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Country chapter

The changing local government landscape in 
Hungary: is there a place for civil society?

In Hungary, the relationship between local governments and civil society organizations (CSOs) has always been a dynamic and sensitive 
one. This chapter provides an overview of how this relationship has changed after 30 years of democratization and identifies the main 
issues and recent trends, notably regarding  the promotion of more democratic and transparent mechanisms that carry the potential 
of larger structural changes. Our conclusions draw on research that involved 21 semi-structured interviews with experts (4), local 
government employees (7), and CSOs (11) covering several different parts of Hungary, including Alsónémedi, Budakalász, Eger, Gyál, Pécs, 
and Budapest, the capital, at both metropolitan and district level.

The political–economic context of civil society development

The inclusion of civil society in decision-making processes has been widely debated since the first multi-party election took place in 
Hungary in 1990. New regulations were put in place through the 1989 Act on the Right for Associating, which legally acknowledged existing 
informal practices. Although the number of organizations increased rapidly, the relationship between the public sector and civil society 
was based on spontaneous collaborations that lacked a strategic vision and scarcely resulted in institutionalized practices. The mid-1990s 
were a time when local governments extensively created non-profit organizations, as a result of the 1993 amendment to the Civil Code.1 
Early attempts to incorporate CSOs – imbued with important symbolic capital during the democratization process – into local decision 
making mostly failed, due to a lack of professionalization of the CSO sector. During the first Orbán government (1998-2002), the “rural” 
civil society infrastructure was created, providing financial support schemes through so-called “Non-Profit Service Centers” located in 
the county seats. In light of the closed decision-making processes, civil society was mainly involved in decisions through representative 
bodies such as municipal councils, with limited influence on public policies (Földi, 2009).

In 2003, the left–liberal government continued to develop the country’s civil society strategy, by targeting the creation of a more 
autonomous civil society (Brachinger, 2008). The NGO sector started to stabilize after the Law on the National Civil Base Program (NCA) 
was passed, and national and regional NGOs increased in number. However, they operated under the tight control of the funding 
authorities, serving as more efficient distributors of targeted welfare and community funding, but in a rather ambiguous way. NGOs 
became less autonomous as political interests interfered with their tasks, both at the central and the local government level (Szalai, 
Svensson and Vince, 2017). Political control resulted in blurred lines between the public and civil society sphere, which gave rise to corrupt 
practices and to even less transparency in the distribution of funds. Developmental programs funded by both local and international 
donors that focused on training civil society and community leaders contributed to their lopsided professionalization, which was 
characterized by weak administrative capacities and an absence of independent fundraising efforts.

The 2010 elections brought the right-wing populist Fidesz party to power with a two-thirds majority, which prompted the new government 
to launch a series of radical legislative changes that culminated in the adoption of a new constitution in 2011. The Fidesz government was 
able to hold on to its two-thirds majority in 2014 and 2018. The independence of civil society became highly politicized during this era, as 
Fidesz imposed a polarizing political narrative that placed “the nation” in opposition to “foreign agents,” embodied by the left-liberal elite 
and foreign-funded civic organizations (Gagyi, 2016). The new wave of civil society mobilizations in the 2010s coincided with widening 
political cleavages: CSOs became heavily involved in party politics, putting in doubt the possibility of a “pure” civil society (Gerő and 
Kopper, 2013). While the nationalist discourse attacked CSOs through anti-Soros and anti-immigrant propaganda, the NGO scene reacted 
with concerns over the loss of democratic governance mechanisms, the freedom of the local and national media, or the forced departure 
of Central European University from Budapest.

Following the adoption of the new constitution in 2011, the government enacted considerable changes to the legislation governing 
civil society initiatives, which constrained citizen mobilization in several ways. In parallel with the ever greater centralization of powers, 
the government’s illiberal measures facilitated the exclusion of autonomous institutions and divergent voices (Majtényi, Kopper and 
Susánszky, 2018). Furthermore, the 2011 law2 curtailed the autonomy of CSOs, reduced their funding opportunities and created new 
regulations that induced greater bureaucratic pressure (see Nagy, 2016). 

1    1993 XCII. Act amending certain provisions of the Civil Code. Due to the change in the nature of the state’s role in fulfilling public tasks, new types of non-
profit organizations were established that created a bridge between CSOs based on voluntary initiatives and public institutions fulfilling state duties. Public 
foundations are a special type of such organizations.

2   2011 CLXXV. Act on the Right of Association, Public Benefit Status and the Operation and Funding of Non-Governmental Organizations
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In addition, local governments have seen their autonomy erode over the past decade, due to a weakening of their capacities and shrinking 
financial resources. The 2011 amendments to the 1990 Act on Local Governments3 aimed at a re-centralization of finance, healthcare and 
education and thus put an end to efforts to create a decentralized local government system (Pálné Kovács et al., 2016). Consequently, 
managing city-level policies has become a much more difficult task, since national-level policies interfere with the management and 
implementation of collaborations. Besides, the collaborations between local governments and CSOs receive less and less funding from 
the national budget, which has increased their reliance on EU and foreign funds. On the one hand, local grants and funding schemes 
are scarce and create a high degree of dependence on the part of local CSOs. On top of that, as István Sebestény, a researcher analyzing 
NGO-statistics notes, local governments are only aware of roughly one-third of the existing CSOs, which dominate the field of formal 
collaboration while maintaining a very narrow and apolitical focus. On the other hand, applying for EU funds remains out of reach for 
most organizations, since they lack the necessary administrative, language and networking capacities and experience to successfully 
apply for competitive, large-scale funding schemes.

To sum up, the collaborations between civil society and local governments are strongly influenced by changes in the political-economic 
context of Hungary: since 2010, opportunities for influencing national-level policies have gradually disappeared for most NGOs.4 
Therefore, these organizations have instead focused on local politics and micro projects where it still appears possible to have an impact 
and carry out advocacy work. Yet, the opportunities for formal collaborations have been curbed both through the reshuffling of local 
government responsibilities and through tighter regulations of the civil society sector.

A balancing act between dependence and shrinking resources

To prevent being subsumed into local party politics or becoming too dependent on local governments, CSOs have used several tactics to 
increase the level of trust and their reputation among citizens.

