neighbourhood to promote cycling and to turn the rather polluted 
district of Eixample into a greener neighbourhood by advocating the 
transformation of the area’s surrounding streets into a pedestrian zone.  
 Other projects initiated workshops on the use of biomaterials in 
construction or created links with various social organisations: some working 
with mental health, others with emotional disorders, and yet others with 
gender-based violence. Furthermore, social inequality was addressed in two 
projects out of the 12 in the first round of Pla BUITS. The bike park employed 
young people at risk, giving them an opportunity to return to the labour market. 
Another project provided a social kitchen for the people in the neighbourhood, 
facing financial problems and risk of poverty, or homelessness. Overall, the 
condition of the call to propose social and community uses determined the type 
of activities around four major topics: gardening, sustainability, reintegration of 
vulnerable groups, and educative and leisure activities. These aspects were not 
clearly distinguished from one project to another. Instead, most provided a 
combination of different social interests in the neighbourhood. In terms of 
neighbourhood networks, one-quarter of the projects had one to five 
collaborators, two-thirds between 10–20, whilst one of them even had more 
than 20 at the time of application. 
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 On the other hand, gentrification induced by mass touristification of the 
city raised demands for more affordable housing. The co-housing tender 
targeted the prevention of gentrification by a public competition for 
cooperatives to build co-housing blocks across the city, creating a new source 
for affordable homes based on specific social and environmental criteria. The 
programme was first launched in 2016 – with Colau following Trias in 2015 – 
and awarded seven plots of land in the city, of which five projects met the 
evaluation standards and began implementing their plans in 2017. 
 In accordance with the EU-wide emphasis on sustainability, the co-
housing applications included similar key characteristics based on sustainability, 
environmental, and innovation criteria that were present in all proposals for the 
buildings: a community area, a vegetable garden, bike parking, a study or 
workspace, and the use of biomaterials for construction. The bases of the 
projects were two examples that were already under way. Can Batlló, as a pilot 
project, provided 28 cooperative housing units for the neighbourhood, whilst 
the City Council of Barcelona started another collaboration at Princesa Street in 
2016, providing five floors of a building for cooperative housing. 
 

 
FIGURE 10 – Pla BUITS 2012 and Co-housing tender 2016 project locations (Barcelona). The 
dots represent Pla BUITS, triangles show the co-housing tender locations. Source: author, 
based on https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/ecologiaurbana/ca/pla-buits/cercar-per-mapa 
and https://habitatge.barcelona/ca/acces-a-habitatge/cohabitatge 

 
The most substantial project in addressing vacant and underused sites in 
Budapest has been Tér_Köz, launched in 2013 and 2016 by the City Council of 
Budapest. In Tér_Köz, different city districts could apply for a tender in 
collaboration with civil organisations to be part of appointed urban 
development plans, wherein community engagement was a tool to enhance the 
successful execution of the projects. 
 In general, the programme’s aim was to upgrade and renew municipal 
sites, and some of the 27 winning proposals also included temporary uses. The 

https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/ecologiaurbana/ca/pla-buits/cercar-per-mapa
https://habitatge.barcelona/ca/acces-a-habitatge/cohabitatge
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underlying innovation of the call was the nurturing of participatory practices in 
urban regeneration, which has become a more common practice since the start 
of EU-funded urban regeneration in the mid-2000s. Tér_Köz aimed to combine 
this ‘inclusive’ side of EU projects, but without the necessary indicators of a 
‘social urban rehabilitation’ (Interview 1, Budapest), through possessing more 
freedom in the execution of projects and promoting the mechanism of citizen 
participation in urban planning practices. 
 
 

 
FIGURE 11 – Tér_Köz 2013 project locations (Budapest). Source: author, based on 
https://www.budapestdialog.hu 

 
The projects focussed much less on specific topics that related either to the crisis 
or the development of the city in general and rather aimed to find successful 
ways to implement participatory processes. Most of the projects included a 
combination of beautification and regeneration, of which 18 public squares and 
parks won funding for such investments. These projects primarily focussed on 
the greening of public areas and the creation of community functions on the 
square (such as playgrounds), as well as various opportunities for sport and 
leisure activities. Three projects of the first round involved the creation of 
community gardens. Out of the 27 projects, ten consisted of the renovation of 
public buildings and community centres. Overall, the projects had a varying 
number of collaborators. Eight projects did not have any civic involvement, only 
private actors. Out of the remaining 20 projects, 16 had between one and five 
partners, two had six collaborators, and one each worked with 11 and 13 
organisations.  
 The second programme, ‘Rögtön jövök!’ (Coming soon!), was launched 
in the same year, 2013. This project targeted the temporary use of vacant 
municipal retail spaces in the inner city. Here, throughout a month, applicants 
could either plan an awareness-raising logo for the empty shop (the programme 
ended up using campaign posters representing successful local entrepreneurs) 

https://www.budapestdialog.hu
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or use it for art installations and selling their own products, with the aim to 
bring together potential users and owners and increase the number of rented 
spaces. The idea began as a collaboration with KÉK (Contemporary Architecture 
Centre), which had a project working on vacant urban spaces in the city, 
entitled Lakatlan (Unoccupied), advocating for temporary use practices of vacant 
and underused sites.  
 KÉK was founded in 2006 to better connect architecture and 
contemporary urban issues, with a focus on international experiences. Lakatlan 
aimed to promote small-scale community and non-profit projects that could 
make use of the spaces to address local need and be able to achieve affordable 
rents for their projects. The initiatives typically targeted social cohesion, quality 
of life, and local economic development (Polyák and Oravecz, 2015; Oravecz, 
Polyák and Schanz, 2016). In addition, KÉK intended to mediate between 
bottom-up initiatives and top-down planning practices. They organised a yearly 
festival of open shops between 2014–2016, a pop-up event, where vacant shops 
could be rented for a month by different local initiatives. Although the 
willingness of the Municipality of Budapest and KÉK to collaborate resulted in 
the birth of the call of ‘Rögtön Jövök!’, the policy proved very ephemeral, as it 
could not overcome obstacles that were rooted in both political turbulence at 
the time and the lack of institutional forms of cooperation between local 
governments and third-sector organisations or civic groups. 
 
 
 

4.3 RESTRUCTURING THE BALANCES OF POWER 
 
Researching urban interventions in the post-crisis era is a useful exercise to 
accentuate how practices become tools to disguise or help political strategies, 
invite capital, promote urban areas for certain social classes, and so on. 
Examining the example of vacant space reuse policies offers insight into two 
different aspects of the relationship between local governments and civil 
society.  First, it shows how the logics of institutional collaboration 
instrumentalise urban regeneration discourses to promote different aims, and 
helps to shed light on underlying strategies and how urban regeneration 
policies become vehicles of political agendas. Second, to think in political 
economy terms, after 2015, a sharply different approach to urban issues started 
to develop in the two cities, putting the ‘citizen’ in very different positions. As a 
consequence, power hierarchies have been adjusted along a path-dependent 
line. 
 The present section provides a focus on interactions between 
participating citizens and local governments and on how different logics drive 
the collaboration of the two. First, it elaborates on the details of how the 
introduced policies have been implemented and what issues came up during the 
process. Whilst political colour put its mark on the outcomes of participatory 
mechanisms, the dialectics of local governments and civil society actors have 
followed traditional paths, as I outline below. 
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THE POLITICS OF PUBLIC SPACE 
The Pla BUITS tender was initiated in 2012, under the conservative term of 
Xavier Trias between 2011–2015, in an atmosphere wherein social movements 
and citizens demanded more autonomy in taking care of their neighbourhoods, 
as part of the increased solidarity and family ties during the crisis (cf. García, 
2010). Nevertheless, the idea of the project became incorporated in the newly 
created Urban Habitat department of the city, which signified a techno-
sensitive, ecological approach to urban interventions through the 
implementation of Smart City visions.  
 Urban Habitat has been created from various departments in 2013: 
former planning, infrastructure, housing, environment, and ICT units were 
merged to deal with issues of sustainability and energy efficiency, putting 
emphasis on environment as a keyword for the attraction of capital and 
business (March and Ribera-Fumaz, 2016). The chief architect of the city, 
Vicente Guallart, underlined the primary focus of a future Barcelona in his book 
The Self-Sufficient City (Guallart, 2012), wherein he envisioned the 
empowerment of citizens through the digitalisation of the city. The Pla BUITS 
programme shared much with the narrative umbrella of self-sufficiency and 
ecological awareness through empowerment: it promoted, in a similar vein, a 
better approach to environmental sustainability, the reduction of pollution and 
car traffic, and green initiatives.  
 As an urban researcher explained to me, the role of Pla BUITS was to 
provide a certain level of legitimacy to the right wing government, being in 
mandate for the first time, while also fulfilling the demands of a strong social 
fabric to have a “peace period” (Interview 16, Barcelona). During the first round 
of Pla BUITS, the programme manager from the Urban Habitat department 
reached out to the better-known active groups in the ten districts and asked 
them to provide a temporary use plan for the vacant spaces. The final 
regulations of Pla BUITS were born out of these initial discussions with already 
active and local embedded networks.  
 Once the projects won the tender, the citizens were responsible for the 
execution of the projects, independent from the local governments. At first, this 
caused problems, mostly in terms of financing, as the sites needed to be 
designed for the purpose of activities, investing money, and starting up the 
projects in their free time, with many initiatives facing economic difficulties. 
The first year of preparation of the site usually required much effort for the 
project managers, and as it was the first pilot project, the process was not yet 
standardised. The projects often received informal subsidies from the local 
neighbourhood, ranging between individual contributions of €15–300 per 
quarter year, as well as €1,000 annually that the City Council offered for the 
maintenance of the projects. Nevertheless, they remained low-cost 
interventions, with minimal change to the surfaces of the assigned plots. The 
budgets ranged from €4,000 to about €91,000 for the total three-year 
management of the separate projects. 
 Furthermore, the primary challenges proved to be issues related to 
openness and administration. Project managers faced struggles in organising 



	110 

day-to-day activities and claimed that administration from the city was too 
demanding, slowing down processes and taking away time from implementing 
activities and programmes. First of all, the projects were typically initiated by 
several organisations working together. In relation to this, a primary issues was 
to find a common goal amongst the various activities, as every civic group or 
NGO had specific services and targets they wanted to meet throughout the three 
years of existence.  
 The second problem was that regulations required the areas to be 
fenced off, locked away from the public, and only the project managers were 
allowed to have full access to the spaces. Consequently, the formerly public 
spaces were semi-privatised and not available 24 hours a day to the entire 
neighbourhood. The closing of the area was often criticised by the project 
managers, as it limited the informality of the spaces and placed the burden on 
the managers to be always present at the locations. Third, the functioning of the 
temporary spaces involved paperwork and bureaucratic processes that proved 
time-consuming and costly, to grant the licences and permits, leaving little time 
for the activities themselves. Community gardening projects seemed like good 
alternatives to these problems, as they required no extra licences for their 
operation.  
 

 
FIGURE 12 – Pla BUITS 2012 project examples (Barcelona): social centre with soup kitchen 
and vegetable garden (top left), communal/cultural space with various events (top right), 
community gardening project (bottom left), guarded bike park and repair service (bottom 
right). Source: author 

 
Most of these issues, however, were corrected for the second round of Pla 
BUITS, which began in February 2016. Since the first edition, financial 
problems have been partly resolved, as now the city is taking responsibility for 
adapting the plots for the proposed activities – covering the costs and installing 
necessary changes, such as providing watering systems for the gardens. All in 
all, the temporary uses offered by Pla BUITS provide various opportunities, but 
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most of all, they pinpoint the need for more flexible legislation, which has been 
subject to a constant renegotiation between the local government and civic 
initiatives throughout the years. With the start of the second call, the municipal 
elections had already put Ada Colau in the mayoral seat, representing a sharp 
change in the future direction of the city. Pla BUITS has been continued, 
maintaining the same goals as in the first version, but the municipality launched 
another participatory project: the co-housing competition, in close collaboration 
with cooperatives dealing with the issue of housing in the various 
neighbourhoods. This is the first participatory practice wherein social 
inequalities are explicitly targeted and that creates a link between middle- and 
lower-class demands. 
 As a result of different traditions in bottom-up mobilisation, the public 
tenders of the City Council of Budapest were created through the employment 
of a different method than those in Barcelona. Grassroots concerns in Budapest 
were traditionally steered through professional and civil society organisations, 
not through the presence of active neighbourhood associations or community 
groups. For this reason, the public tenders often included architect groups as 
collaborators in the planning and creation of the public spaces, but they were 
given a more professional role than community groups. Instead of putting them 
on the same level as citizens, their role was focussed much more on project 
implementation than on actual use. 
 Despite the change of political direction, in the urban planning world in 
Hungary, Europeanisation is still a symbol of principles of innovation and 
sustainability. Although the central government has called for a turn away from 
Western European ideals, policies based on Western examples have been 
adopted in the Hungarian context as well. However, these policies did not 
intervene with the political goals of the government: a spectacularisation of the 
city and sanitising public spaces for the middle class and tourists. Related to 
this, a considerable change to the 1990 Act on Local Governments occurred in 
2011, including several amendments that targeted the re-centralisation of 
finances, healthcare and education, waving farewell to the efforts of creating a 
de-centralised local governmental system (Pálné Kovács et al., 2016). The 
modification affected also local issues: with lesser autonomy and financial 
capacities, the question of housing became a centralised issue, while small-scale 
interventions remained as possible instruments of local governments. 
Furthermore, the domestic funds to subsidise social rehabilitation were ended, 
and the city was increasingly reliant on incoming EU funds. 
 Based on the regulations that created the resources for the Urban 
Rehabilitation Fund back in 1993 (Act LXXVIII.), a modification to the law on 
central budget allocation (Act CCVIII.) in 2012 designated the funds to be 
exhausted by June 2013 at the latest. The paragraph that obligated district 
municipalities to transfer 50% of their income after every property sold to a 
separate account of the central Municipality of Budapest (which was effectively 
the Urban Rehabilitation Fund) has been kept, and it is stated that the 
remaining budget of the fund must be distributed through a public tender. The 
allocation of the funds could be done in three different ways: covering costs of 
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renovation for the municipally owned housing stock, related infrastructural 
developments, or urban rehabilitation projects. Ultimately, the new legislation 
provided the basis for making the call of the Tér_Köz tender, which has again 
been reopened in 2014 and 2016, including properties of the Municipality of 
Budapest as well15. The Tér_Köz tender had two different types of application. 
The first category was planned to provide a larger budget for complex 
developments, whilst the second category comprised small-scale, participatory 
and bottom-up initiatives, according to the call.  
 