One of the key efforts of CSOs has been to create visibility for their projects, by targeting tangible and short-term results. In doing so, they 
are able to avoid taking political risks or getting lost in the bureaucratic processes of the local government. To focus mainly on non-party 
political issues, CSOs use a wide variety of tools. Surveys, door-to-door communication or fostering participation on public issues are 
important elements when it comes to raising awareness of specific matters. For example, in the 8th district of Budapest, C8 (Case Study 2) 
followed this strategy in its campaign for the 2019 municipal elections, reaching out to residents in a proactive way.

Many respondents point to a second obstacle to their successful operation, namely the biased local media. For example, in Budapest, the 
municipality does not ensure proper media coverage of collaborations, meaning that it is mainly up to the CSOs themselves to publicize 
them. The media could play an important role in channeling demands, but Hungary’s media environment is currently very biased in 
general, with Fidesz receiving much greater coverage throughout the country. Therefore, seeking political alliances among the opposition 
does not offer the prospect of improved visibility for the organizations. In addition, the political divides do not always help CSOs to make 
themselves visible, especially if their demands and criticism target both sides, and are not taken up by any political party. Local CSOs 
compete with each other for publicity, which often results in one powerful actor being handpicked by local politicians as the voice of the 
CSO sector. The rotating presidency of the Civil Society Roundtable in Eger, which divides media attention among the various CSO actors, 
is a rare counterexample.

3   2011 CLXXXIX. Act on Local Governments of Hungary
4    Except for certain NGOs that carry out political activities in support of certain policies that are important for the government (also known as GONGOs – gov-

ernment-organized non-governmental organizations) or charity organizations that manage outsourced public duties, which are often run by officials who also 
hold political office in the area of social policy.
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What is more, relying on the input of citizens is a rather new phenomenon for CSOs. Promoting a culture of volunteering and recruiting 
and training new activists and members are key criteria for making their actions more visible (see Case Study 2). This is very difficult due 
to the fact that most people in the larger cities have full-time jobs, with little free time to deal with public affairs. Consequently, the CSO 
sector often depends on other resources, such as expert knowledge or national and international networks.

However, there is a sign of hope, as Hungary’s culture of donating has gone through a major change in recent years, according to our 
interviewees, which they tend to attribute to the central government’s adversarial approach to CSOs: this hostile environment pushes 
them to seek alliances not only with local governments, but with citizens directly. As Cili Lohász, the founder of VaLyo, recalls, “15 years 
ago, it was impossible to collect this level of donations, and now it is becoming more and more common.” Similarly, Erika Barna, an 
expert on community foundations highlights that next to corporate social responsibility and charity, local donors play a prominent role 
in stabilizing the income of organizations. Therefore, embeddedness in the local environment is now an important factor in managing 
successful fundraising campaigns that target individual donations.

The problems of embeddedness

Even though the participatory turn has gained ground, especially after the October 2019 municipal elections, an urbanist working in 
the field notes that he does not “feel that there is a civil society boom at the moment”. Instead, “a lot of the organizations have entered 
another phase; those that have been around during the last decade, they are becoming more professional, and do important work 
in the fields for which they have been fighting in for years”. These civil society members are often more progressive than the previous 
type of CSOs, which during the 2000s had the chance to participate in local partnership models that were partly influenced by EU funds 
earmarked for various forms of collaborative urban development. 

To counter the impact of overly bureaucratic processes, the new wave of CSOs since the 2010s has pursued more flexible types of 
cooperation, for example by turning towards residents rather than local governments. As a CSO founder from Budapest explains, “there 
was this ’enlightenment’ in the civil sphere around 2015-2016, when the national government started an attack against foreign-funded 
NGOs.” CSOs realized that without society backing them, it would be impossible for them to achieve their goals, which caused them to 
try to become more embedded in their local contexts by tackling local issues. As the urbanist expert, who often plays an advisory role 
in collaborative practices, notes, “the next round would be to strengthen the whole ecosystem. Local governments are not yet good at 
networking, we try to help in that. The Municipality of Budapest has held meetings with civil society actors, but I’m not sure how far 
this will go.” In his point of view, there is a will but not yet a way to build the necessary infrastructure for implementing the vision of a 
collaborative turn.

Another issue affecting the dynamics of collaboration is the division of the CSO sector, not in a political sense, but rather in the way the 
organizations approach collaboration with local governments. The more established CSO actors are usually better embedded in the 
local governments’ cooperation schemes, as they take over municipal duties by performing welfare services, mostly for disadvantaged 
groups. Newer, more informal civil society groups often criticize these established organizations, since over time they can easily become 
coopted by the system, thereby sustaining the status quo instead of highlighting structural problems and using their position to lobby 
for changes (Case Studies 3 and 4). Such criticism most often targets the lack of transparency of these collaborations, as well as their 
shortcomings when it comes to empowering vulnerable groups or showing solidarity with other, less embedded CSOs and their demands. 
Meanwhile, the newer CSOs put much greater efforts into networking, by supporting both bottom-up initiatives and each other, as well 
as by maintaining a more critical approach towards local governments. This is the case in the city of Pécs, where traditional CSOs have a 
formalized, financial and secure relationship with the local government, while grassroots organizations do not receive the same kind of 
attention, although they are often much more present in the everyday lives of disadvantaged citizens. While the Maltese Charity Service 
has a long history of performing outsourced public duties by providing care and assistance for vulnerable groups, A Város Mindenkié 
(AVM) Pécs and Emberség Erejével Alapítvány (EEA), which are more critical towards the local government, are largely excluded from the 
decision-making processes.

Debating institutionalization: CSO strategies from conflict to cooperation

Even though the aim of the political discourse at the national level is to strengthen the divide among civil society members, the majority 
of the organizations we interviewed have not developed a clear political vision. As a member of the Civil Society Roundtable from Eger 
notes, there is a constant focus on civic issues with no particular interest in “big politics.” Instead, CSOs try to overcome the legal, financial 
and regulatory obstacles that prevent them from achieving their goals. The main challenge in terms of collaboration is the “taming” 
of critical voices when CSOs become formal partners of the local government. Our respondents agree that working together with local 
governments often causes them to change their tactics, as they become more careful and on occasion even stop to communicate until the 
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local government has  framed its own position on the projects in question. The reason for this change in behavior is partly the sensitive 
nature of formal collaborations, alongside the hope that being more constructive will lead to better results in the end. Ultimately, the goal 
is to change ineffective processes and negative reflexes. To this end, CSOs choose different paths, either by being confrontational or by 
trying to find common ground.

Depending on the goal and motivation of CSOs, some respondents believe that the only way to exert pressure is to remain critical, by 
monitoring the everyday practices of public administrations from the outside. As the founder of Civil Kapocs, a watchdog organization, 
explains, “in the long run, collaboration with local governments cannot be successful, as they don’t have any real interest in finding 
common ground. The control mechanisms that we provide are working against them.” In order to perform this control function, CSOs have 
to take a “militant approach” by actively engaging in a conflictive relationship with the local governments: suing them to disclose data or 
pressuring them to become more transparent by making documents available to the public.

Some of the other CSOs meanwhile maintain that besides playing the role of watchdog, they also have to acknowledge the necessity 
of an occasionally more cooperative relationship with local governments. As the founder of Civil Kalász explains, the goal is to make 
decisions together, involving as many people as possible. “If we can clearly define our needs, it is easier to shape the approach of others, 
and this is the practice I am currently missing.” For these organizations, depending on the context and the issue at stake, dialog is more 
important than confrontation, given that the role of CSOs is to channel citizen demands to the local government by providing constructive 
suggestions. In other words, they prioritize the creation of communication platforms, where ideas can be shared and developed. Usually, 
these CSOs are more informal, similarly to the confrontational groups, with a very clear agenda that they intend to push through. They 
are consistent in their actions for reaching their goals, build public support for their cause, and devote time to raise awareness of the 
importance of sustaining channels for effective mediation between citizens and local governments. As the example of C8 shows (Case 
Study 2), such a clear vision includes the idea of self-governance, enabling citizens and elected members of the local government to act as 
equal partners.

While some groups cite the possibility of dialog as their main goal, others focus on collaboration that will produce concrete results. If the 
goal of CSOs is to change a certain legislation or policy, their strategy is concentrated on more practical aspects: providing alternatives 
to inadequate public policies and highlighting the need for systemic change (see Case Study 3). In the case of the Kőbánya district in 
Budapest, the Utcáról Lakásba Egyesület association (ULE) combines local embeddedness (involving affected citizens directly) with public 
policy goals (a “housing first” approach), by building on a discourse of the right to housing and the associated responsibility of the public 
sector in providing help to those in need. CSOs offering alternative approaches to existing policies believe that a long-term approach is 
necessary to find better solutions. To this end, cooperation, autonomy and identifying potential political allies are important elements in 
order to be able to experiment with alternative scenarios that will eventually achieve the desired structural changes.

Finally, several organizations believe that the best strategy is to become involved in local politics to be able to upscale their demands 
and effect change. As the founder of Civil Kalász explains, “dealing with local causes is always a political act, you cannot avoid engaging 
in politics.” CSOs that decide to participate in local politics and elections by endorsing politicians or political formations find it difficult 
to be perceived as independent by the public, since many people view them as an extension of the local government. Nevertheless, they 
often consider campaigning for an oppositional candidate who shares the same values to be a sound strategy for reaching their goals. 
The example of C8 in the 8th district of Budapest (Case Study 2) is a case in point: When C8’s candidate  won the municipal elections, the 
organization was torn between members who entered local government and those who remained outside of it. Many vocal residents see 
C8 as a privileged CSO or a local party, which goes against the activist’s perception of their situation. C8 does not accept subsidies from 
the municipality and does not even rent any premises from it, but this is hard to explain to the public. Drawing on these two examples, the 
main difficulty that CSOs face is the need to explain the difference between local and party politics. The goal of these organizations is to 
emphasize that they do not necessarily want to become decision makers themselves, but instead aim to provide a platform for discussion. 

In parallel with the differnt approaches of the CSO sector outlined above, local governments are also facing new challenges. The imple-
mentation of the participatory turn that the opposition promised after the 2019 municipal elections has still not materialized. So far, 
the Municipality of Budapest has appointed one deputy mayor to be in charge of participatory mechanisms and to facilitate civil society 
inclusion in decision-making processes (Case Study 1), while other local governments have proposed to follow a similar, more inclusive 
approach aimed at resolving the conflicts that previously characterized the relationship between CSOs and the public sector (Case 
Studies 2 and 4). Notwithstanding the outbreak of the pandemic in the spring of 2020, which turned into a major stumbling block for the 
implementation of these plans, several other obstacles remain: how to define clear roles and responsibilities within municipal govern-
ments for effecting a real participatory turn, what part civil society should play in mediating between the needs of citizens and local 
govern ments, and how to include a wider number of CSOs in this process rather than simply deepening the relationships with existing 
partners.
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Case study 1

Budapest: promoting a participative turn in 
governance through urban interventions
 
Interviewees

Máté Lukács | Coordinator of Járókelő
Ádám Kobrizsa | Founder of Mindspace
Cili Lohász | Founder of VaLyó
Gábor Kerpel-Fronius & András Szeles | Deputy Mayor of Budapest & the City Hall  
official responsible for relations with civil society
 

The city and its context

In 1990, the Municipality of Budapest was divided into 22 districts (a 23rd was added in 1994), separating the city and its districts into equal 
entities within a two-tier system, although in a fragmented manner. For example, public transportation and infrastructure remained 
centralized powers in the hands of the Municipality of Budapest, while the distribution of resources became decentralized. The guidelines 
for collaboration were mostly informal during the 1990s, but in parallel with Hungary’s EU accession and the subsequent emphasis on 
partnership, Act 61/2008 (XI. 21.) of the General Assembly of Budapest formalized the contours of collaboration between civil society and 
local government in the city.

After the municipal elections of November 2019, the left-liberal opposition gained power in Budapest and promised to change the course 
the city had followed under the previous mayor, who was supported by the Fidesz party, which controls the national government. During 
the mandate of the previous mayor, between 2010 and 2019, the deputy mayors did not have any political responsibilities. This changed 
in 2019, as the new mayor put the three deputy mayors also in charge of political decisions. In November 2019, as a gesture of good will, 
around 90 civil society organizations (CSOs) were invited to City Hall to open up discussions on collaborative practices and to show that 
the municipality is willing to put its relationship with them on a new footing.