 
FIGURE 13 – Tér_Köz 2013 project examples (Budapest): turning a parking area into a sport 
park (top left), pop-up outdoor furniture (top right), renovation of old buildings for 
communal/cultural events (bottom left), community gardening projects (bottom right). 
Source: http://terkoz.budapest.hu 

 
Whilst the first poster of the tender in 2013 announced, “Let’s renew together 
the underused public spaces of Budapest”, borrowing Western European 
examples in public space interventions. In reality, the programme did not target 
the most deprived areas of the city but rather the already scaled-up inner 
districts that went hand in hand with large-scale public space renewals, 
especially targeting tourist areas. One of the largest investments targeted the 
refurbishment of the historical Castle Quarter of the city, giving space to a 
renewed cultural centre known as the Castle Garden Bazaar. Another on-going 
development concentrates in the City Park, which is often called the ‘lung of the 
city’ for its undivided green area. Here the unhidden agenda of the government 

																																																								
15 A modification in April 2013 (ordinance 27/2013 (IV.28) by the General Assembly of Budapest) 
allowed the continued use of the budget, which was financed with additional elements besides the 
50% district incomes: (1) loan repayments by districts to the Municipality of Budapest, (2) any 
financial resource earmarked by the Municipality of Budapest for the same purpose, and (3) 
income after the sale of properties of the Municipality of Budapest.  

http://terkoz.budapest.hu
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plans to turn it into a crowded museum district, in order to facilitate tourism 

and real estate development16. 
 The initial 2013 call was funded by HUF 5.3 billion (around 
€16,175,000), of which 12 projects were from the second, small-scale category 
of bottom-up projects, and from the overall budget, only HUF 150 million 
(around €458,000) was used to support non-built project elements (i.e. other 
than construction), according to the vice-mayor of Budapest (Szeneczey, 2016). 
Overall, the scope of funding in Budapest was gradually diverging from 
Barcelona, as the city tapped on the allocated and remaining resources of the 
Urban Rehabilitation Fund of the Municipality of Budapest17. 
 One of the recurring topics in Budapest during the interviews with civic 
groups and NGOs involved in the public competition was that many 
organisations were created hastily to find partners for the district 
municipalities, as the inclusion of citizens served as one of the requirements of 
the tender. As a participating architect stated “The aim of Tér_Köz was 
supposed to be a must-do to work together with civic groups and NGOs, and 

create complex function-enhancement18, to fulfil the necessary demands of the 
locals”, but instead the projects “did not create responses to real needs, but 
something that looks ‘cool'" (Interview 7, Budapest). Although Tér_Köz involved 
many participants from amongst experts, municipal employees, architects, and 
local residents, the start of the initiatives experienced difficulties, as 
municipalities had not previously worked together in such renewal projects with 
citizens and local social organisations. The fundamental problem was that 
NGOs and local citizens were not always included in the implementation 
process, which should have been the essence of the project.  
 As a city council employee responsible for the projects explained, 
“district governments could not collaborate properly with civic initiatives. 
Without a doubt, it shows how the system is not properly planned out" 
(Interview 1, Budapest). According to the chief architect at the time, the 
citizens did not always have experience in how to handle cooperative projects 
or abide deadlines or financial and legal restrictions, which he believes needs 
future improvement to realise better participatory practices (Finta, 2015). 
 The circumstances for the temporary project ‘Rögtön Jövök!’ is similar, 
as it has suffered the lack of collaborative gestures. It had two rounds; first, 
district governments were asked to enlist vacant properties, whilst the second 

																																																								
16 According to an interview on the project’s website (ligetbudapest.hu), a further positive impact 
is the “increased value of residential properties in the area, which is a welcome news for all 
residents”. 
17 In reality, there was no control mechanism to sanction whether districts contributed to the fund 
or not, thus at the time of the announcement of the tender, it caused frictions between the 
districts, about what proportion of the amount they should each receive. The Urban Rehabilitation 
Fund was also part of former conflicts, as for example the first large-scale urban renewals in the 
ninth district (Ferencváros) were financed through this budget, decreasing the willingness of other 
districts to contribute to the common fund. 
18 This definition refers to urban rehabilitation, before the appearance of social urban 
rehabilitation, i.e. the renovation of the public infrastructure, with the exception of residential 
buildings. 
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call used properties of the Municipality of Budapest, which were much scarcer 
in number but could overcome the rigidness of district mayors’ unwillingness to 
cooperate in the programme.  
 

 
FIGURE 14 – Forgotten Rögtön Jövök! campaign posters at a vacant retail shop (Budapest, 
2019). Source: author 

 
Eventually, ‘Rögtön Jövök!’ bifurcated into two projects: one bottom-up version, 
in which KÉK and the Contemporary Architecture Centre continued, and one 
wherein the continuation of the collection of vacant retail spaces and its 
marketing landed at the Budapest Chamber of Commerce and Industry. In 
collaboration with the City of Budapest, they collect new information on 
enterprises and connect them with vacant retail shops, for which a dedicated 

website and a search engine has provided the platform since 201819. However, 
the original social and cultural aspects of the project have not been continued at 
all (Interview 4 and 17, Budapest) but rather economic growth has been 
incentivised as a priority. 
 
 
REINFORCING CULTURAL PATHWAYS 
Participatory practices have been praised in both cities since the outbreak of the 
crisis, although, as we have seen, for very different reasons. As political goals 
differed in the implementation of the projects, institutionalisation was managed 
quite differently. Barcelona City Council called for more participation from 
citizens to empower themselves, create innovation, and promote self-sufficiency 
under the conservative government, whilst BeC focussed on the process of 

																																																								
19 The interactive map provides information on private and municipal vacant properties. It is 
‘participatory’ in a sense that residents can make suggestions on the ways of utilising the vacant 
spaces, or register new ones. Currently only four districts out of the 23 has a contract with the 
project. For further info see: kiberelem.hu 
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democratisation through the active input of citizens, creating a more active civil 
society that not only takes part, but initiates as well. Budapest, on the other 
hand, adopted policies based on Western European examples to combat 
economic stagnation, nurture innovative practices, and create higher quality 
public spaces in order to achieve economic growth. 
 The set-up of the programmes caused friction between local 
governments and citizen initiatives, but the mediating role of local 
municipalities is experienced in different ways in the two cities. In Barcelona, 
the presence of local municipalities has been justified through certain 
advantages and the capacity to have legitimate activities, whilst in Budapest, 
the actors thought it would be more beneficial to think in business terms and 
professionalise their activities without the intervention of municipalities.  
 In Barcelona, as a Pla BUITS project coordinator stated, “If the door is 
broken, the municipality repairs it. We would not do that. The water and 
electricity is better set, and also in terms of legitimacy in this neighbourhood, it 
allows more people to participate” (Interview 9, Barcelona). Nevertheless 
bureaucracy is a factor that often gets criticised by citizens, the traditional 
collaborative relationship between local governments and citizens open ways to 
challenge the very same bureaucracy. As a project manager expressed, “I think 
it is a good opportunity, you can go inside to the administration, and make 
changes there. You can do something to change the powerful role of the public 
administration. You can help them, make them think in another way, have a 
dialogue” (Interview 8, Barcelona).  
 What we see in Barcelona is the return to more traditional relationships 
between local governments and citizens, as it happened during the process of 
democratisation. Based on the quotes, in general the relationship of citizens 
from an initial informality and distrust that has been induced by the pre-crisis 
years, a process of re-institutionalisation has started again, with the 
involvement of new actors as well. As others have shown as well (Parés et al., 
2017), traditional neighbourhood associations are still very present in 
neighbourhood initiatives all over the city, but a new generation of younger, 
less formal groups have been included in renewed forms of participatory 
mechanisms 
 Whilst the public tenders are justified as the dialogue with the 
municipality can make changes in public governance, on the other hand, in 
Budapest, the problem is experienced very differently. The experiences are 
often considered bitter struggles, as people do not believe they can claim 
changes, to reach the level of decision-makers and broaden the possibilities of 
inclusion. As an architect participant of one of the Tér_Köz projects explained, 
“Citizen inclusion should serve the goal to be able to play, to connect people, or 
to counterbalance consumer society”, but the projects did not fulfil their original 
goal. He further adds, “Citizens care about their environment if they can feel it 
is theirs. It would be nice if not the municipality would do everything” 
(Interview 6, Budapest). The idea of partnership-based solution to urban 
governance promoted on the EU level is echoed in the approach of citizens, 
aiming to achieve an environment where citizen input receives more 
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responsibility on the expense of local governments. Despite mutual 
expectations, the idea of good governance has been replaced by the hierarchical 
approach to exercise state power in the post-2010 era (Pálné Kovács et al., 
2016). 
 The lessons of the first experiments on combining civic participation 
with urban regeneration hence show two opposite directions in dealing with 
public administrations. Overall, both Barcelona’s and Budapest’s civic initiatives 
pose critiques towards the current entanglement of top-down and bottom-up 
initiatives, desiring more autonomy and independence from the local 
municipalities, remaining critical in their actions. However, in Barcelona, 
citizens do tend to believe that their collaboration has a positive effect on the 
long term. Budapest, on the other hand, has experienced a different atmosphere 
in which citizen initiatives have found themselves. Due to the lack of strong 
collaboration between local governments and citizens in Budapest, we see how 
these practices follow a path-dependent line, even though the arrival of EU 
funds and the mobilisation in the post-crisis years aimed to redirect these 
relationships. Against a strong re-centralisation, citizen initiatives proved to be 
powerless to change traditional mechanisms. 
 Civic initiatives and architects who participated in the set-up of the 
various projects often stressed in both cities that things would go better without 
constant intervention from the local administration, as they did not manage to 
find common ground. During the implementation of the projects, they 
frequently ended up in arguments between the collaborating sides, but the 
primary difference between Barcelona and Budapest was that whilst civic 
initiatives considered the institutionalisation process something that shows a 
way forward, in Budapest, citizens would have liked to see a more stable role in 
decision-making, which is not happening at the moment.  
 To summarise the Barcelona case, a Pla BUITS project coordinator 
concluded “institutionalisation is generally the problem”, emphasising the need 
to remain flexible when it comes to collaborative forms of governance, as “you 
cannot use the same standards as for the parliament” (Interview 17, Barcelona). 
Another reason besides the Pla BUITS project was that the collaboration with 
the municipality allows less radical social groups to participate as well, such as 
people who are not part of the counterculture (Interview 7, Barcelona) or 
elderly who would never participate in squatting or occupying land (Interview 
3, Barcelona). These comments represent the process of re-institutionalisation, 
regaining trust in public-civic cooperation in the post-crisis years. 
 On the contrary, in Budapest, civic initiatives and actors complained 
that bureaucratic mechanisms were not easy to follow, and often, political 
decisions overwrote already agreed-upon collaborations. Plenty of conflicts have 
occurred between the local governments and the grassroots actors, and many 
were left out in the end due to disagreements and changes i willingness of the 
local governments, who sometimes changed plans and excluded certain civic 
groups after the amount of money was won for the projects (Interview 1, 
Budapest). An expert interviewee who followed closely the implementation 
process of Tér_Köz noted that “there is no system to rely on, it is absolutely 
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person-dependent”, expressing the lack of frameworks and traditional 
cooperative experiences of state–civil society collaboration. He pointed out that 
the most inconvenient result is that occasionally these collaborations succeed, 
but “The next person has to make his own struggle again for an opportunity like 
that. Everyone starts at zero, there is no outcome such as a policy or regular 
mechanisms” (Interview 17, Budapest), describing the situation as a permanent 
struggle. 
 The second most burning issue – next to the futile efforts to upscale 
grassroots practices – is perceived to be the absence of control from the 
coordinators at the city council: projects have not been followed up, and no 
sanctions have been imposed for the neglect of civic inputs. As one of the 
interviewees summarised, the political environment does not favour such 
practices.  Even though the will to change the modes off cooperation exists on 
the level of the city council, only a “very small fragment of these initiatives 
become a reality” (Interview 8, Budapest), pointing out the futile experiments 
of the past few years. 
 In reality, the perception of failures arises from a lack of time to plan 
the projects and the necessary mediation between the different actors that cause 
these frictions, along with a general distrust amongst the diverse actors. Due to 
post-2010 politics, the growing gap between local governments and civil 
society, as well as the growing division among civic actors is caused by 
governmental rhetoric drawing a line between favoured domestic traditional 
practices, and a the questioning of European identity as a desired values. The 
growing narrative conflict between East and West not only strengthens 
hierarchical traditional constellations, but also questions the legitimacy of civil 
society agents whether they are on the ‘right side of politics’, undermining a 
possible reshuffling of power relations. As a grassroots organiser simplistically 
put it, “In Hungary, democracy was cancelled due to lack of interest” (Interview 
13, Budapest), which refers to the false hopes that showed initial signs of 
change: nominating a progressive chief architect and allowing citizen groups to 
apply for public space management is considered a cheap legitimation-gaining 
practice amongst politicians, without having any real consequences.  
  
 
 

4.4 DISCUSSION 
 
The re-scaling of state capacities and the democratic reorganisation of society in 
Spain and Hungary have pinpointed long-term pathways in the organisation of 
state–civil society relationships. In the present chapter, I have aimed to show 
how these patterns of changes have been resurfacing in the case of urban 
regeneration policies and proved to be durable, even though the crisis has been 
a key path-shaping moment in national- and local-level politics. 
 After decentralisation and the creation of the local government system, 
Barcelona and Budapest emphasised different development goals. Whilst the 
strong presence of social movements in Barcelona pushed through a 