After the 2019 municipal elections, similar changes in power took place in many of Budapest’s districts, where the newly elected leaders 
proposed a more progressive policy environment, by employing “NGO-minded staff,” as Gábor Kerpel-Fronius, the deputy mayor 
responsible for smart city issues and civil engagement explains. A look at the past few years reveals that the decision makers had 
already been moving towards more participative mechanisms, irrespective of the election results, as some experts we interviewed noted 
cautiously. Even though participative mechanisms have become more popular in recent years, an urbanist we interviewed points to the 
ambiguous nature of such practices, which can be both a form of emancipation and a way of coopting civil society dynamics for political 
legitimation. However, the Municipality of Budapest and the new mayor have shown a much greater interest in CSOs and their ideas about 
the city, for example by actively participating in meetings and promoting inclusive governance mechanisms.
 

BUDAPEST
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Bottom-up initiatives with a focus on the quality of public spaces

After the 2019 elections, CSOs that have been active for years finally had the chance to be in the spotlight. Interviewees from CSOs relate 
a common experience of City Hall finally initiating an open and trustful relationship with them. In one way or another, this has led to 
discussions and meetings about future possibilities of collaboration.

Járókelő (Streetwalker) is a Fix My Street-like online platform that operates in 23 cities and in each of the 23 districts of Budapest. Citizens 
can submit complaints about problems in their neighborhood, accompanied by a photo and a short description, which is then published 
on Jarokelo.hu and sent via email to the responsible authority to highlight the problem. Járókelő, with the help of local activists, 
facilitates these procedures by sending the complaint directly to the competent local entity/organization (which is particularly relevant 
in the multi-level governance scheme of Budapest). The website has been operating in Budapest since October 2012. It added the first 
other city to its service in June 2014 and then released an Android mobile application. For its work in connecting citizens to municipalities 
and helping them solve local problems, Járókelő received the SozialMarie Award for Social Innovation in May 2014. The website has 
around 20,000 visitors per month and registers 30 to 50 complaints per day in Budapest alone. Járókelő tries to keep the relationship at a 
technical level, rather than directly appealing to the political level. It works with municipalities and local companies (those responsible for 
road maintenance, park maintenance, etc.) to improve road maintenance and solve public complaints more effectively. It thus encourages 
citizen participation at the local level and enhances the quality of communication with local governments. To avoid political conflicts and 
situations in which conflicts of interest might arise, Járókelő relies on transparency and fact-based communication, open data and open 
evaluations. When the platform was launched, the municipalities were unprepared for this type of engagement and how to deal with 
citizen complaints; they failed to fully understand the platform or how it could be beneficial for them. As many of the municipalities lack 
the capacity of innovation to make their services more efficient and user-friendly, Járókelő provides a platform that supports their work 
– it can create a mutually beneficial win-win scenario, by improving public spaces and building up trust between local governments and 
citizens. Some districts do not respond at all, while others answer by post, demanding that someone at Járókelő scan and then send the 
letter by email to the complainant and upload it on the platform. The lack of effective communication is also revealed by the fact that the 
local authorities frequently use patronizing and simplistic language in their replies to citizens. 

VaLyó (Város és folyó – City and River) is an organization that aims for a better use of the Danube river in Budapest, by bringing it closer 
to citizens through various projects. It was founded as an association in 2014, but its initial activities were more informal and included 
partaking in different projects aimed at utilizing the public spaces along the Danube. In recent decades, the Danube has only been 
included in large-scale urban planning strategies, whereas the idea behind VaLyó was to initiate small-scale projects, to make the river 
more accessible to citizens, often by temporarily reducing car traffic. The creation of VaLyó was also driven by the fact that existing green 
movements lacked a positive message and only expressed criticism towards current practices and policies. Instead, VaLyó’s mission 
focuses on activities that show what could be done in the city, “even if it is only a two-square meter space,” as Cili Lohász, the organization’s 
founder, explains. All its members are part-time volunteers who do not receive any income from the projects. This is a deliberate tactic 
in order to avoid constantly having to apply for funds to sustain the organization, which instead relies mostly on donations or organized 
fundraising events. As its founder notes, VaLyó tries to be different from “traditional” CSOs by relying mostly on contacts from local, more 
embedded members of civil society. It also has an ambivalent relationship with local governments, sometimes more collaborative and 
often confrontational, depending on the issue at stake. In general, the organization tries to approach local governments in a collaborative 
manner, but if the situation requires it, they will not shy away from criticism. Under the previous mayor of Budapest, the relationship was 
generally hostile, and VaLyó was “blacklisted” from receiving funds, as part of the political attack on the NGO sphere.

Mindspace focuses on issues related to smart city visions, education, the organization of conferences and the “gamification” of urban 
interventions. Active in the Central Eastern European region, it develops and implements the soft elements of urban interventions 
instead of engaging in more rigid planning procedures. The organization’s goal is to create a more creative bureaucracy, for which it 
fosters participatory planning mechanisms. Its approach is based on process design, from web development and graphics through to 
professional facilitation, in order to promote more effective and transparent bureaucratic procedures. Since it was founded in 2011, 
Mindspace’s financial situation has changed significantly. In the beginning, its work was largely subsidized by EU funds, but it recently 
started to have a contract-based relationship with local governments, based on the provision of facilitation services. Currently, Mindspace 
has two work agreements with local governments, one with the Municipality of Budapest and another with the city’s 8th district. As part of 
these projects, it is responsible for the implementation of the participatory mechanisms of the Integrated Settlement Development plans, 
for developing an online platform for the participatory design of public urban spaces, and for convening a group of subject matter experts 
for facilitated workshops.
 

Renewing the institutional framework for participation

The Municipality of Budapest has initiated a series of meetings with CSOs to renew the 2008 act that defines the framework of civic 
consultation processes with various stakeholders. The idea is to better institutionalize these mechanisms, instead of engaging in ad hoc 
collaborations. Until formal rules have been defined, this ad hoc format promotes subjective decisions and collaborations, which go 
against the aims of the new leadership. Nevertheless, for the time being, some progressive and more experienced NGOs have taken the 
lead to deepen their relationship with City Hall.

https://jarokelo.hu/fooldal
https://valyo.hu/
https://valyo.hu/
https://valyo.hu/
https://valyo.hu/
https://mindspace.hu/en
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The Civil Society Relations Office already operated during the period from 2010 to 2019, but it only had two municipal employees, 
and CSOs were only included to legitimize decisions that the municipality had already taken. The tasks of the former Civil Society 
Relations Office were mixed and included matters that could not be dealt with by any other departments (such as the issue of minority 
self-governments). Now it already has a staff of five or six employees, with plans to expand it to 10 in total. The same office will also be 
responsible for the development of a participatory budget.

At the moment, three areas for civic-local government cooperation are in the making, based on a new umbrella model with three main 
focus areas: social/care, participation and environmental issues, with a working group dedicated to each in order to address particularly 
problematic issues (social/care will probably will be the most comprehensive, including housing, disabilities, drug use, Roma minorities). 
The Municipality of Budapest intends to create an open registration procedure to avoid personal preferences for working with certain 
organizations, and to open up collaborative processes to a wider group of dedicated civil society actors. For each of these areas, plenaries 
as well as more frequent meetings are planned that will bring together CSO representatives, municipal officials and political decision 
makers. The green working group was the first to be established, based on the suggestions of green CSOs, already in December 2019.

As the deputy mayor responsible for participation and the civic referent explains, a serious cultural transformation is needed: “in 
its normal, comfortable processes, the bureaucratic machine considers CSOs to be a nuisance,” which needs to change, he argues, 
emphasizing that local government employees need to learn how to do things differently. The deputy mayor relies on an active lobby 
of “single-issue” CSOs, as he explains, and it will be up to his decision which issues will gain more attention. By the end of the cycle, the 
municipality’s goal is to become a much more open institution, where CSOs “still look at politicians with a suspicious eye, but a normal 
discussion can happen.” The aim is to create an environment where disagreements are possible, in order to promote constructive and 
intensive dialog. For this happen, one of the main tasks is to create channels for facilitating communication.
 
Careful steps ahead

Half a year after the 2019 municipal elections, partly due to process of creating the new roles and partly because of the pandemic, fewer 
collaborations have been realized than initially planned. The original budget has been cut and broader participatory mechanisms have 
been cancelled or reduced. Nevertheless, the formation of the environmental working group is considered to be a positive outcome of the 
cultural change in the municipality, as is the approval, by the Budapest General Assembly, of a monitoring system aimed at preventing 
corruption and promoting transparency (known as the ”This is the Minimum!” program). The main goal is to formalize the relationship 
between civil society and local government, in order to reduce ad hoc collaborations. The municipality would like to see as many 
stakeholders as possible participate in the near future, not only a narrow circle of CSOs. 
The emphasis of the new leadership is clearly on the cultural change that it could bring to the municipality. However, since the central 
government is reducing the responsibilities and the independence of local governments, it is becoming more difficult for the Municipality 
of Budapest to implement the original plans. It already had to cut the planned budgets for collaborative practices and cancel some of 
the meetings with CSOs. “We will have to be in touch with many organizations to carry out measures that have a low budget but a high 
impact,” as the deputy mayor puts it. The ultimate goal is to show the country that CSOs can be treated as partners rather than enemies.
Reducing car traffic has been one of the main promises of the new mayor, and to this end, the municipality collaborated with VaLyó 
to close the Danube embankment to cars on weekends during the summer. As Cili Lohász explains, VaLyó already has a decade of 
experience, and managed to find common ground with the municipality to formalize their relationship even in the face of the COVID-19 
restrictions. The organization had to go back to its roots: working from a low budget, relying on its CSO network to manage projects and 
working in an uncertain environment. Meanwhile, Mindspace has experienced less of a setback in carrying out its projects, given that it 
largely relies on online platforms to reach out to citizens.
 

Barriers to making a difference

Although the pandemic slowed down the renewal of the institutional framework, under the new city leadership there is a general spirit 
of optimism among CSOs. However, the activists emphasize that “the old reflexes still work” and that they are currently waiting to see if 
things will go in the right direction. The CSOs note that in general, there is still a lack of transparency as to who is responsible for which 
projects within City Hall. The distribution of roles is not yet clear, due to the creation of new positions and responsibilities, and therefore 
the communication among municipal employees is not yet efficient, which needs to be improved in the future.

Moreover, the major issue related to these collaborations is to forge a more coherent network from the initiatives that are being pushed 
forward. This could work well in general, but there is a misunderstanding on the part of the municipalities: they believe that they only 
need to communicate with residents, but they should also help small businesses and CSOs to become more independent and financially 
stable. The municipalities have to understand that CSOs cannot always work for free, which is currently the case on many occasions. 
The work they do has to be better acknowledged, and if CSOs are to be part of a new governance model, the financial foundation of their 
collaboration with the local authorities also needs to be improved.

https://k.blog.hu/2019/11/14/this_is_the_minimum
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Case study 2

C8 – civil society actors in politics:  
role models faced with a role dilemma
Interviewees

Five members of C8, including a founding member, three C8 delegates to the municipal committees and  
one activist who works for the municipality.

Inspired by the municipalist movement of Ada Colau, a civic activist from Barcelona who launched a political movement, the organization 
C8 – Civilek Józsefvárosért (Citizens for Józsefváros) conducted a successful election campaign in the 8th district of Budapest, with 
the result that András Pikó (C8), a former journalist, won the local elections. The success of this participatory grassroots campaign is 
illustrative of a wider phenomenon in Hungary, where civic activists have gotten involved in institutionalized politics, and (in some places 
by collaborating with oppositional political forces) managed to win mayoral races in the October 2019 municipal elections. 

Context

In the 1990s, the 8th district appeared in the public discourse as a stigmatized “ghetto,” and in the case of the 
large proportion of Roma and immigrant residents, this stigma was ethnicized. Since the early 2000s, and 
especially after metro line 4 was opened in 2014, the district has become more and more attractive to young 
people for its cheaper rents, bringing about large-scale developments and gentrification, rising rents and 
demographic change. Between 2009 and 2019, right-wing Fidesz mayors governed the district with a “law 
and order” approach. They continued the “rehabilitation programs” of the previous liberal mayors (which 
included both participatory elements toward community renewal and heavy-handed police operations), 
controlled poverty through harsh, punitive measures and tried to dominate local civil society by creating new 
organizations and dominating the local media. This, however, gave rise to a vivid alternative cultural-political 

resistance centered around community centers and social initiatives. The team that rallied around C8 during the election campaign 
included prominent figures from the grassroots community, specifically from the housing movement. The local civil society landscape 
included several other initiatives, organized mainly in specific neighborhoods. Some of them are partly coopted by the local government, 
others are active in specific areas (cultural heritage, built environment, social and minority issues). For a long time, local politics has been 
characterized by a low level of public participation. For socio-political reasons, voter turnout is lower than in any other areas of Budapest, 
even with the slight increase from 35% to 40% in the 2019 elections.  
The path to victory is paved with failures

Before the 2019 local elections, it became clear that no opposition party was keen to field its own candidate against the incumbent 
Fidesz mayor in the 8th district, which opened the door for candidates from civil society. This political vacuum is the outcome of previous 
electoral failures and the general weakness of opposition party organizations in Hungary. However, this window of opportunity was also 
the outcome of C8’s effort to appear as an equal partner, instead of allowing the decision on this “lost cause district” to be made in the 
closed-door meetings of party officials. C8 followed a political strategy that drew on the lessons learnt from the past years of civic struggle 
for political representation. From this political context, C8 emerged as a “non-specialist” civil society organization (CSO), which can be 
described as an umbrella organization that absorbs local activists and citizens from very different backgrounds who share a dissatisfaction 
with local politics. Although members of C8 have also carried out advocacy campaigns around particular local issues, it should more 
accurately be described as a movement that is inseparable from its specific political context.