	118 

collaborative governance method, the most burning issues of lacking public 
services and the development of the city arose, whilst in Budapest, a general 
optimism about opening towards the West characterised this period, where 
liberalisation was considered uncritically as a road the country should travel to 
flourish and reach the economic and social standards of the West. As a 
consequence, focus shifted on the private sector instead of civil society, creating 
a high dependency on the market in terms of urban development. 
 The spread of cultural policies and the entrepreneurial turn of cities 
coincided with the EU integration period: in Barcelona highlighting the era of 
the aftermath of the Olympics Games, and in Budapest, closely related to the 
inclusion of ‘Western European’ aspects and methods of urban renewal. Whilst 
Barcelona switched towards more large-scale development paralleled with the 
increasing role of private investors, Budapest continued physical renewal and 
gentrification, but the arrival of EU funds introduced the social aspects of urban 
regeneration as a complementary process for state-led gentrification. 
Nevertheless, this period has been more characterised with a mix of highly 
bureaucratised decision-making and managerial tasks. The more concrete 
unfolding of the entrepreneurial turn happened in Barcelona from the early 
2000s with the turn towards knowledge-based economies, while in Budapest 
entrepreneurialism accelerated in the post-crisis years. 
 In Barcelona, communities and local neighbourhood associations have 
been highly involved in the development of urban spaces, due to the unique 
moment, wherein grassroots concerns parallel with political will and private 
interests. Citizen participation has contributed to the building of the so-called 
‘Barcelona model’ of urban development, wherein the European city was 
envisioned through the close control of local civil society and the 
implementation of physical urban renewal programmes, particularly between 
1980–1986. The development of European urban policies displays much 
similarity with the practices that existed in Barcelona, and much of this 
development can be related to the lobbying efforts of Maragall at the time, who 
successfully re-scaled urban policies to regional and supranational levels, during 
his mayoral mandate. Even though Maragall was condemned by grassroots 
movements for abandoning the democratic socialist approach where “discourse 
of class was replaced with municipal citizenship” (McNeill, 2003, p. 83), 
culturalisation has been balanced with the reintroduction of participatory 
schemes and the alleviation of social exclusion through the 2004 
Neighbourhoods Act. 
 Budapest, in the similar post-transition pre-European integration period, 
focussed on the physical urban renewal of distressed neighbourhoods, but the 
inclusion of civil society was scarce or even entirely left out of projects. The 
public sector withdrew from urban policies and instead allowed private 
investment to take over urban developments, as the process of decentralisation 
resulted in weak financial capacities. With the arrival of the neoliberalising EU 
phase, the leftist–liberal coalition in mandate had a relatively wide ideological 
overlap with EU directions and the community method. An additional element 
which led to the rapid privatisation of public assets was related to an idea 
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adopted by the end of the state socialist period: that the state is unable to take 
care of its property sufficiently and that centralisation necessarily leads to 
insufficient management. On the other hand, development by privatisation was 
regarded as the only possible way, even though critical voices and disenchanted 
crowds became louder after the EU accession. 
 Therefore, the participation of citizens complemented different aspects 
of urban policies in the pre-crisis period’s formal practices: whilst Barcelona 
focussed more on social cohesion and the inclusion of communities, Budapest 
aimed to increase the economic development of the area through urban 
development. Barcelona was more able to counter neoliberal development 
through a strong position of civil society in decision-making processes, whilst 
citizen practices in Budapest were occurring outside of institutional settings, 
rendering civil capacities significantly weak. As a matter of fact, both of these 
aspects have been weakened during the culturalisation of cities: in Barcelona 
becoming less social, whilst Budapest aims to touch upon the social 
consequences of urban regeneration by considering institutional approaches. 
Both cities have certainly adopted a more entrepreneurial approach to urban 
regeneration, in Barcelona, it was always the public sector steering these 
decisions, whilst in Budapest, it was more left to the private sector, which still 
resembled traditional state–civil society relationships amidst the renewed state, 
market, and civil society constellations (Swyngedouw, 2005). 
 Europeanisation of urban regeneration policies coincided with the 
period of the “loosening grip of the state” (Le Galès, 2002, p. 75) due to scalar 
restructuring, and cities were given more emphasis during the regionalisation 
imperative (Scott, 1996; Storper, 1997). Economic regulation and increasing 
neoliberalism gave a push to cities to act as global nodes of capitalist 
accumulation while also instruments of reducing disparities and fostering 
redistribution, being nodes of state power (Brenner, 1998b). In other words, EU 
policies increasingly treated cities as an “interface between the local economy 
and global flows, between the potentially conflicting demands of local 
sustainability and local well-being and those of international competitiveness” 
(Jessop, 2002, p. 466). During this process, Barcelona has been treated as a 
model city for defining regeneration strategies. Budapest on the other hand, did 
not have the opportunity to shape EU policies according to domestic contextual 
characteristics. It was a ship that has sailed long ago. 
 Considering the two cities, Europeanisation unfolded with sharply 
different developments regarding civil society and the strength of local 
governments. While the democratisation in Barcelona helped civil society to 
gain a strong role in local decision-making, the public sector also played a key 
role in managing urban development. In the end, EU urban policies and the 
urban governance model of Barcelona showed similar elements. Budapest, on 
the other hand, had to adopt EU urban policymaking in an environment where 
both factors were lacking: the neoliberal shock-therapy (Sokol, 2001) has been 
implemented with weak local governments and only rhapsodic, but hierarchic 
relationships with civil society. Despite the efforts of decentralisation in 
Hungary, the reform of territorial governance has been continuously postponed, 
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in spite of the arrival of EU accession. For the absorption of EU funds, a single 
national development agency has been established, going against the 
decentralisation programme of the leftist-liberal government of 2002 (Pálné 
Kovács et al., 2016). As central allocation of funds became available in 
combination with EU membership, the desire of decentralisation faded away, 
creating a significantly different set-up for urban regeneration policies than in 
Barcelona and in general in the West. 
 
TABLE 4 – Urban regeneration strategies in Barcelona and Budapest. Source: author 
 Barcelona Budapest 

 Focus of urban 
regeneration 

Role of citizens Focus of urban 
regeneration 

Role of citizens 

Democratic 
transition  

Renewal of 
public spaces 

Collaborative  Physical urban 
renewal, 
privatisation 

No real inclusion 

Process of 
EU 

integration 

Large-scale 
developments, 
targeting 
knowledge-based 
economy 

Consensus-based, 
state-led citizen 
participation 

Social urban 
renewal, growing 
reliance on EU 
funds, 
gentrification of 
inner districts 

Social inclusion, 
participatory 
mechanisms 

Post-crisis 
years 

Continuing 
knowledge-based 
district 
development, 
small-scale 
interventions 

Strong grassroots 
mobilisation, 
linking bottom-
up practices with 
top-down 
planning 
 

Beautification of 
public space, 
spectacularisation 
by large-scale 
developments 

Participatory 
design through 
tenders,  

 
Taking the crisis as an analytical focus point highlighted two further important 
issues in relation to participatory practices: how fragile these mechanisms are 
against growing neoliberalisation, and how the crisis served as a reboot for 
path-dependent dialectics of state and civil society. 
 First, the European model of urban governance has been set as a 
combination of conflicting goals: covering economic growth, fostering 
revitalisation of real estate through social inclusion and participation, with a 
focus on local projects (Rossi and Vanolo, 2013). Integrating the economic, 
social and physical aspects of urban regeneration gave considerate space to 
translate urban regeneration policies to local contexts according to varying 
political goals. Barcelona from the 2000s onwards, and Budapest especially 
after the crisis turned towards entrepreneurial strategies in urban regeneration, 
and pointed out what Hubbard and Hall (1998) have already observed. Namely, 
that the entrepreneurial turn offered the enhancement of local cooperation and 
the development of local identity, while on the right it supported the promotion 
of the enterprise, putting belief in the power of the private sector to achieve 
economic and social benefits.  
 The discourse on sustainability, creativity, and innovation has been a 
powerful tool to bring closer centre-left and centre-right political positions, 
using similar narrative aims for various constellations between the public, 
private, and civil sector. In Barcelona, the city utopia of Smart City and the 
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investment in knowledge-based economy has been a driving force in the 
development of the Poblenou area from the 2000s onwards. On the other hand, 
the empirical investigation showed that this narrative remained intact even 
when politics took a radical turn after 2015. The promotion of citizen-based 
urban regeneration has been a fundamental element of both strategies, even 
though the political agenda showed a significant change of direction. The very 
same overlap of narratives provided the basis for Manuel Delgado, a Barcelona-
based left wing intellectual to criticize Barcelona en Comú’s ‘citizensim’, being 
insufficient to challenge the processes of neoliberal accumulation (Delgado, 
2016; Charnock and Ribera-Fumaz, 2017) without bringing back the topic of 
class struggle instead of stressing the narrative of participation. In the case of 
Budapest, participatory practices have been mobilised to contribute to the 
spectacularisation of the city, and to reinforce city marketing strategies through 
large-scale investments, under the same umbrella of policy discourses that have 
been promoted by EU urban regeneration practices. 
Second, the crisis can be regarded as a break with the path of recent decades, a 
turning back towards initial approaches to urban development. Barcelona’s 
citizens demanded more space for civic initiatives and a focus on local realities, 
whilst Budapest fostered the neoliberal road of privileging economic 
development over real social needs. Due to the crisis, vacancy became an 
important discursive element of urban regeneration policies, with both cities 
introducing new policies that aimed to solve the spread of unused municipal 
sites and halted construction sites. However, how well these policies have 
responded to questions of housing poverty and homelessness, the major social 
problems that civil society has pinpointed as the adverse effect of the crisis, has 
varied.  
 The management of new policies mirrors patterns of civil society 
development in both cases: Barcelona showed the strengthening of institutional 
practices and the collaboration of civil society and public sector, which was a 
more common practice in the first transitional period. Budapest faced the issue 
of a lack of formal configurations of civil society inclusion, which led to a lack 
of trust amongst the local government and civic actors, wherein political 
influence has overwritten rules of participation, by favouring specific civic 
initiatives over others or simply excluding them from the process.  
 These dynamics show a pattern of development that was already 
imprinted in the Catalan and Hungarian systems: whilst Barcelona nurtured 
institutional processes and the strengthening of ties between local governments 
and citizens, in the case of Budapest, the hierarchical relationship between local 
governments and civil society strengthened due to efforts of re-centralisation, 
and citizens remained fragile in finding channels for their demands, despite the 
implementation of participatory practices. In the final chapter, I focus on these 
individual-level experiences during post-crisis policy development, and explain 
how the conceptualisation of citizen participation has been defined based on 
the above tendencies, and what local contingencies emerge from the specific 
contextual relationships. 
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CHAPTER 5  
 
THE MANIFOLD MEANINGS OF PARTICIPATION 

 
 
 
 
The previous chapter describes the messiness of micro-level interactions and 
how closely examining practices can reveal meta-narratives that stem from 
macro-level social, economic, and political changes. In the current chapter, I 
aim to focus on the social groups that have been involved in the participatory 
practices and on which roles they play in conducting such practices. New 
institutional arrangements engaging in governance outside and beyond the 
state have emerged, wherein private economic actors and civil society gain a 
more significant role in policymaking (Swyngedouw, 2005); hence, we can 
discuss a particular social group who occupy a distinct role in acting in the 
name of society as a whole.  
 Following a cultural political economy perspective, in the present 
chapter, I highlight the struggles of different discourses that surround post-crisis 
policies in Barcelona and Budapest, to determine what local politics is actually 
about. The chapter seeks to introduce how these practices counter, or in some 
cases, reproduce neoliberal modes of governance and how the narratives 
respond to urban issues spurred by the outbreak of the crisis. Furthermore, it 
shows how the identities and rationales of actors resonate with these issues: 
which actors promote which types of discourses, and how they rationalise these 
interests. Furthermore, it investigates whether entrepreneurialism is ultimately 
hegemonic amongst these social actors, and how they attach value orientation 
towards social justice and equality in welfare services and the purpose of local 
governments. 
 First, I discuss the various social agents who participate in the policy 
implementation and their reflections on their positionality in the organisation of 
society. I focus on the role of ‘new urban activists’ (Walliser, 2013) and their 
efforts to create more democratic and equal relationships between the state and 
civil society. 
 Second, the logic of different institutions and the discourse attached to 
the new policies is demonstrated through highlighting how they complement or 
counter neoliberal mentalities and how entrepreneurial approaches may 
resurface in urban intervention projects, to show which alternative discourses 
gain material support. These narratives seek to transcend the current backlash 
to the contemporary societal and political organisation of society yet also fit 
into neoliberal modes of governance that aim to devolve power towards civil 
society through multilevel governance mechanisms and the responsibilisation of 
citizens, by responding to the inadequacies of the market (Jessop, 2002). I first 
introduce the narratives represented by local government actors and pair this 
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with the narratives of the participating citizens, comparing how much these 
visions and interpretations overlap and agree. 
 Third, the chapter elaborates on the particular visions about 
empowerment and their relationship to radical social demands, whether they 
are included in these projects or left outside of the terrain of urban 
regeneration. Although these imaginaries promise a change to socio-political 
and economic configurations through the articulation of the need for more 
autonomy and active participation, they also seem to obscure more profound 
voices of real transformation. I deal with topics relating to the substantive 
distributive aspects of the analysed policies and outline two different directions 
in dealing with public administration, as a result of the success or failure of the 
initiatives. 
 
 
 

5.1 RATIONALISING CITIZEN PARTICIPATION 
 
The eruption of the crisis and subsequent austerity induced the mobilisation of 
several precarious groups, both on the left and right side of the political 
spectrum. Some were already active, such as autonomous groups or leftist 
organisations in Barcelona, or the right-wing civic mobilisation of Hungary 
forming in the early 2000s. Emerging anew in the protests was the participation 
of middle-class urbanites as well, including college students, young 
professionals, and the creative class, who mobilised to defend their quality of 
life (Mayer, 2013), due to the vulnerability of their situation. During the 
escalation of the crisis, unemployment reached high levels in Barcelona (Blanco, 
Martínez and Parés, 2016) and Budapest (Fabry, 2019) as well, and middle-
class citizens had to find new strategies to maintain their position in society.  
 Nevertheless, formal arrangements became less decisive in Barcelona 
after the outbreak of the crisis: informal practices gained considerable strength, 
providing momentum for the Indignados movement and activist groups such as 
PAH to conduct collective action to alleviate the effects of the crisis and help 
precarious groups to channel their demands towards the government. When 
Ada Colau entered city hall, a process of formalisation and the set-up of a more 
thorough framework for participatory practices began in 2015, including mostly 
middle-class citizens and activist groups. 
 In Budapest, on the other hand, grassroots mobilisation was split 
between left- and right-wing political fault lines. Whilst the right-wing civil 
movements experienced a moment of institutionalisation and governmental 
intention to include them in decision-making processes, the leftist–liberal block 
along with their allies on the West became the pronounced scapegoats in the 
Fidesz narrative, thus forcing elements of civil society to compete for scarce 
resources and attention. 
 Looking back at episodes of post-crisis policy initiatives, the newly 
included social groups experimented to find new ways to overcome precarious 
circumstances and the loss of democratic potential. Nonetheless, these social 
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agents also acknowledged how such small-scale interventions may lead to new 
types of exclusion, leaving out the much-needed involvement of lower classes in 
the process. In the present section, I wish to demonstrate how the arguments of 
social agents balanced between the advantages and disadvantages of 
participatory mechanisms in relation to their local contexts.  
 
 
AGENTS OF SOCIAL SENSITIVITY 
Post-crisis mobilisation and new municipal policies not only created new type of 
practices but also invited a distinct group of citizens to take part in participatory 
processes. In both Barcelona and Budapest, the participants of the programmes 
consist of a mix of younger, more highly educated professionals. The majority of 
these groups and networks greatly emphasise the ‘paradigm shift’ experienced 
in urban planning, which from a bottom-up perspective is often defined as the 
sensitisation of architects towards social problems, to better focus on 
communities and local residents’ needs. In addition, it proposes a shift from 
large-scale developments to micro-scale interventions: instead of focussing on 
the city as a whole, these practices often cover a smaller neighbourhood or local 
community. The above shift of focus resembles urban development debates 
where participation is commonly attached to discourses around “sustainable 
development”, “community-building”, or new modes of governance, originating 
in the responsibilisation of citizens and neo-communitarian third-way politics 
(Rose, 1999; Fyfe, 2005), setting the framework for citizen action. 
 In Barcelona, the participants of Pla BUITS and the co-housing tender 
are not closely related to the traditional neighbourhood associations but include 
activists, professionals, third-sector employees, and voluntary groups dealing 
with innovative practices in urban planning, focussing specifically on the nature 
of public spaces. The new groups are more loosely organised, not possessing 
legal status or constituting formal entities. In the case of the co-housing 
initiatives, project managers consist of housing cooperatives, but they also 
relate to local bodies or community groups and NGOs in a more informal 
manner. Nevertheless, in the case of Pla BUITS, the neighbourhood associations 
were still present in the implementation of the various projects, as the 
application process required that legal entities apply for the maintenance of the 
space.  
 Maintenance included tasks such as acquiring permits, knowledge of 
legal possibilities, and a general familiarity with the jargon of planning. For 
these reasons, participating groups, in most cases, possessed previous 
experience in how to address such issues. What makes the context of Barcelona 
unique is that such architect networks created new strategies based on the 
combination of prior professional experience and an activist approach: the 
initiatives aimed to match expertise with the needs of the neighbourhood. 
During a meeting with one of the researchers who mapped the new forms of 
initiatives in Barcelona, she described what these ‘new urban activists’ 
(Walliser, 2013) are like: 
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Looking at the vacant space initiatives, you will always find a group 
of young architects, who are involved, usually through a 
cooperative. They will never understand whether they are working, 
or if they have an activist role. Their strategy is to work for free as 
activists, which can be useful for them as a mean to become famous 
and provide an opportunity for them to have real work afterwards 
(Interview 16, Barcelona). 

As she describes, many of the architect cooperatives did become well known for 
their social engagement in the post-crisis years. Today, several work together 
with the city council, by facilitating participatory practices or acting as advisers 
for participatory design and co-management, as well as by acting as mediators 
for the implementation of projects and the creation of new institutional 
frameworks. However, one of the architect–activists described this process to 
me as a sequence of accidental tactics, rather than a complete strategy, which 
resembles the consensual tradition of collaboration between local governments 
and citizens in Barcelona: 

We were working as architects, and I think we were militant in a 
way. We did not realise it, but it was the beginning of a method. In 
2009 during the crisis, everyone lost his or her job. Before, we used 
to work in a normal studio, but under the new circumstances, we 
had to find another way to work. The model we followed was to go 
to a public space, make a collaborative architectural project, and 
help locals to present their ideas for the public space. It was just a 
showroom. We just occupied the space, without any permission or 
contract. There were no future ideas involved in our intervention. It 
was just happening in the moment (Interview 4, Barcelona).  

What is common in these ‘militant’ approaches is the emphasis on cooperation 
and the promotion of community action when considering the organisation of 
society. With the revival of cooperative small-scale projects and the entrance of 
activist groups into the City Council of Barcelona after 2015, the BeC 
government again strengthened formal practices. Social agents considered 
institutionalisation as “the necessary next step” (Interview 3, Barcelona), to 
avoid the loss of public property to privatisation and speculative capitalism and 
instead nurture collaboration amongst the various entities, public 
administration, and financial institutions (Interview 5, Barcelona).  
 In the concrete case of Budapest’s urban governance, new bottom-up 
actors targeted sustainability and social inclusion, as well as the improvement 
of the quality of neighbourhoods. The organisations usually comprise architects, 
artists, environmentalists, local residents, and others advocating a new politics 
of urban development, wherein cultural and social aspects are propagated as a 
reaction to previous examples of mere physical urban renewal that 
characterised the 1990s and even 2000s. However, despite the dynamic cultural 
life and the activist scene that began to develop during the early 2000s, the 
autonomous management of social spaces and squatting was always atypical 
practice in the city, rendering its social and cultural tissue highly vulnerable to 
political change (Polyák, 2017).  
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 In most cases, the bottom-up actors see their role as professionals 
overlooking and helping the more balanced implementation of participatory 
design projects, as well as educating citizens, with the aim of creating consensus 
amongst citizens and local governments. One of the architect collectives works 
in a wealthier neighbourhood, whilst another collaboration was formed after 
the crisis, gaining momentum from a new tide of urban development, where 
placemaking activities are emphasised. Other groups became more rooted in the 
profession during the period when EU funds started to flow to Hungary and 
new norms opened ways for various participatory practices. These non-profit 
organisations or collectives represent a new era in urban interventions: they 
take their standards from Western European examples and try to develop the 
urban tissue by increasing public involvement through elements of 
responsibility and awareness. To use the words of a well-established architect 
who participated in the set-up of one of the Tér_Köz initiatives, 

I see it as a world trend. People have started to understand that 
they need to change their way of life. This old lifestyle, the 
pollution of the environment cannot go on. Many people turn their 
attention towards eco stuff, like community gardening or bio 
vegetables, these practices are all very up-and-coming. There is also 
another aspect of it, to slow down a little, to do something, to sew 
clothes or something at home, and sell it with my girlfriends 
afterwards […] In Denmark, the Netherlands, or Germany these 
things have tradition. In Hungary it starts to unfold slowly, this 
whole doing-things-together (Interview 8, Budapest). 

Although these practices are becoming increasingly common in Budapest, 
during the formation of these collectives, in the 2000s, institutionalised 
practices were less developed or even non-existent. As a member of one of the 
architect groups remembers, the approach of the professional environment was 
also more individualistic regarding urban interventions before their arrival: 

During those early times, architect studios were belonging to one 
person, with the direction of that one specific person. We did it 
differently. We were five of us, always discussing every decision, 
mutually, just as you do it in participatory design. We heard about 
the concept of participatory intervention before, but we had no idea 
how to do it, we were interested in the process itself…Nowadays if 
you talk about these interventions, people know them, or at least 
heard about them, but back then no one knew or understood what 
it is supposed to be (Interview 18, Budapest). 

As the quote describes, participatory mechanisms have been more elaborately 
designed and implemented, which can be regarded as a consequence of the 
‘participatory turn’ in the EU and the subsequent proliferation of best practice 
examples and the promotion and funding of innovative urban interventions. 
Despite the increased attention to more inclusive approaches, experts and social 
agents remain ambiguous towards the possible outcomes of these initiatives, 
questioning how these alternative imaginaries might lead to a more equal and 
just society. 
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THE REPRODUCTION OF UNEQUAL ACCESS 
Many scholars have pointed out that participation has lost its radical edge 
(Ferguson, 1994; Cooke and Kothari, 2001), increasingly relying in the 
voluntary action of third sector organisations and civic groups, not paying 
attention to social inequalities and the challenging of democratic opportunities. 
Social agents taking part in participatory mechanisms have questioned these 
shortcomings as well. 
 The new activists in Barcelona, as mentioned above, focus on more 
temporal interventions, are not registered with the old neighbourhood 
associations, usually hold university degrees, and come from the middle class, 
but have a very precarious economic life as a consequence of the crisis. For this 
reason, as fixed job opportunities were not available in the labour market, they 
formed cooperatives to look for more flexible job opportunities. Cooperatives in 
general are a way of coming together, but more informally, acting more like a 
platform rather than an official entity; this pattern gained considerable ground, 
coming from various critiques of capitalism. 
 Reflecting on their backgrounds, they often emphasised to me how 
unevenly distributed participatory practices are, since they are available for a 
specific middle-class environment in the name of self-management, social 
innovation, and concentrating on middle-income areas rather than the 
wealthiest or poorest. What is quite ambiguous in their approach is that the 
emphasis is not on social organisations but rather on individual citizens who are 
in a privileged position due to these interventions. Despite the intention to put 
more focus on communities, this method of organisation holds the potential of 
creating new type of exclusions 
 Individuals who are part of these platforms or cooperatives have access 
to both know-how and social capital to conduct self-managed practices. The 
sustainment of citizen-managed municipal properties were previously controlled 
by the third sector and non-profit organisations, who held a crucial position in 
previous mechanisms of participation. After the crisis, focus shifted towards 
individual citizens and their loose networks within the neighbourhood. The 
more highly educated and professional background is something acknowledged 
by them as well, as they remain critical and self-reflective about their own 
status: 

Sometimes participation offers the same people: people who are 
strong and powerful and understand what participation should be 
about. But the problem is all the others. It is not necessary for 
everyone to participate, but you have to try with different channels 
of communication. You have to be open for everyone, go and find 
the appropriate people. If you just manage a space and wait for 
people to turn up, the same people will come all the time, and the 
idea is not that (Interview 4, Barcelona). 

In summary, this reflection reveals that participation is inherently a middle-
class practice, even though the intention of the actors is to connect with citizens 
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who might be more difficult to reach through traditional participatory 
mechanisms and who are usually left out of these processes. A similar narrative 
appears in the case of Pla BUITS and the co-housing tender: there is a common 
acceptance of critique that from a “leftist perspective” that these projects are 
“jumping the queue” in social services (Interview 3, Barcelona), meaning that 
the citizens who are not in close relation to organisers do not have the 
possibility to be included in such initiatives. As a housing cooperative member 
expressed his concerns, 

It is completely middle class; you have to have the resources, the 
network, the capacity to be able to apply for a competition with 
architects. You make a sexy plan to compete with others, you end 
up with nice people, with all your friends, but a 50-year-old woman 
living in a poor neighbourhood with her child would never think it 
is the right means to get access to housing. It is not the cheapest 
way (Interview 2, Barcelona).  

Nevertheless, middle-class awareness is used as a justification of the goal to be 
able to expand these practices towards the lower classes and educate citizens 
who are not included at the moment, but this inherently holds an 
entrepreneurial approach to urban intervention. My interviewee here shared an 
honest reflection: 

We will not continue if we do not see a change in 10 years either in 
demographics or the type of people. It is a failure then. So, we 
really need to make it available for the people who need it the most 
(Interview 2, Barcelona). 

Comparing these contemplations with the Budapest actors, a different picture 
appears. The main distinction in Budapest is that middle-class awareness does 
not come from the newly involved architects themselves but from the older 
generation of professionals who work in local governments or who work 
together with these architects. As an expert interviewee remarked during our 
meeting, 

The problem with participatory mechanism is that it is not designed 
for the lower classes to participate. Pensioners and the local 
middle-class are always present at participatory design processes, 
but in the end, the nice and new square that is created does not 
match everyone’s needs. It is shaped by the wishes of the middle 
class. The drug users, homeless people, and so on who were also 
using the square before, now have nowhere to go (Interview 16, 
Budapest). 

Another expert who worked in the eighth district’s social urban rehabilitations 
summarised a very similar concern:  

Whether I want it or not, participatory mechanisms favour the 
power of the literate. If it is not balanced out, it can easily become 
a useless addition to urban planning. On the other hand, it is 
always a bit artificial. Depending on which method you implement 
and which scholarship you refer to, you can see whether that 
specific expert belongs to the “left” or “right”, it is always a bit in 
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accordance with our inner ethics, and involves what type of people 
we want to interact with […] Participatory design in itself does not 
solve anything. It is not a silver bullet. It can be used either as 
optimisation of mechanisms, a fulfilment of common interests, or as 
a response to social needs (Interview 19, Budapest). 

Naturally, the problem in Budapest is not necessarily the lack of awareness of 
social actors to come to terms with their idea of the role of the middle class but 
is the fact that most of the participatory projects have been conducted in 
neighbourhoods that are already quite well developed. As explained in Chapter 
4, urban regeneration in Budapest developed in a bifurcated way, wherein EU 
funds required a certain level of social sensitivity in participatory practices, but 
these participatory practices were traditionally not used in Hungary. 
Consequently, participatory design since the crisis has been favoured in areas 

which are already more affluent, to enhance neighbourhoods20, whilst 
interventions based on social indicators such as employment are more restricted 
to the peripheries of the city. Needless to say, this mirrors the post-crisis 
authoritarian approach of the Fidesz government in dealing with urban issues: 
on the one hand, policies play on the beautification of public spaces in inner 
districts, whilst in the more peripheral areas, they practise control over the 
poorer population. A community space manager expressed this dual character 
of urban policymaking based on his own experiences: 

The municipality will not ever give you a good location for carrying 
out social activity. They do not want vulnerable groups to wander 
around in a good area. If they have the opportunity to give the 
space to a bar and even make a profit out of it, then, of course, they 
will choose this option. The local government is afraid that 
vulnerable groups get stuck here, and then they cannot get rid of 
us, because it is a “civic” thing we are doing. If you do something 
for the underprivileged, you should go to the outskirts of the city, 
that is what they told me to do (Interview 14, Budapest). 

The reference to being ‘civic’ refers to the Orbán government’s narrative that 
heavily promoted distrust towards citizen groups and non-governmental 
organisations that conduct social activities, as they have been pictured in 
government propaganda as possible ‘enemies’ of Hungary, working for foreign 
interests. A possible ‘escape’ from this kind of negative association exists: the 
purpose of the community space mentioned above was reframed during the 
application procedure as a project that enhances ‘innovation’ and creates a 
‘tourist-friendly’ atmosphere, for which the organisers successfully negotiated 
an inner-city municipal space a year later. In the following, I focus on the 
weight of such narratives in more detail, from both local governments’ and 
citizens’ perspectives, and how they intersect with political strategies on 
participatory mechanisms. The purpose of the next section is to highlight how 

																																																								
20 A prominent example is the third district of Budapest on the more affluent Buda side, where the 
mayor embraced participatory practices as a solid element in the development of various urban 
interventions. 
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the varied discourses shape considerably the power balances between local 
governments and civil society, being embedded in contextual developments. 
 
 
 

5.2 NARRATIVES OF POST-CRISIS DEMANDS 
 
The explicit goal of the public tenders is not primarily about enhancing social 
justice or solving inequalities, and the narratives of participation vary greatly in 
echoing concerns about poverty and the failings of communal life. The question 
to pose instead is whether these spaces can create links with social movements 
to become spaces of empowerment to guide attention towards socially just 
redistributive politics. Section 5.1 serves to outline how similar the actors can 
be who take part in such public tenders, and now, in the present section, I wish 
to focus on the different discourses that surround a seemingly homogenous 
social group and how they fit into the political narratives that surround them. 
As the understanding of the purposes and ideals are embedded in different 
frameworks, the public tenders gain distant meanings in the end, siding for 
distinctive aims and outcomes. 
 
 
SEEKING URBAN COMMONS, PROMOTING PLACE-MAKING 
As one of my interviewees expressed in the previous section, politics is key in 
defining the direction of participatory mechanisms and which social groups they 
intends to target. Since the political turbulence of the crisis signalled 
radicalisation in opposite directions in Barcelona and Budapest, the discourses 
attached to participatory practices have similarly diverged. 
 After the 2015 elections, Ada Colau called for the return of a citizenist 
democracy, wherein participatory mechanisms are the basis of a more 
democratic, just, and transparent functioning of municipalities. Whilst Pla 
BUITS was inherited from the former conservative government, it has also 
become an element of a framework that addresses citizen involvement in public 
space management on a more democratic basis. The co-housing tender, on the 
other hand, explicitly addresses a question of inequality in society and attempts 
to find an alternative way to solve the housing crisis. I now briefly explain the 
common and distinct elements of these programmes.  
 First, Pla BUITS was initially meant to be a temporary project, launched 
by the conservative government of 2011–2015. With the arrival of activists and 
Ada Colau’s mayoral inauguration, a new framework has been developed to 
create an umbrella for the scattered but more ad hoc practices in the city. Since 
demand from citizens to manage public spaces more autonomously is growing, 
to secure cooperation with municipalities, the various practices have been 
incorporated into new forms of institutional arrangements, showing the signs of 
re-formalising the role of citizen input in urban governance.  
 The Heritage Programme (Patrimoni ciutadá) (Barcelona City Council, 
2017) stands for a broad conceptualisation designating and including three 
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types of practices based on the collaboration between the public sector and 
citizens: the first is Pla BUITS, the second is the Local Plan (Pla de Locals), and 
the third is what in Barcelona is termed Civic Management (Gestió Civic). The 
Local Plan assigns public assets to non-profit organisations, whilst the aim of 
Civic Management is to guarantee the right to use public spaces by citizens but 
with the requirement that the provision of public services by the entities that 
manage these spaces be fulfilled.  
 Currently, Barcelona City Council is in the process of standardising all 
three of these initiatives under a common qualitative matrix, wherein funding is 
related to the social service and communitarian opportunities that these spaces 
should provide. The goal of the framework is to build institutions from below, 
at the intersection of public and community management: the Barcelona 
version of urban commons. The framework has been in development since 
2016, promoting community use and new interactions between public 
administration and citizens. As a policy advisor interpreted, urban commons as 
a concept in Barcelona stands for “a way to recognise the uniqueness of what is 
going on in a place like Can Batlló… It is publicly owned but self-managed, it is 
open, and represents the general interest” (Interview 20, Barcelona). 
 The programme resembles a post-crisis left wing critique to urban 
development, which gained considerable ground in Europe and elsewhere, 
where urban commons are understood as a way to promote practices that are 
provided by neither the state nor the market, where citizens cooperate and 
come together for a common goal when the two sectors do not or cannot meet 

the expectations of citizens21. Urban commons is a concept to cover alternative 
practices that aim to transcend the traditional vision of what is private and 
public, guided by the concept of solidarity and the importance of social ties (for 
an introductory read, see Ostrom, 1990). 
 Based on the above, the Heritage Programme aims to offer a legal 
framework for the recognition of already existing ways of cooperation, 
promoting and strengthening self-management through public policies and 
building prototypes of community management through the design and 
implementation of the form of ‘common ownership’ (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 
2017). The framework has been developed in collaboration with the Solidarity 
Economy Network of Barcelona (Xarxa d'Economia Solidària), providing 
impetus for the promotion of socially sensitive citizen practices and the social 
economy. 
 Second, the co-housing tender embodies only a smaller step in a long-
term goal of the City Council of Barcelona. The council aims to address the lack 
of social and affordable housing by developing several new initiatives; amongst 
these, the co-housing tender is just one project that is conducted with the input 
of citizens. In addition to emergency programmes for the most severely affected 
																																																								