C8’s predecessor was the KÖZÖD Civic Association, an informal group recruited from the local elite (activists, intellectuals, former 
politicians) with around 10 members. From 2014, KÖZÖD was active mostly on social issues, the management of the municipal housing 
stock, representing the interests of local citizens, and watchdog activities against the lawlessness of local government. The local 
knowledge and expertise of its members helped KÖZÖD to successfully interfere in municipal decisions. In 2017, there was a by-election 
for one of the seats on the city council, where KÖZÖD and other activists ran an independent campaign for Márta Bolba, a socially minded 
Lutheran pastor from the district. The opposition parties did not support her, but stood behind another candidate, a local gangster rapper, 
which resulted in the right-wing Fidesz candidate winning the election. While the move of entering local politics had already sparked 
debates among the members of KÖZÖD, this grassroots campaign allowed them to gain experience in managing a professional campaign 
and changed their focus from being more of an expert organization to more direct engagement and embeddedness.

Map source: Wikipedia

https://www.calvertjournal.com/features/show/11280/in-budapests-offbeat-8th-district-gentrification-and-political-pressure-go-hand-in-hand
https://fluswikien.hfwu.de/index.php/Budapest-J%C3%B3zsefv%C3%A1ros
https://insighthungary.444.hu/2020/02/10/we-need-to-replace-them-how-a-burgeoning-grassroots-culture-changed-the-rules-in-the-8th-district
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In 2018, another by-election became necessary when the previous mayor, Fidesz strongman Máté Kocsis, was elected to parliament. 
This time, civic groups and political parties coordinated their efforts and endorsed Péter Győri, an independent candidate and founder 
of Menhely Alapítvány (Shelter Foundation), an organization that has supported homeless people in Budapest since 1990. Several 
subsequent C8 members deliberately abstained from participating in this campaign, which ended with a disappointing result. However, 
this district-level campaign and its shortcomings again enhanced the activists’ knowledge of professional campaigning. András Pikó 
worked as a PR adviser on this campaign, but still not as a high-profile actor. Through discussions about future strategy, this campaign laid 
the foundations for C8, although the association was only formally registered in September 2019. Those involved in this process realized 
that the opposition parties, while recognizing their contribution (in manpower), gave them no leadership role in the campaign and no 
say in choosing the candidate or in writing the program. The campaign staff was also led by the parties, which caused no direct conflict 
with the political actors but influenced C8’s future strategy. C8 decided to maintain an independent profile by minimizing its dependence 
on and subservience to bargains made among the political parties. To achieve this, it had to increase its embeddedness, which helped 
it to enhance its bargaining power and to play the role of initiator before the 2019 local elections. Faced with opposition parties that 
had been weakened by their electoral defeats and thus lacked the confidence that they could win, C8 managed to put forward its own 
mayoral candidate, policy program and campaign team. The activists even managed to get the support of the opposition parties for their 
candidate and electoral program, despite the fact that the opposition parties had divided the districts of the capital among them, meaning 
that one of the parties had to give way to Mr. Pikó instead of fielding its own candidate. The campaign mode energized the organization, 
drawing in external experts as well as common citizens, who now form the backbone of C8. Despite its grassroots character, the election 
campaign was characterized by professionalism: the work was done according to plan, using experts and data. The collaborative 
drafting of the election program was also a way to increase embeddedness and legitimize C8 as a political actor. Surveys, door-to-door 
communication with 600 residents, focus groups and public participation served as a real driver for identifying and prioritizing the 
main issues of the campaign. This produced interesting results: although C8 concentrated on “non party-political” issues such as street 
cleaning, respondents also mentioned the biased local media as an important problem. The electoral program is still an important point 
of reference for the C8 members: those serving as committee members are referring to it as an explicit mandate that provides direction for 
their operation.

The campaign team, which was led by an activist closely associated with C8, also handled the campaign finances. It had little 
to spend on billboards or advertisements, although the opposition parties also contributed to the campaign. The activists con-
ducted an intensive door-to-door campaign, in which they canvassed not only for Pikó, but also for the opposition candidates 
running for the city council. Between 150 and 200 activists were working on the campaign, many of whom represented “the cream” of 
local civil society, using innovative methods (e.g. street walking tours around the district), data analytics and creative community building. 
C8 also organized constant training for volunteers and activists, and unlike in a party campaign, made huge efforts to engage the volun-
teers, making them responsible for minor tasks and building up a sophisticated system for giving feedback. As such, C8 turned into a very 
professional campaign team that managed the strategic planning until election day. After October 2019, the electoral victory of Mr. Pikó 
and the opposition coalition that had assembled behind him created a dramatically new situation for C8.

Inside and outside the municipality

Interviewees working in municipal committees point out that party politicians often have a different mindset from civil society activists. 
As C8 is part of the ruling coalition, it has to be involved in the city-level coordination to keep things working, but it cannot vote. Collab-
oration on issues laid down in the policy program is difficult, since party politicians control the committees responsible for preparing 
the decisions. They are less motivated to work on strategic goals and long-term issues or to swiftly find solutions to problems raised by 
residents. They prefer visible, short-term results and avoid the political risks involved in tackling the most controversial issues of the mu-
nicipal status quo. Acting as external members of these committees does not give C8 sufficient political weight, hence its position depends 
on the attitude and ability of the committee chairs, but also on the clout and respect accumulated by its members through their hard work 
and expert knowledge. To resolve this situation, C8 also participates in internal working groups, where strategy documents can be pre-
pared more smoothly.