21 The discussions on urban commons are far from being in concordance, and the definition of 
urban commons is also interpreted in different ways. For example, in Madrid, in Italy, or in cities 
of the Global South such as Mexico, it refers less so to institutionalised practices. It reflects the 
autonomous management of public spaces by citizens but also applies to the lack of involvement of 
local governments. Regardless, in Barcelona, it is typically interpreted as a more formal co-
governance between citizens and the public sector. 
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households, the BeC government initiated a strategic plan with various 
collaborations to create a sufficient social and affordable housing sector for the 
city. For example, the Habitat3 Foundation (Fundació Habitat3), founded in 
2014, works across Catalonia as a non-profit organisation and is currently 
collaborating with the city council to create incentives for the private sector in 
the provision of affordable housing via renovation, representing a “strong will 
to offer incentives, like moderate profits for private operators to engage in the 
renovation of social housing in the long term” (Interview 18, Barcelona). 
 In comparison to the general vision of the city council, the co-housing 
tender is rather small in size, but it also tackles a different issue. It targets 
vacant greenfield sites, which can be rented by cooperatives for up to 75 years 
(with a possible prolongation of 25) (Barcelona City Council, 2016b). The 
reason for the small scope is due the limited supply of vacant areas in the city. 
As an employee of the Housing Department critically assessed, “We do not have 
vacancies. There is this imaginary about so many vacant spaces that can solve 
so many problems. It could be so the situation in other places, but not here” 
(Interview 12, Barcelona). What he refers to is the fact that the city is reaching 
its limits. Barcelona has natural borders that do not let the city expand further: 
the two rivers in the east and west, the mountains in the north, and the sea in 
the south. For this reason, he believes that cooperative housing cannot provide 
a structural change for housing policy but only a qualitative one.  
 In terms of numbers, the cooperatives can only offer a marginal addition 
to the other programmes. Many estimations have been made of the number of 
vacant houses that could be put to use by the cooperatives, which have received 
high media interest and discussions. Some research measures 30,000 units (the 
former city council), and others 80,000 (INE, the National Statistical Institute), 
but the most recent governmental research shows that the amount is only 
1.52% of the total housing stock, meaning that there are around only 13,000 
vacant housing units in Catalonia’s capital (La Vanguardia, 2018). On the 
bottom line, Barcelona is considered to have limits over cooperative housing as 
a widespread practice. Nevertheless, this is considered a necessary dynamic that 
must be acknowledged, as it touches upon one of the most aggravating issues of 
contemporary societies. 
 In the case of Budapest, the frameworks are humbler in their aims. First, 
the City Council of Budapest interpreted the adverse effects of the crisis from a 
different angle, wherein the main problems were considered decreasing land 
value and low economic productivity. The inclusion of citizens is supposed to be 
a governance innovation to avoid dereliction (as was the intention with the first 
round of Pla BUITS in Barcelona) and to overcome economic stagnation. The 
reuse of vacant spaces has served as a framework for a more entrepreneurial 
perspective, wherein arts and creativity may provide a solution to the 
revitalisation of public spaces to balance out the limitations of a scarce budget.  
 As an employee of the Urban Planning Department expressed, the 
quality of urban life can be best enhanced through the development of public 
spaces, as this is “the business card of the city, the place for innovation” 
(Interview 1, Budapest). The inclusion of citizens in urban policies was aimed 
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to amend the idea of innovative public space management: “For the winning 
proposals, we wanted to have start-ups and enterprises, it was a very trendy 
thing back then” (Interview 4, Budapest), explains a district employee who was 
responsible for one of the designated projects. In the interpretation of local 
government employees, opening up to these new actors was a way to overcome 
the crisis, as “people had the willingness to do something, and the creatives 
have an eye on how to do it. So we wanted to take action, any option appeared 
to be a better choice than leaving the current situation as it is. It seemed our 
problems would be solved if Budapest becomes a cool place” (Interview 4, 
Budapest).  
 In Budapest, the need for a new perspective was not articulated or 
scaled upwards from the grassroots level – although nevertheless, the 
programme was created with the aim to be able to include bottom-up practices 
– but rather it first surfaced amongst professional circles, and the momentum 
came for small-scale interventions when the a new chief architect arrived in city 
hall (being in office between 2012–2016). With the new mandate, the chief 
architect was able to push through the implementation and testing of new 
practices. As a colleague of his remembers, the programme borrowed innovative 
practices from Western European examples, to change the circumstances of 
“working in a very static and regulatory atmosphere” (Interview 1, Budapest).  
 Citizen participation in urban development was indeed a governance 
innovation in and of itself. In addition to the inclusive character of urban 
transformations during the first round of EU-funded social urban rehabilitation 
projects already being a tried-out method, it was yet not tested with other 
physical renewals, at least not in a coherent or explicit way. However, as an 
expert working in urban regeneration critically phrased it, the new practices of 
civic involvement were missing the essence of participation, where “citizens are 
included only try to amend representative democracy to function better”, but 
instead should be about “transferring power towards lower levels of direct 
democracy”, sourly commenting about the current participatory practices that 
“we only use it to look a bit cooler” (Interview 19, Budapest). Part of the 
problem has been that participatory practices were born in an ambiguous 
environment as I explained in Chapter 4. The real devolvement of power by 
citizens was regarded as problematic based on past experiences, whilst the 
introduction of the new projects occurred during a period when the government 
was recentralising decisions and local governments were losing power.  
 The year preceding the kick-off of the public tenders was a tumultuous 
one, as municipal elections occurred in Hungary in October 2010, half a year 
after the win of Fidesz in the national elections with a two-thirds majority. The 
first time since 1990, the liberal mayor Gábor Demszky was replaced by István 
Tarlós22, an independent candidate who nevertheless belonged to the right-
wing ideological circle of Fidesz. Therefore, the programmes for public tenders 

																																																								
22 After the system change, Tarlós was a member of the liberal Alliance of Free Democrats 
(SZDSZ), but later left the party in 1994, and has been independent since 
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were fully developed under the Fidesz rearrangement, the party winning in 

almost all of the districts of Budapest23.  
 As a corollary of the Fidesz takeover, the Act on State Assets was 
amended in 2011 (Act CXCVI.) along with the Constitutional Law, which made 
it possible to disregard the obligation to put public property for sale through 
public tenders and thus limiting the possibilities of rental as well, which 
resulted in less transparent public property management (which has already 
been criticised during the privatisation era as not transparent enough, mostly by 
Fidesz, in opposition in previous years). This made the situation more difficult 
for the public tender of ‘Rögtön Jövök!’, as the new act made it impossible to 
rent out properties for a lower price, as the regulations would not approve this 
specific practice (Interview 4, Budapest), which could have served as an 
incentive to put to use less desirable properties. 
 Another obstacle stemmed from the new national political discourse. As 
a consequence of dividing civil society into ‘freedom fighters’ and ‘foreign 
agents’, based on where they received their funding (either from the 
government or from abroad), the emphasis on inclusive regeneration policies 
had to be rephrased to fit not citizens per se but SMEs and businesses, start-ups, 
and entrepreneurs, to avoid conflicts with the central government’s discourse. 
As a city council employee clarified, it was impossible to implement the public 
tenders without suffering a substantial loss of opportunities. As the employee 
noted, “it would be nice to have a strong civil society, but we cannot even say 
the word now, we rather focus on the inclusion of SMEs and communities”, in 
order to avoid confrontation with national narratives (Interview 1, Budapest).  
 In conclusion, the strong national discourse brought several obstacles 
for the management and implementation of city-level policies, as local 
government power has been overruled by national-scale politics. Even though 
the intentions of the Urban Planning Department were to implement inclusive 
and community-building practices, the discourse on placemaking has instead 
served city marketing strategies, rather than the actual needs of citizens and 
bottom-up initiatives. 
 
 
MANOEUVRING NEOLIBERAL MENTALITIES 
Despite the projects resembling alternative visions of creating new urban 
commons – or communities through placemaking practices – the drive of the 
various actors can be interpreted through the ‘responsibilisation’ of citizens (cf. 
Rose, 1999), through the narratives of self-reliance and community building: 
whether intentionally or not, these spread neoliberal moral values. Under these 
circumstances, community becomes a vehicle to enforce responsible citizen 
mentalities, wherein environmental sustainability, health issues, and other 
outcomes are regarded as a duty of individuals instead of a state task.  

																																																								
23 Since the 1990s, the leftist-liberal coalition has always achieved higher percentages in the 
capital, compared to the rest of the country. In 2010 this trend turned around as well. 
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 Although the framework and discourse around citizen participation 
offered distinct policy experimentations in Barcelona and Budapest, certain 
similarities can be drawn in the types of actors who were included and the aims 
that the projects shared. In the case of Barcelona, actors focussed on the 
creation of communities, nurturing social economy initiatives, and enhancing 
social inclusion, whilst in Budapest, projects were reserved as the development 
of communities and the quality of public spaces, although in most cases, this 
was more as entrepreneurial ventures. 
 The projects in Barcelona were balancing between the enhancement of 
social cohesion and citizen empowerment and in some cases vocalising a strong 
tone for greater solidarity towards the more vulnerable parts of society. 
Nevertheless, the proposals are not considered part of a broader political 
programme (for a different read on Pla BUITS, see Calvet-Mir and March, 
2017). As one organiser from the more affluent neighbourhoods explained, the 
Pla BUITS projects are not explicitly about targeting real needs, as “it is not a 
tangible problematic we are trying to fix here, we are trying to make society 
better, in terms of the engagement of the people” (Interview 9, Barcelona), as 
he explained. In other words, the aim is to encourage citizens to become active 
in shaping their own environment and participating in the life of the 
neighbourhood. Conversely, at another project, besides enhancing social 
cohesion, environmental issues resurface as an important purpose. As one of the 
managers of the communal space explained, “our main goal was to recover the 
space for activities, involve people and foster them to participate, to meet new 
people”, to show “we can make changes here, without any other intention” 
(Interview 10, Barcelona). 
 As we move to more distressed neighbourhoods, social problems start to 
appear as a matter that must be eased, if not by the government then by the 
help of third-sector organisations, in line with the neoliberal outsourcing of 
public services (Brenner and Theodore, 2002), without politicising their 
practice. For example, the guarded bike park of Pla BUITS provides 
employment for young people, responding to the social needs of the area, but 
restrains itself from acknowledging any political dimension. As the manager 
stressed, “in our case, it was clear that behind the project there was no political 
aspiration or the interest of a neighbourhood association”, an instead create job 
opportunities for people in need as “all the activities are focusing on people 
who suffer from long-time unemployment, and we provide the possibility to 
work in an ordinary company” (Interview 6, Barcelona).  
 On the other hand, in a neighbourhood, where cultural policies and 
large-scale developments caused displacement and a general touristification of 
the area, the project managers reflected initial concerns about the aims of Pla 
BUITS, as they phrased, “we were afraid it would be all about real estate 
speculation and neoliberalism, so we thought, maybe this is just another 
neoliberal mechanism. But instead of offering it to a business, they dedicated it 
to the citizens, as there was no money, in order to clean the city up” (Interview 
7, Barcelona). What we can discern from the above quotes is that the crisis 
mobilised discourses of self-activation and responsibilisation and a certain 
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critique of neoliberal development, even if not a paradigmatic one. By taking 
over public duties, citizen initiatives offered an alternative conception of the 
organisation of society. As one of the unemployed architects summarised,   

The mentality of society changed after the crisis, also in the field of 
architecture. How we did things in the past, what are we going to 
do now…It is a sort of introspection…But not just because of losing 
our job. All the good architects started to involve social aspects in 
their way of thinking. Innovation was mostly in construction, 
materials, new technology, but now that society is changing, the 
main innovation relies in how society functions, and how people 
are living in public spaces (Interview 1, Barcelona). 

Conversely, in Budapest, rather than focussing on the creation of solidaristic 
milieus, the projects aspire for greater independence from local municipalities. 
On the other side, similarly to in Barcelona, the initiatives support sustainable 
goals, a sort of change in the way people live, allowing them to slow down and 
to be able to do something on their own. Claims evolved around the provision 
of better circumstances in creating business-orientated projects, or having more 
autonomy, and a greater voice in decision-making to be able to create spaces of 
their own. As a manager of one of the projects in Tér_Köz explained, 

I maintain the area, but in exchange, I do as if it was mine. I can 
organise an event, advertise the activities, hold educational courses, 
and I do not need to pay a rental fee. It is a municipal property, 
which I use for starting a business, but I do not need to pay a rent 
[…] Earlier we tried organising communal activities, and once a 
year it works well, but you cannot have it on a weekly basis. We 
made a call and only two-three people showed up. I believe it is a 
service you should pay for, you need to have a certain income from 
it (Interview 11, Budapest). 

Even though the project began as a civic initiative, it eventually became more 
professionalised, and now it clearly holds a profit-orientated view on future 
options. This is not uncommon, however, as projects receive little help from 
municipalities after the set-up of the area; they usually pay only for the creation 
of the space but not the maintenance (similar to the case of urban gardening 
projects).  
 Self-responsibilisation appears in relation to the lack of freedom that 
projects received from the local governments in their operation (Interview 6, 
Budapest), or as an opposition to the individualism of society. A middle-aged 
member of a civic organisation blames post-socialist conditions for the lack of 
willingness to cooperate, as “a good citizen necessitates collaboration, the 
division of labour, discussion, and it is not always about money”, continuing 
with a nostalgic vision of a more solidaristic past: “I do this for forty years, in 
associations, foundations, for me it is natural. I have been a Communist Youth 
Party secretary and cashier. I did everything: demonstrations, waving the flag, 
having a communist shift washing the tram… We had this approach of helping 
each other, you cannot really find examples for that today” (Interview 9, 
Budapest). The lack of communality is once blamed on the changing society 
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itself, whilst other times, the lack of social sensitivity of local governments is 
highlighted. A project that did not succeed in the ‘Rögtön Jövök!’ tender 
eventually gained a space to manage through a long process of negotiation with 
the local government in one of the inner-district areas of the city. The project 
manager felt that the local government was suspicious about the social aspect of 
the programme he intended to develop: 

I realised why I never got the contract earlier, and what bothered 
them. They had an issue with the social aspect of the project. I 
wrote a list of what I will tell them. Words I can say, and words 

that are prohibited. For the Norwegian Civic Fund24, I wrote I am 
creating a centre for vulnerable groups, which helps people to go 
back to the labour market, fights social exclusion, proposes a 
community centre, and so on. Meanwhile, for the local 
government, I highlighted other things: a child-friendly place, 
Western European standards, innovative project, press releases, 
enhancing tourism, all these things. I had to sell the idea as a 
trendy spot, and then it worked (Interview 14, Budapest). 

The above contrasting quotes reveal how extreme the various approaches can 
be. On the bottom line, they both try to emphasise that notions of communality 
and solidarity are missing from today’s social tissue in Hungary, but the 
problem is believed to be rooted in different causes. The lack of solidarity fits 
into a general Central Eastern European post-socialist tendency, wherein 
accelerated liberalisation and the optimism around it has silenced worrying 
voices that have criticised its short-term consequences: turning away from 
common interests, promoting individualism, and the slow degradation of 
solidarity towards other groups of society (cf. Ost, 2006).  
 
 
 

5.3 EVERYDAY RATIONALES AND LOCAL 
CONTINGENCIES 
 
What we perceive in both cities is part of the fragmentation of citizen demands 
into small-scale interventions that focus more on individual needs and attempt 
to achieve more flexible policies to overcome the corollaries of the crisis. 
Certainly, these initiatives hold a potential of empowerment as much as 
particular neoliberal mentalities do, but a final important issue in relation to 
citizen participation must be discussed: the question of why these participatory 
practices do not meet radical demands. In the final section, I show how 
empowerment is imagined through these participatory practices, on the one 

																																																								
24 The Norwegian Civic Fund (NCF) obtains an extra meaning here: Fidesz stated that NCF belongs 
to the ‘bad NGO' category, which is ‘foreign-funded', ‘unpatriotic' members of the society. Hence 
civil society is torn into two sides, and regardless of the aims of a project, their implementation 
instead of focusing on the targets are very often judged on the basis of their sponsors. 



	138 

hand, but also how they may obscure more profound voices of real 
transformation, on the other.  
 
 
EMPOWERMENT AND THE PERCEIVED ROLE OF LOCAL GOVERNMENTS 
In Barcelona, the mobilisation of neighbourhood groups has been a part of the 
process of the decentralisation of the Indignados movement. The initial unity is 
now spread out across neighbourhoods, where focus is on local demands 
through promoting cooperative practices, sometimes bearing a political 
dimension, and nurturing places to generate alternatives. These demands 
cannot explicitly be considered alternatives to capitalism, but they promote 
alternatives to the dominant modes of production, consumption, and social 
relations. However, no strong alliance exists between the various individualistic 
groups. The lack of strong networking is also due to the nature of the Pla BUITS 
public tender, which was supposed to be a temporary concession of the plots for 
only three consecutive years. Even though the projects strongly emphasised 
building their networks, creating links outside the boundaries of the 
neighbourhood faced difficulties. As a project manager expressed: 

We did not have contact with other Pla BUITS initiatives until very 
late in the process. When the winners were announced, everyone 
focussed on realising their projects, as it is temporary, everyone 
wanted to get done with it as quickly as possible. We sort of knew 
each other on a personal social level and were familiar with the 
projects. There has never been a self-organised meeting of the 
winners of the competition. We have been talking with each other, 
but not even later, when we got closer to the end of the three years. 
We met in the mayor's office twice so far, which was an organised 
meeting (Interview 7, Barcelona). 

The interview was conducted in 2016, when the projects were already 
approaching their final year of operation. This highlights the character of the 
post-crisis period of social mobilisation: fragmented, localised practices 
occurring on a micro scale. Nevertheless, on the local level, the intention to 
create links amongst different social classes was a more present effort than 
focussing on the links between the projects across the city. In one of the 
touristified areas of Barcelona, a housing cooperative member expressed a 
common vision of the neighbourhood group and how the city should be 
developing: “I think it is important to mobilise people to be close, to be easily 
approached, and sometimes politics is not like that. Some people do not have 
the education, the needs, they do not know how to do things, because no one 
showed them. Pedagogy is very important in this case, and also people who 
inform others, they have to be aware of the problem that exist.” (Interview 3, 
Barcelona). 
 Cooperatives also intend to influence policies and regulations related to 
housing by promoting their specific models for transferring the rights to land 
use. Working together with the public administration allows more flexibility, 
guaranteeing stability to a certain extent, but also remaining autonomous in the 
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management of common spaces. These desires represent a specific vision about 
the city: “There is more demand from people to try to control everything in 
their lives, they do not want another company or institution to control things. 
And the last thing that came was housing” (Interview 2, Barcelona), as a 
cooperative member described to me. The local governments are crucial for 
providing opportunities and space for these initiatives and offer help in different 
ways, but the approach of social agents is much more about doing rather than 
demanding. 
 Turning to the case of Budapest, we can see an approach similar to the 
architect groups of Barcelona. The architect groups in Budapest share the vision 
of a self-managed communal space, working in more autonomous ways, 
although with the desire for greater independence from municipalities, 
opposing the emphasis of cooperation, as in the Barcelona case. The 
participating architects in Tér_Köz similarly have a higher socioeconomic status, 
holding ‘Western European’ ideals on urban interventions, in contrast to an 
older generation of technicians of public administration. The differences are 
clearly visible between the two sides, as an architect working in one of the 
distressed neighbourhoods highlighted the lack of flexibility experienced by 
local governments: 

I think the whole situation is very typical, there are some 
enthusiastic youngsters, who would like to make a difference, and 
then there are these immutable entities as the local government, 
and the two doesn’t fit well together. The latter isn’t flexible, and if 
we try setting foot in a project, it often turns out wrong. Probably 
this is not the situation in Sweden or the Netherlands. It’s much 
more flexible there. We couldn't do it like that (Interview 6, 
Budapest). 

Although at the time, they were not aware of how to conduct participatory 
practices, this evolved over time, and now these groups and studios work more 
on a profit-orientated basis than they did at the beginning, and they have 
become more informed about international trends and ideas. A general belief 
exists that it is necessary to educate the neighbourhood on how an urban 
environment can change and what roles citizens can or may have on influencing 
it. However, social aspects are not a crucial element of these initiatives and 
experiments. As an interviewee explained, “one of our main goals is to figure 
out how to familiarise local residents with basic concepts in urban studies”, to 
empower residents through a transfer of knowledge on urban development 
issues, but in a rather depoliticised way, mentioning that “we do it because we 
think it is exciting and entertaining” (Interview 13, Budapest), lacking the 
political view on urban interventions.   
 Barcelona and Budapest show different solutions for the overcoming of 
difficulties with public administration and the conducting of practices. As in the 
two cities, where discourses are framed with the contrast of two different yet 
desirable outcomes, the solutions also demonstrate variation in finding answers 
to contemporary urban problems, which have mostly been induced by the crisis. 
Barcelona, in focussing on alternatives to dominant modes of production and 
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consumption under the narrative of urban commons, would like to move away 
from solutions based on too much involvement from the private sector. 
Budapest’s civil society actors, on the other hand, are more concerned with 
problems of autonomy and the ability to work together with the municipality, 
choosing between narratives of being independent from the state or the state’s 
fulfilling all of the roles that citizens demand. Therefore, to gain ground and 
room for action, in Budapest, the private sector is regarded as a way out from 
municipal employees’ tied hands and the static bureaucratic processes that 
make them unable to initiate activities. 
 Barcelona’s civic initiatives have favoured the move away from private 
interests and the placing of decision-making in the hands of civil society, by 
working together with the local municipalities. The initiatives show a strong 
commitment to maintaining their environments according to their own 
responsibilities, by rejecting top-down authority in the process of creating these 
spaces. The aim is to encourage citizens to become active in shaping their own 
environment and participating in the life of the neighbourhood. Behind these 
motives lies the intention to reduce the privatisation of spaces and give back 
public space to local citizens by activating unused sites. Consequently, the 
question becomes not whether to fulfil social demands but how citizens 
themselves can better solve issues of governance better.  
 Although conflicts are a given in the collaboration of public 
administration and civic initiatives, the government adopts an approach that 
acknowledges the need for a conflicting relationship with civil society. A 
housing department employee explained it as “the role of activists and civil 
society groups is to demand, to check if the administration is doing its job. In 
the end, it is in their DNA, the tendency to never accept the administration, or 
this one particular administration” (Interview 12, Barcelona). As decision-
making is traditionally opened towards citizens for intervention and debate, the 
involved groups also feel that it is better to institutionalise practices and 
cooperate with the municipality, rather than going their own way.  As one of 
them explains, “it would be amazing if we could do it both ways, but sadly, 
without the municipality, everything becomes about money and profit” 
(Interview 3, Barcelona), signalling a sensitivity towards neoliberal 
development. 
 On the contrary, private investors in Budapest appear as saviours of 
citizens in the lost battle with district municipalities and the powerlessness 
against broader political pressures on civil society. Private investors are 
regarded as key players for securing civic initiatives for the possibility of long-
term planning, thus countering the unpredictable contracts and implementation 
modes of district municipalities. Although some civic initiatives express their 
demands in collaborations with local municipalities, most of my interviewees 
expressed disenchantment, explaining that very few civic initiatives and 
organisations manage to sustain an existence independent from public funding 
schemes. 
 Accordingly, instead of aiming to exclude private investors, as in 
Barcelona, the Budapest discourse is quite the opposite. As one of my 
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interviewees emphasised, the lack of non-public financial resources generates 
alternative financial opportunities: “There are no economic networks for civic 
initiatives or economic roots behind the scene. This is the only way, and of 
course, bringing in the big donors. You have to become an owner, or shared 
owner, planning on the long term is impossible otherwise” (Interview 17, 
Budapest). All in all, the general conclusion points towards a civil society that is 
funded by private actors who function independently from public 
administration and aim to build on the private ownership of urban land. One 
interviewee stressed the justification of working on the basis of private 
investment: 

I think there is no civil advocacy. Everyone was working from 
tender funds, and the recognition came slowly that we might sell 
“civicness” for the market as well. It is kind of a necessary 
diversification because everything is unpredictable. It would be nice 
to have patronage, where someone dips into his purse, and says, 
here, take some money. You need private money because the 
political sector is dangerous (Interview 13, Budapest). 

The above statements express a lesser focus on neoliberal processes in the city, 
and rather approach the question of participation as seeking possible basis for 
empowerment and the survival of the projects. An architect interviewee reaches 
a very similar conclusion: “I do not want to deal with local governments and the 
state anymore, we need to find private investors. Nevertheless you do 
something for the public good, you cannot earn with it, you become 
disengaged, there is too much energy compared to what you can get out of the 
project” (Interview 8, Budapest). The current situation is interpreted with the 
sour conclusion that it might be better to turn away from future collaborations 
with the local administration rather than attempting to change existing power 
relations. 
 
 
THE OBSTACLES OF ADDRESSING RADICAL DEMANDS 
The rejection of strong political activism and confrontation with the 
municipality – the switch from contest to consensus – often simplifies debates 
on the question of legality versus illegality. In Barcelona, civic initiatives choose 
to remain pragmatic and refrain from involvement in political demands that 
address larger structural problems. As an interviewee explains, 

I do not see the people participating in our plot, the squatters. We 
are not extreme people here. Even if we had occupied the space, 
many people would not have entered. It is going too far, saying we 
can do it without the municipality. I am not that sure. Of course, 
we could get in anyway, but it is not bad. There is also a tradition 
here of doing things against the municipality, by definition, it is 
considered cool. It depends on what you want to do. If you work 
with the municipality, and it affects the project in a structural 
dimension, then you have a problem. But I think it is not the case 
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here. I do not see this being run better if it were an occupied plot 
(Interview 17, Barcelona). 

Institutionalisation, however, is favoured; it is expected to have flexible rules, 
and – intentionally or not –	this	creates a gap between practices that follow the 
rules and those that do not. Occupied plots and squats are often perceived as 
spaces where a closed group of people participate without involving the wider 
neighbourhood. The new institutional framework of the Heritage Programme 
intends to break this cycle; as a policy adviser working on the framework says, 
it can be regarded as a ‘hack’ to the old way of organising neighbourhood 
associations to avoid these spaces becoming a closed group of people (Interview 
20, Barcelona).  
 The new framework intends to overcome this problematic by assessing 
the projects by their contribution to the neighbourhood, through a ‘social 
balance’ (balanció social) that is defined by several characteristics a co-managed 
space should represent (Barcelona City Council, 2017). The social balance is a 
kind of regularised metric that measures the social impact of civic spaces and 
can quantify its contribution to the neighbourhood and which serves as a basis 
for the amount of funds a civic space can receive. At the moment, it is rather a 
guideline and self-assessment technique for the civic spaces, a kind of reminder 
of what important factors should be considered. As my interviewee explained,  
“movements have to think themselves as institutions, they have to articulate 
that they are not an autonomous group, that they become something more, 
realising responsibilities, dealing with money, having a relationship with the 
municipality, understanding community in a broader sense, it has to be 
accepted by them too” (Interview 20, Barcelona), to take responsibilities and 
give back to the community in exchange of using public assets. 
 The assessment has four areas of requirements. It evaluates the 
rootedness of the civic space in the territory (how much it is linked with local 
networks), community capital (fostering social economy and empowerment), 
democracy and participation (internal democracy, communication, and aspects 
of transparency), and care for the environment in a broader sense (gender 
equity, social cohesion, and sustainability). It aims to ensure that the contract 
between the public sector and communities accords with duties and 
responsibilities. The more points a civic space can gain based on this evaluation, 
the more funds it can expect, along with receiving longer years of cessions as 
well. 
 The idea is to institutionalise spaces that now declare themselves as self-
managed, which is the case with Can Batlló in Barcelona: they are organising a 
community centre in a publicly owned building and receiving money from the 
municipality, and this process would become formalised not based on a 
clientelist relationship with the municipality. One potential unfortunate 
consequence, as my interviewee also states, is that the process of formalisation 
favours certain types of civic spaces over others, to differentiate between “good 
occupation and bad occupation” (Interview 20, Barcelona), putting burden on 
squats, nevertheless that is not the intention. 
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 In the name of equal treatment, every space must pass through the 
administrative body of Heritage Watch (Taula Patrimoni Ciutadá), which 
consists of different areas of the city council, giving away the permission of 
cessions, with the renewed agreement that includes of the social balance 
aspects, and will be monitored by the Heritage Watch office to ensure 
democratic organisation. The social balance is the guarantee to realise 
accountability and points out areas that are necessary to improve. The idea 
behind this, as my interviewee explains, is to legalise social centres and to give 
legitimacy to counter power in a democracy.  
 All in all, the characteristics of these initiatives are far from radical anti-
capitalist discourses; rather, they emphasise social entrepreneurship and social 
innovation through post-crisis rationales (Calvet-Mir and March, 2017). In 
addition, the ‘Barris i Crisi’ (Neighbourhoods and Crisis) study on urban 
segregation and social innovation in Catalonia finds that similar practices are 
most common in middle-class neighbourhoods with higher levels of social 
diversity and strong traditions of social mobilisation (Cruz, Rubén Martínez and 
Blanco, 2017). The capacity of post-crisis mobilisation is precisely that it 
connects the middle and working classes. Although the practices are not 
necessarily successful in combining these two classes, on a narrative level, the 
desire to do so is clearly articulated.  
 Meanwhile, in Budapest, the differentiation between good and bad civil 
society occurs from along political lines. As Fidesz propaganda articulates, 
‘Soros allies and foreign-funded civil organisations pose a threat to the nation, 
and these more autonomous groups became labelled as spaces where the 
opposition plots against the government. As stated by a city council employee, 

You only have to mention ‘Sirály’25, and everyone agrees they 
would rather keep a place closed for five years, as you do not have 
to deal with any problems of civic spaces. If it is rented out to some 
alternative groups, which you do not know what they are doing, 
where they will backstab you, what are they using it for, there is 
total distrust (Interview 1, Budapest).  