C8 and the district mayor continue to organize forums to collect and discuss the residents’ concerns in every part of the district. While 
Pikó has distanced himself from C8, he is still a member. Moreover, several C8 members of the campaign team are now employees of the 
municipality, but as public servants, they have “removed their C8 badges,” as one of the activists noted. If it voices any criticism, C8 risks 
weakening the position of the mayor and causing a political scandal that would be sensationalized by the right-wing media, which would 
delegitimize both the mayor and C8.

As one of the interviewees phrased it, C8 now faces the strategic dilemma of becoming either a watchdog or a puppy dog of the munic-
ipality. As a value-oriented civic group that wants to accomplish its program, C8 needs to energize the project development and policy 
preparation processes inside the City Hall, but it cannot give up its hard-won institutional position by simply walking out. The organization 
now has to come up with a strategy for how to resolve the crisis caused by this internal-external position. A long-term solution might be to 
aim for more influential positions within the municipality in order to recalibrate it into a more “civic” mode of operation. However, given 
the bipolar political situation, this endeavor would face resistance from the opposition parties. Despite the merits of the campaign run by 
C8, political representatives often call into question the legitimacy of the group’s presence in the decision-making process. Another, more 
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targeted strategy for C8 would be to return to advocacy about winnable – and therefore galvanizing – local issues, which is something the 
organization is already doing with regard to a disputed investment project. In this context, it collaborates with another CSOs to oppose the 
real estate development project by means of community-building practices in the neighborhood. Such initiatives, however, necessarily 
interfere with the operation of the local government. To promote greater democracy and participation, C8 has become involved in several 
initiatives fronted by the municipality, including a local consultation about movie shoots, organizing forums and by conducting a survey. 
Many C8 members have been involved in voluntary assistance also during the COVID-19 pandemic, but the local government often keeps 
silent about their role, since this would “politicize” these activities. Doing voluntary work for the local government channels energy away 
from the daily activities of the organization. Many vocal residents see C8 as a privileged CSO or a “local party” that is gaining a lot from 
governing the municipality, which is not the case. C8 does not accept subsidies from the municipality and does not even rent any premises 
from it, but this is hard to explain to the public. 

That being said, the participatory approach of C8 has been incorporated into the operation of the municipal government. A new depart-
ment has been created, called the Office of Public Participation, in order to strengthen the involvement of the public in decision-making 
processes. The Office for Public Participation, backed by the mayor and legitimized by the participatory pledge contained in his electoral 
program, is formally a department of the municipality, with dedicated projects (participatory budgeting, forums, consultations, COVID-19 
volunteering, etc.) But it follows a more comprehensive approach with a view to making the whole municipality more transparent, acces-
sible and participatory. Through its involvement in preparing the decisions of the mayor’s administration, the office cooperates with other 
departments, assisting them in two-way communication and consultation (e.g. participatory decision making about the local awards 
and decorations, summaries about council meetings in language that is easy to understand). It currently has a staff of five, among them 
a former C8 member and the former campaign manager. The office is responsible for programs in which many C8 members are involved 
as volunteers. However, the office is not engaged in any close and formal cooperation with C8; since it represents the municipality, not 
C8. This means, that C8 is not mentioned, even if the C8 members sometimes feel that they are doing the lion’s share of the work. This is a 
strongly held view among the members of C8 – despite the fact that the Office for Public Participation also disposes of the assets and hu-
man resources of the municipality – which is largely invisible to CSOs outside the day-to-day work of the municipality.

Two possible solutions to this strategic dilemma have been proposed within C8: one is to behave like one of the local CSOs, carrying out 
collaborative projects together with them and with the municipality under the logos of all the participating organizations. In this scenario, 
the creation of a formal forum (CSO roundtable) would facilitate the coordination between the civil society actors. The other solution is to 
leave these tasks to the municipality, which should involve other volunteers and participants in its projects, while C8 would concentrate 
on its own projects and engage with the municipal authorities more at arm’s length. In this second scenario, C8 would assume a privileged 
position in a political sense, setting it somewhat apart from other local CSOs. All our interviewees agreed that performing voluntary work 
for the municipality as if the campaign was still ongoing is not a sustainable option for C8, and that strategic decisions have to be made. 
C8 cannot afford to undercommunicate its work, since it is the lifeblood of its ability to compete politically. Some of its members want 
to deploy their work as an asset themselves, instead of allowing political actors to appropriate it. With no internal hierarchy or party 
discipline within C8, these tensions may lead to conflicts in the future.

C8’s role dilemma is representative of a more systemic contradiction. In the overloaded Hungarian local government sphere, which has to 
counterbalance the government’s antidemocratic centralization efforts, grassroots movements such as C8 that become involved in politics 
are faced with an environment that is dominated by political parties. They need to work with these parties, but should not necessarily 
merge into them. For a CSO, to gain influence over the institutions and processes of local government is a long learning process, in which 
an electoral victory is probably a unique situation. CSOs are able to develop their roles and strategies in a more organic manner while in 
opposition, by concentrating on specific issues and constituencies. If they aim to act as political representatives at the local level, they 
cannot circumvent the electoral game altogether, which requires not only the strength of a social movement, but a mature strategy and 
political agenda. Once they enter politics, they are responsible not only to their autonomous membership, but also to voters, which 
requires them to mediate between various interests and needs, as well as to bear responsibility for the static system they are trying to 
improve. 

Civic initiatives are able to legitimately criticize the shortcomings of partisan local politics (instructions and obligation coming from above 
instead of being embedded locally), and a pattern has emerged by which this partisan logic is slowly being dissolved and domesticated by 
localist impulses. A Hungarian study of CSOs actively involved in the 2019 local elections, which was conducted simultaneously with ours, 
highlighted similar experiences. The future of C8’s municipalist project depends on how much institutional change it can achieve within 
the local government, and how much leverage it can create not only for itself, but also for other local stakeholders. Stronger collaboration 
between such movements is very important to enable them to learn from each other, especially regarding their experience of pre- and 
post-election negotiations, which may improve their starting position as well as the intra-municipal setting for achieving their goals.

https://okotars.hu/civil-szervezetek-2019-es-helyhatosagi-valasztasokon?fbclid=IwAR0LS_rSop9Fq3dDfJmvPljpVePjrvJEBwXg7FC1LVIOLuf1a2rwbmTYYSs
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Case study 3

“From the street to housing” in Kőbánya:  
an unlikely collaboration
Interviewees