Dividing civil society along political lines creates an atmosphere where the 
formal processes of participation are pressured to be highly depoliticised, they 
have to act cautiously, as a civil organisation members discussed, “the line to 
walk is thin, you have to pay attention” (Interview 9, Budapest). Instead of 
politicising bottom-up initiatives, they are focusing on finding a balance 
between, fulfilling the needs of locals, but on the other hand, not being too 
critical towards the government. In sum, the division of civil society along 
political lines highlights a perpetual distrust amongst the actors, who cannot 
find common ground, instead they are seeking opportunities to avoid 
collaboration between the public sector and citizen initiatives. 
 In Hungary, the lack of solidarity is often considered a negative 
externality of politics and the functioning of local governments. As an EU urban 

																																																								
25 Sirály was a venue place for alternative groups. It was one of the first that has been closed due 
to political reasons. 
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regeneration expert contemplates “Hungary is perceived to be in a strange dual 
situation, it is not worse than any other Western European country in terms of 
civil movements, or urbanists, it has all kinds of knowledge and innovative civil 
organisations. The great difference is there because of local governments and 
politics itself” (Interview 16, Budapest). However Eastern European 
alterglobalism, in general, aimed to link post-socialist grievances to global 
processes and building a bottom-up democratic organisation, the possibility of 
an active civil society have been disappearing since the regime change (Gagyi, 
2015). The idea of autonomy, so central to movements, has become a tool to 
protect their own positions, as occurs in Budapest as well.  
 Whilst protesters stand up for austerity measures in Barcelona, in 
Budapest, claims are presented for ‘democracy’. The primary deficiency of the 
citizens included in urban regeneration projects in Budapest is that they fail to 
create links with lower-class grievances and maintain a social critique towards 
current public affairs. The city is spatially divided between civic groups that 
address cultural and social demands; the cultural groups reside in the wealthier 
neighbourhoods, whilst the social groups in the more vulnerable. They do not 
create links between each other despite being sometimes only a few hundred 
metres away. As an interviewee says, 

There is that node a few hundred metres from us where others do 
civic initiatives, and there is no link between us. We got organised 
to do very different things here, problems are different, we talk 
about putting together a music event, and there it is about the 
drugs. Different things hurt us. We listen to each other and 
complain, but afterwards, we are busy with our forums, whilst they 
are busy with gipsy kids not going to school, drug prevention 
programmes and safety. There the problem is not about how to 
paint the benches, but that the benches get stolen. It is totally 
different, but it is only a few hundred metres (Interview 9, 
Budapest). 

Of course, the lack of connection is not a representative example of all of the 
existing initiatives. However, the projects that have been incorporated in the 
post-crisis policies on urban regeneration rarely show signs of radical, critical 
claims towards redistributive inequalities. The more critical initiatives reside 
outside of the institutionalised environment, a practice that has always been 
typical to post-socialist societies, as civil society institutionalisation has 
remained weak after system change. 
 
 
 

5.4 DISCUSSION 
 
This chapter has aimed to disentangle the actors of citizen participation, 
reflecting on their backgrounds, motives, and agency, which play a part in 
broader processes of institutionalisation. Citizen participation has always been 
considered a somewhat middle-class practice, but of course, the role of the very 
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same middle class can make a huge difference from one place to another. It is 
often underemphasised how vital their role is in channelling lower-class 
grievances or looking upwards to upper-class interests and trying to adjust to 
those desires represented by the better off.  
 Middle-class narratives usually receive little interest in sociological 
inquiries; however, their role is underestimated: new actors such as architect 
cooperatives have a central position in bringing in funds, connections, and 
cultural capital to processes of institutionalisation, playing a decisive role on the 
direction of social sensitisation. So, instead of avoiding them, I have aimed to 
immerse myself in a more thorough analysis of their roles and visions. My aim 
here was not to develop a general theory on middle-class characteristics. I have 
used the reflections of social agents who participated in the analysed policies to 
explore how they think about everyday realities and to interpret the 
rationalities of their own position. Nevertheless, middle-class roles involve 
better education, higher use of technology, and lesser ignorance of the media 
and thus bear the utmost importance in the spread of lower-class needs. They 
are crucial in pointing out the failure of democracy, sustaining the status quo, 
or showing solidarity and understanding towards post-crisis grievances. 
 The current chapter has highlighted how similar the actors in 
participatory mechanisms can be but how differently their roles are understood 
along distant contexts and circumstances. The responsibility of the middle class 
has without a doubt held importance in their speaking for themselves or for a 
broader community. With the spread of combining bottom-up and top-down 
mechanisms, in-between actors have more responsibility in addressing global 
and local challenges. As the middle class is deeply intertwined with both power 
organisations of the capitalist class and with the state, they are increasingly 
crucial in political struggles. 
 Undoubtedly, the crisis prompted new processes and discourses, mostly 
around increased vacant areas, and unused sites, or halted construction areas 
around the city, inducing new social actors and participants of urban 
interventions. Since a small-scale focus on urban development has developed in 
the post-crisis years, a new active group of young architects has emerged both 
in Barcelona and Budapest. 
 In Southern Europe in general and in Barcelona in particular the crisis 
escalated a massive anti-austerity mobilisation of citizens, expressing a 
disappointment with the political-economic elite as a whole, renewing interest 
and debates on civil society and social movements equally (Leontidou, 2010; 
della Porta, 2015), labelling the appearance of new social actors in the scene 
(Walliser, 2013). The crowds, mainly consisting of highly educated youth, 
occupied squares and demanded real democracy, expressing discontent towards 
financial and political regulation. The majority of these activists used their 
professional background to build collaborative interventions and mobilise 
neighbourhoods. It was not only a demand for new forms of participation, but 
carried out spontaneous and collaborative practices, such as guerrilla 
interventions or occupation of squares, as the interviews have highlighted as 
well.  
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 The new wave of mobilisations in the 2010s was more complicated in 
the case of Budapest. First of all, it showed a radical departure from the 
“increasing political apathy of postsocialist citizens” (Petrova and Tarrow, 2007, 
p. 76) that was so characteristic of the post-1989 era. Nonetheless these 
protests included criticism against austerity measures, it was not the definitive 
characteristic of these mobilisations as in Barcelona and elsewhere. Political 
cleavages were the defining fault lines across the two types of masses on the 
streets, creating a polarised civil society with a strong involvement of party 
politics, discrediting the existence of a ‘pure’ civil society (Gerő	 and	 Kopper,	
2013). The first one, infamous for its anti-Soros campaigns, spurred anti-
immigrant sentiments through a nationalist discourse, attacking civil society 

organisations that have been funded from abroad26, serving ‘foreign interests’. 
As a counterbalance, the NGO scene and citizens who desired to ‘catch up’ with 
the West often waved the EU flag during demonstrations as a symbol of their 
belonging. These groups shared the ideological understanding of the leftist-
liberal political coalition, wishing to reach Western-European standards of 
living and a multicultural environment that the multilevel governance of the EU 
promoted during the last decades. Furthermore, they also raised their voices for 
the loss of democratic checks and balances, concerning the freedom of the 
media, the reform of the higher education system, or the 2017 protests against 
the forcing out of Central European University from Budapest. As such, the 
main civic groups formed along a nationalist, anti-egalitarian, but ‘protectionist’ 
Fidesz government, and a failing leftist-liberal block uncritical towards EU 
integration or the crisis, and particularly biased towards the sustainment of the 
status quo. Due to the arrival of EU funds and development of participatory 
mechanisms based on EU urban policies, the latter group was overrepresented 
in the analysed participatory practices, and this thesis mostly translated their 
ideas and demands. 
 Distilled from the above, I showed how the meaning of participation has 
been translated to the local contexts. In Barcelona, due to the anger towards the 
political-economic system as a whole, middle-class actors showed solidarity 
with lower classes as they found themselves in similar precarious position. The 
social actors in Budapest, on the other hand, represented the part of civil society 
who had been aiming to counter the rise of right-wing narratives and the loss of 
representative opportunities for citizens as a whole.  
 Therefore, participation has gained a distinct role under these 
developments. The Municipality of Barcelona proposed ‘citizenism’ and the 
framework of urban commons that interact with the grievances of anti-austerity 
protesters, countering the excess of power of political and economic elites in the 
management of urban processes. The causes of the crisis are more anchored in 
global economic and political phenomena, posing a critique to capitalist 
development and the spread of privatisation. Whilst the actors in Budapest 
present a critique towards local political-ideological circumstances, blaming the 

																																																								
26 Especially the ones funded by the Open Society Foundation (founded by George Soros) and the 
Norwegian Civil Fund (representing Western-type NGOs). 
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right-wing political milieu for the lack of democratic processes and the shortage 
of the ability to perform autonomous interventions, highlighting a more 
horizontal fault line between Western liberalism and democracy and the right-
wing autocracy that is currently shaping policies in the country. Here, a call for 
democratic processes is presented, paired with sensitivity to the failed promises 
of catching up with the West. 
 In concordance with civil society dynamics, the discourses around 
citizen participation are shaped by different goals. While the concept of urban 
commons gains purpose in an environment where projects focus their efforts on 
a critique of the destructive elements of capitalist development, place-making 
creates a narrative for the loss of autonomy and demand for inclusion in 
decision-making processes, hence the focus is much more on economic 
development and bringing life to urban areas by the presence of civic action. 
 Even though these demands belong to different political ideologies, the 
general discourse on sustainability, community development, and citizen-based 
urban regeneration can fulfil both on a narrative level, promoting local 
cooperation and economic development. The emphasis on solidarity in 
Barcelona and the focus on economic development in Budapest results in 
different outcomes for questioning the causes of the crisis: while participatory 
mechanisms in Barcelona aim to find a fragile balance between ‘social 
innovation’ and neoliberal mentalities, in Budapest neoliberal mentalities are 
more inherent in these practices, simply because they are not intended to be 
avoided.  
 Finally, these interpretations also have an effect on future contingencies 
in relation to the dialectics of local governments and citizens. Citizen 
participation does not represent a break with the traditions that developed 
throughout the transition years in Barcelona. Rather, it strengthens processes 
that were typical even at the period of democratic transition. The new 
mobilisations connected to 15M and the platforms of Barcelona en Comú 
cannot be considered as a structural change in the mode of organising 
participatory practices, rather it shows a desire to return to more horizontal 
institutional processes, which were present in the first years of democracy. With 
this aim, citizen participation in Barcelona experiences a strong will to 
bureaucratise practices to a level where it becomes possible to differentiate 
between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ types of practices through qualitative evaluation. 
Nevertheless, the guidelines for civic space management serve as a directive to 
open the formerly closed spaces and provide a more equally accessible space for 
the whole neighbourhood.  
 On the other hand, in Budapest, the development of citizen 
participation has indicated a direction towards a constellation wherein informal 
practices are favoured, with the collaboration of the private sector, as the 
current relationship with the local governments makes it difficult to practice 
autonomy by civic actors. This trend also resembles the individualistic approach 
to citizen participation, as actors often express that civic action should be 
considered a method of providing income and generating profit to make a 
living, as they currently cannot rely on governmental subsidies. The lack of 
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addressing post-crisis issues of housing poverty and a general deficit of 
solidarity towards lower classes can be considered a part of these rationalities. 
Nevertheless, groups of solidarity are active in Budapest, but outside of formal 
practices, remaining less visible to the general population.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
 
 
Disentangling the threads of the urban condition through the analysis of citizen 
participation in urban regeneration has been an intricate but exciting task. By 
doing a comparison on Barcelona and Budapest, I have been able to follow the 
different forms of European peripheral state restructuring, the emergence of 
diverging urban regeneration strategies, and the related dynamics of state–civil 
society dialectics on various scales. Following this logic served to comprehend 
how material and symbolic factors play part in the formation of citizen 
subjectivities, and how their dynamic changes when important historical 
junctures arise. Temporally stretching the analysis between the epilogue of 
Fordism and the event of the 2008 crisis, I intended to interpret what the stake 
of participation really is, and how it varies across different localities. First of all, 
I have showed how the restructuration of capitalist development has a long-
lasting effect on the dialectics of state–civil society relationships, setting the 
boundaries of future pathways. Second, even though the European Union 
played a unifying role in the case of state capacities, urban policymaking 
followed local varieties in dialogue with particular state–civil society dialectics. 
Third, these dialectics have permeated the narration of the 2008 crisis, and 
nevertheless they resembled the power hierarchies of state, market, and civil 
society, agency of actors played an important part in reshaping the boundaries 
in which these dialectics occur. 
 The dissertation has shown how participatory practices have been 
positioned within two opposing understanding of citizen participation, 
provoking considerable debate in scholarship about a variety of low-budget, 
small-scale ways of organising, either celebrating or negating its possibilities for 
the change in modes of regulation. The interest in these spaces re-emerged at a 
time when the political economy of austerity urbanism is treated as a universal 
characteristic of contemporary societies, but the focus on these initiatives 
allowed the same way emphasis on agency-centred theorisations. Even though 
these practices often do provide an alternative to the existing neoliberal rule, in 
the same way they can be associated with a capitalist manner of organising 
through entrepreneurial flexibility. However, in the much-too-often seen 
reduction of analytical focus to the urban level, I regularly find myself facing 
the dominance of Anglo-American literature in leading theorisations on the city 
and beyond. It was at this time that I decided to dedicate my research to 
incorporating the more substantial complexities of urbanity into the analysis of 
citizen practices.  
 I have employed my case studies of Barcelona and Budapest to stress 
this difference, by comparing their development in light of two pivotal points. 
First, I involved scales as analytical concepts and maintained a scalar 
interpretation of the dynamics between the state and civil society, focusing on 
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the changes of their relationship through material and symbolic forces. Second, 
by analysing the peripheries of Europe, I aimed to highlight variation to 
Western theorisations of cities, taking into account path-dependency and 
contextual particularities in explaining the different development of the two 
cities. 
 The organisation of the dissertation followed the very same logic, 
analysing one specific social phenomenon on three different scales: how the 
restructuring of the world order affected the countries and cities within, how it 
defined the interactions of local governments and civil society in combination 
with local agency, and how these changes have affected the discourses and 
perceptions of the involved social agents. In summary, the combination of 
structural forces on state–civil society relationships were accounted for with the 
emphasis on local narratives, by revealing the details of their interplay and how 
they shaped the pathways of development in those particular localities. In the 
following, I highlight related findings, but also point out how such a complex 
analysis leaves many questions unanswered, proposing new directions for 
research. 
 Chapter 3 outlined the different developmental paths of Spain and 
Hungary in their accession to the EU and embedding to the global capitalist 
order. With the promotion of peripheral Fordism, each country received a 
particular role in the European economic space. The chapter served to 
complement political–economic approaches by focusing on the soft side of 
power as well.  In relation to that, the literature on varieties of capitalism which 
treats integration into the world economy in general and into the European 
Union in particular as an uneven process (Jessop, 2014; Hall, 2015), have been 
informative in understanding the roots of the crisis. Furthermore, there have 
been several attempts to analyse European cities beyond the view of Western-
dominated scholarship. Southern Europe has been extensively examined in 
relation to the enlargement of the EU (Leontidou, 1995, Andreotti et al., 2001, 
Chorianopoulos, 2002, Giannakourou, 2005, Royo, 2010), while Eastern 
Europe still receives much academic attention in the theorisations of the post-
socialist city (Andrusz et al., 1996, Ost, 2006, Stenning and Hörschelmann, 
2008, Gille, 2010, Ferenčuhová, 2016). Although I did not explicitly engage 
with these theories in the dissertation, I believe that they can considerably 
inform future research, not just as area studies but as a way to enrich 
approaches to the theorisation of state restructuring in the peripheries of 
Europe and provoke a more holistic perspective on capitalist development.  
 Spain and Hungary as new democracies of Southern and Eastern Europe 
secured a hierarchically lower position after the period of transition, or as 
Jacoby (2010) referred to it, as ‘backyards’ of the EU’s economic space. 
Therefore, democratic transformation in the two countries has been 
characterised by uneven development, relying heavily on foreign capital. In 
Spain this process paired with ‘social neoliberalism’ (Guarneros-Meza and 
Geddes, 2010), where initially welfare has not been rolled back, and Barcelona 
deployed the process of restructuring to create political consensus among 
private, public, and civil society actors. Hungary, on the other hand, 
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democratised in a period when capitalism and European policies more clearly 
took a neoliberal turn. Consequently, the system change coupled with austerity 
measures and a firm belief in the market’s ‘invisible hand’ to solve social 
problems. As a result, from the triple transformation of the nation-state, 
capitalism, and democracy (Offe and Adler, 1991), strong coalitions emerged 
between state and market elites, on the expense of strengthening state–civil 
society relationships in decision-making processes.  
 With the further acceleration of neoliberalism, Barcelona followed a 
more entrepreneurial approach to urban development, while Hungary 
continued with mass privatisation, aggravated by the growing reliance on 
foreign credit and loans. In line with the arguments of Hubbard and Hall 
(1998), in the first case, the entrepreneurial turn offered a way to enhance local 
cooperation and the promotion of local identity, as occurred in Barcelona; on 
the other hand, it also supported neoliberal policies and the promotion of the 
enterprise, building on the belief that the private sector will bring the desired 
benefits to both society and economy, as is the case for Hungary.  
 Among citizens, these political–economic variances created a different 
vision of ‘Europe’ considering the two cities. Whilst in Barcelona, European 
governance was synonymous with the opportunity to create welfare services 
through the strong collaboration of the public sector and civil society, in 
Budapest, ‘Europeanisation’ was more associated with liberalisation, autonomy, 
and a depoliticised civil society. In addition, civil society remained weak under 
these circumstances, and the creation of a strong collaboration between the 
public sector and civil society was not considered; instead, a strong political 
dependence developed between the two. 
 Analysing these developments through the lens of the crisis showed how 
these cleavages magnified, resulting in different types of mobilisation. In Spain, 
and in Barcelona in particular, the crisis framed a growing distrust towards 
political–economic elites as a whole, and it prompted strong social mobilisation 
with identifiable anti-capitalist, anti-austerity sentiments. After an intermittent 
victory of the conservative takeover of the traditionally leftist governance of 
Barcelona, movements broke through and strengthened new discourses that 
touched upon the failure of the housing sector, growing inequality related to 
mass touristification, and opposition towards large-scale developments leading 
to displacement and the gentrification of neighbourhoods.  
 In Hungary, the crisis was preceded by a growing right-wing articulation 
of the state of the country, opposing ‘Europeanisation’ and the privatisation of 
the economy by international stakeholders. The government lost credibility 
before the crisis due to excessive spending and the worsening welfare 
conditions of society as a whole. Subsequently, citizens started questioning the 
liberal path that Hungary had been on since the 1990s. Right wing mobilisation 
took the opportunity to increase nationalist sentiments and pinpoint the cause 
of the crisis in the ‘colonising’ demands of the EU. Hence, the destructive forces 
of market principles were switched to a narrative wherein banks and 
multinational business interests were not an essential part of capitalist uneven 
development but rather an embodiment of the Western political–economic elite 
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and their allies’ – the left-liberal coalition’s – political strategy. Hence, in 
Hungary, instead of a systemic critique, civil society has been increasingly 
divided along political fault lines, but without the continued substantial 
involvement in decision-making processes. 
 The case of both Barcelona and Budapest can be seen as an example of 
radical mobilisation against the status quo, questioning democratic capitalism 
and raising dissatisfaction over uneven development. Counter-narratives have 
shown a resemblance to the democratic transition atmosphere. In Barcelona, 
the discourse emphasised the opposition of ‘citizens’ against corrupt ‘political-
economic elites’ that had been a characteristic of Francisco Franco’s 
dictatorship, demanding betterment of democratic arrangements. On the other 
hand, in Budapest, the narrative sharpened the opposition between the ‘nation’ 
and ‘foreign hegemonic powers’ and their domestic allies, blaming Western 
European elites and the process of Europeanisation in general for lagging 
behind. This narrative resonated well among citizens, drawing a parallel with 
former Soviet ‘colonialism’ (Gille, 2010). In this regard, future research on post-
authoritarian democracies of Europe could reveal better the interplay between 
the articulations of the crisis and the rise of nationalist discourses, scrutinising 
the complexity of non-traditional liberal democracies. 
 In Chapter 4, I presented how the development of urban regeneration 
policies in Barcelona and Budapest resembled the dynamics of post-transition 
development, and how ‘soft Europeanisation’ (Atkinson and Rossignolo, 2010) 
of the community method unfolded as a layer of neoliberalisation and 
globalisation, intersecting with the formation of European urban policies (Rossi 
and Vanolo, 2013). With increased competition for economic resources, 
investors, and business, European cities were fuelled more than ever to become 
entrepreneurial and solve issues of economic development and social cohesion 
at once through the implementation of multilevel governance models and the 
creation of more horizontal networks between the public sector and citizens. As 
others suggested (Le Galés, 2005), the chapter contributed to the analysis of 
urban policies in relation to the restructuring of the nation state. Adding an 
element of analysing the polarity of discourses on the entrepreneurial turn in 
urban regeneration provided insight to the ambiguity of European urban 
policymaking.   
 The urban moment has been mainstreamed in the EU with varying 
success. Whilst the focus on cities favoured autonomous regions such as 
Barcelona to become more independent from their national governments 
(Maragall, 2004), in Budapest, despite efforts it did not really occur, and 
Hungary remained quite centralised in its governance (Pálné Kovács et al., 
2016). Nevertheless, urban policies had limited capacity to change pre-existing 
institutional norms and priorities, which were usually set by the nation–state 
(Marshall, 2005). Although, European urban policies developed with a strong 
input of the ‘Barcelona model’, Budapest did not have the same influence to 
shape EU policies according to its own local context. The management of urban 
regeneration policies mirrored local patterns of civil society development in 
both cases: Barcelona developed steady institutional practices based on the 
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collaboration of civil society and public sector, whilst Budapest faced the lack of 
formal configurations of civil society inclusion. However, due to the arrival of 
EU funds, urban regeneration ‘Europeanised’ in a way that social and cultural 
aspects began to appear in the field where previously physical urban 
regeneration dominated. 
 In Barcelona, the importance of providing welfare services after the 
democratic turn also appeared in the development of urban policies, 
particularly in the first years of transition, when grassroots movements and the 
public sector created a consensual form of collaboration and thus enjoyed a rare 
historical juncture, where interests coincided among the two. Although over 
time, the public sector reserved a smaller role to citizens in the larger-scale 
developments, particularly after the 1992 Olympic Games, citizens had their 
own institutional and informal methods to channel demands and opposition.  
 In Budapest, an environment where local governments have mainly 
withdrawn from urban policies due to mass privatisation, urban regeneration 
became a field less dependent on the input of citizens. Whilst privatisation and 
liberalisation received uncritical support, urban regeneration remained 
unchallenged for its gentrifying effects, at least in institutional arrangements. 
The more critical voices towards urban regeneration’s outcomes continued to 
exist outside of formalised relationships.  
 The entrepreneurial turn in Barcelona and the Europeanisation of urban 
regeneration in Budapest both countered the practices of the years of 
democratisation: in the first case, the strength of private actors grew and 
citizens were more systematically left out of urban development plans, while in 
the case of Budapest, the emergence of formalised participatory mechanisms 
characterised the pre-crisis years, with an intention to socialise the field of 
urban regeneration. 
 The crisis demonstrated how these circumstances defined the future 
possibilities of articulating social demands. Whilst in Barcelona, post-crisis 
urban policies incorporated solutions to the grievances of the victims of the 
crisis – or at least the concept of solidarity and a citizen-based approach was 
strongly articulated in the narration of these practices – in Budapest, the 
missing institutional arrangements created an obstacle to scale up such 
demands. Furthermore, as social aspects were, in general, not an essential part 
of urban regeneration or the language of professionals, post-crisis policies 
resembled the patterns of democratic transition without a focus on solidarity 
and equality.  
 Finally, although the crisis has put both middle- and lower-class citizens 
in precarious position, it did not cause significant institutional changes or 
different patterns of development but instead demonstrated a revisiting of 
former cultural pathways: Barcelona’s urban policies stepped on a path of 
further institutionalisation, whilst in Budapest local governments continued to 
function with low levels of citizen involvement and interest in their ideas. Both 
cities have introduced new bottom-up practices of urban transformation, 
favouring either the empowerment of citizens or the opportunity to tap creative 
potential and hasten economic development and searching for new ways to put 
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the dynamics of urban interventions back on track. The ambiguous nature of 
neoliberalising European urban policies and the provision of the Structural 
Funds made it possible to instrumentalise discourses of ‘sustainability’, 
‘community’, or ‘social cohesion’ according to the political–economic strategies 
of the local contexts. The chapter has shown that instead of treating new policy 
tools as they are labelled, they are easily refined to fit public policy goals. 
Hence, the question is rather how the political agenda provides support for 
which social groups. 
 In the last empirical part, I focused on the individual-level experiences 
of the crisis, opening up local contingencies and analysing how the specific 
political agendas shape the formation of citizen-subjects and which social 
groups received attention. Chapter 5 elaborated on the background of social 
agents and their roles in post-crisis urban transformations. The chapter 
contributed to the understanding of the particular “new urban activism” 
(Walliser, 2013) that characterises cities with the inclusion of primarily middle-
class actors in the wide variety of participatory practices. As Mayer (2013) 
observes, the crisis not only hit the lower classes but also involved a particular 
trend wherein youth, students, and middle-class segments have slipped into 
precarious positions, causing the fragmentation of different positions in the 
neoliberal city. Nevertheless, I aimed to treat the position of mobilised citizens 
in relation to the particular development of civil societies in Southern and 
Eastern Europe, as they have shown distinct elements in regard to post-crisis 
demands and mobilisation. 
 In Barcelona, the steering of the causes of the crisis connected to more 
global economic and political phenomena, which posed a critique to capitalist 
development and the spread of privatisation, whilst in Budapest, social agents 
presented a critique towards the local political and ideological divide, blaming 
the political milieu for the lack of democratic processes and the impeded 
availability to perform autonomous interventions, as practices are highly 
discredited along the strong involvement of politics in the functioning of civil 
society organisations. 
 In terms of local government actors, the discourses represent different 
approaches, in line with the scalar restructuring of urban policymaking that has 
been discussed in Chapter 4. In Barcelona, a strong mandate was presented to 
provide a stronger voice to civil society and civic spaces in general, whilst in 
Budapest, the focus was much more on economic development and bringing life 
to urban areas by the presence of civic action.  
 In terms of the narratives of social agents, citizen participation does not 
represent a break with the traditions that developed throughout the transition 
years in Barcelona. Rather, it strengthens processes that were typical even at 
the time of democratic transition. With this aim, citizen participation promoted 
a strong will to (re)institutionalise practices to a level where it becomes possible 
to differentiate between ‘acceptable’ spaces and others ‘in need of improvement’ 
and set guidelines as a directive to offer a better measurement of equality, 
although one that comes with the price of over-bureaucratisation. Nonetheless, 
the practices could connect the middle classes to lower-class grievances, at least 
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on a narrative level. Political subjectivities of citizens therefore targeted the 
alleviation of the effects of the crisis and pointed out alternative visions to 
capitalist development (Cruz, Rubén Martínez and Blanco, 2017), creating 
citizen subjects who promote cooperation with the public sector, in order to 
avoid the spread of privatisation. 
 On the other hand, in Budapest, the development of citizen 
participation proved to lead towards a manner wherein criticism cannot 
transcend the demand for autonomous spaces, committing the crime of 
silencing poverty and lacking the urgent need for more solidarity. Informal 
practices and movements are left to fill this void, with the disadvantage of 
remaining less visible for the public eye. However, small victories in a post-
socialist context could be interpreted as successful collaborations between local 
governments and civil society representatives, creating trust among the actors 
and finding ways of cooperation in a context that does not allow it to easily 
happen (cf. Petrova and Tarrow, 2007). 
 Finally, relating local contingencies to future pathways, the final section 
highlighted the embeddedness of participatory mechanisms in the path-
dependency of state–civil society dialectics. In the case of Barcelona, the 
development of relationship of local governments and citizens allow forms of 
radical participation when important historical junctures interrupt development 
paths. Despite the mobilisations might not bring structural changes, it is able to 
question such developments, and scale up alternative modes of regulation. In 
Budapest, on the other hand, the lack of civic and local governmental capacity 
shows the boundaries of possible pathways, where the private sector still 
receives a prominent role, even in the channelling of citizen demands. More 
importantly, these dynamics result in citizen subjectivities that in Barcelona 
counter the expansion of the private sector by building on the tradition of 
familialism an solidarity (García, 2010). Contingencies of Budapest on the 
opposite, point towards an alliance with private sector actors, to counter the 
power of the public sector. This observation holds an important aspect to 
rethink state-citizen relations in European cities. For future research, it would 
be useful here to rethink European citizenship highlighting the bias of a 
hegemonic Western liberal universalism and how it produces a post-colonial 
position in Europe’s peripheries (Rigo, 2005). 
 To conclude, citizen participation will always be a tool for a particular 
stratum of society who hold the ability and feel the need to express their views 
on how the city should be remade. However, rather than focusing on what 
participation may bring, we must see what it can and does negate. Now is the 
time to reconsider new theories on the entanglement of citizen participation 
and political economy and pose questions regarding whether this “molecular 
spontaneous self-organisation” (Žižek, 2015, p. Loc3226) is an efficient form of 
resistance to the increasing neoliberalisation of cities. So far, the discourses over 
citizen participation have offered a mix of artistic subjectivities of the creative 
class and certain social awareness that has been mobilised through unsatisfied 
social needs and an entrepreneurial spirit. The question remains whether 
politics of recognition, an emphasis on identity, and placemaking can create a 
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type of emancipatory project wherein the realisation of solidarity and collective 
action is turned into an intentionally scaled politics, but perhaps this is less a 
question for theory. 
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