Géza Mustó | Deputy Mayor of Kőbánya (left-liberal, Democratic Coalition, 2019-) currently responsible for housing
Tibor Weeber | Deputy Mayor of Kőbánya (right-wing, Fidesz, 2010-) previously responsible for housing
Vera Kovács | Founder of Utcáról Lakásba Egyesület (“From the street to housing,” ULE)

The social and political context

Kőbánya (the 10th district of Budapest) is an outer district of the city, one of the largest by area, with many 
brownfield sites and a population of 78,000 inhabitants. There is a significant Roma (Gypsy) presence, 
generally evenly distributed over the entire district. Recently, a small but visible Chinese community has also 
emerged. The Kőbánya municipal council was dominated by the Socialist Party between 1990 and 2010, when 
the right-wing governing party Fidesz took control of the municipality. Since 2019, the opposition coalition 
has the same number of votes in the municipal council as Fidesz, which necessitates cooperation between 
the two camps. For this reason, the Fidesz mayor has appointed two deputy mayors, one from Fidesz and one 
from the opposition.

Social housing-related tasks are delegated to local governments (in Budapest, this is a district-level function). The most important 
of these tasks are the regulation and management of local public housing, decisions on the provision of housing benefits, and debt 
management within the framework of the so-called “settlement benefit” (the national normative housing benefit – home maintenance 
support – was abolished in 2015). It is therefore an important battleground for the housing movement to push local governments 
toward a more equitable and progressive public policy. But the resources disbursed by local governments for improving affordability 
and reducing indebtedness have decreased drastically. Housing problems more likely to be experienced by individuals with the lowest 
socioeconomic status are thus not being addressed by means of adequate policy responses: for example, there is a lack of social housing 
and policy programs to avoid homelessness. Nevertheless, the provision of social housing and the allocation of housing benefits are the 
responsibility of local governments, which leads to a highly fragmented system in terms of the eligibility criteria and the quality/level of 
the actual services provided in different parts of the city. It also makes innovative NGO-municipal cooperation crucial, since without social 
programs, social housing programs end up in tension.  

For the collaboration presented in this case study, the civil society situation of Kőbánya is less relevant, since Utcáról Lakásba Egyesület 
(ULE) is not a local grassroots organization, although its activities involve the participation of residents. In terms of context, it is more 
important to understand the social tensions related to the housing crisis in Budapest, the problem of homelessness, ULE’s connection to 
the housing movement, and the specific problems that the district of Kőbánya faces in this regard. These social problems are indifferent 
to the borders of the city districts. So far, the Municipality of Budapest has been unable to solve the collective action problems originating 
from the fact that the districts have incentives not to invest in social protection and housing but to push the burden onto the shoulders 
of other districts. In the last few years, homelessness, social housing, but also the drug-related problems of specific neighborhoods have 
risen to the top of the political agenda. There was a strong public demand for local politicians to “restore public order,” which resonated 
with both left-wing and right-wing parties. During our interview with the two deputy mayors from different parties, they shared very 
similar ideas about housing policies. From time to time, the local government has attempted to demolish local government-owned 
residential buildings inhabited by poor families or to eliminate “irregularities” (dispossess notices, demolishing the shacks of homeless 
people). This went hand in hand with anti-homeless regulations and rhetoric at the city and national level. But this is only one side of the 
story. According to the deputy mayors, the municipality of Kőbánya has invested a lot of effort into improving the social infrastructure 
for the homeless (which is more developed than in other districts), creating housing opportunities and pursuing innovative approaches 
to housing, for example the Lélek House (a state-funded program), which helps 30 formerly homeless people to reintegrate into society 
through social work methods. ULE’s “housing first” program is also one of these examples. 

Map source: Wikipedia
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The ongoing housing crisis in Budapest has contributed to a strong housing movement. Civil society organization (CSOs) that have been 
active in taking care of the homeless since the 1989 regime change laid the foundations of the socio-political infrastructure in this field. 
Local experiments with “housing first” projects (such as ULE) started only in the late 2000s. They involve direct action to provide homes for 
a small number of specific homeless individuals and can also be understood as a political statement to demonstrate that this can be done. 
This shift brings to the fore the problem of social participation, emphasizing citizen rights over charity / social needs and confronting the 
symbolic and social exclusion from housing that is considered to be normal. ULE grew out of the local fight of “A Város Mindenkié” (The 
City is for Everyone, AVM) against the demolition of self-built shacks in 2012. AVM, an NGO founded in 2009, advocates for housing rights 
and comprises activists from both homeless and middle-class (secure housing) backgrounds. AVM managed to stop the forced evictions 
and to convince the local authorities to provide vacant, dilapidated public housing units that the group then renovates (through donations 
and volunteer work) to house some of the shack dwellers. Later, activists involved in these activities formed the ULE association. Besides 
exporting this model to other localities, the association also implements additional innovative local projects to provide affordable housing 
to formerly homeless people. ULE is part of a loose network that grew out of the AVM housing movement, with a focus on different areas, 
such as Utcajogász (Street Lawyers, which provides legal aid) or Közélet Iskolája (the School of Public Life, which provides training for 
activists). It is thus important to see ULE (which shares the same values as other CSOs) not just as an individual organization that promotes 
a housing policy program, but also as an actor within the wider housing movement that has opted for a strategy of cooperation with local 
governments, instead of a strategy based on confrontation and advocacy against anti-homeless measures.

From the Street to Housing

Since 2012, ULE’s mission is to help the largest possible number of rough sleepers to move into affordable rental housing and to push 
for the provision of affordable housing to become the institutional, local or national policy for tackling homelessness. This mission is 
not directly related to municipal housing policies, but social housing is the most important tool for achieving it. Apart from overseeing 
the management of a municipal housing stock, ULE has also set up a rental agency, to integrate privately-owned vacant housing into the 
provision of affordable housing. It has also installed second-hand mobile homes on lots it has either purchased or for which it has been 
granted right of use. This enables supporters of such “private sector-oriented” programs to invest in a socially sensitive manner, with 
a return on investment over time. ULE differentiates itself from the large NGOs (such as the Maltese Charity Service or the Red Cross) 
maintaining homeless shelters – which do not offer real solutions to the root causes of homelessness – but also from charity organizations 
that contribute resources but lack a professional approach to social work. ULE organizes intensive social work for its program participants. 
As the goal is to help clients retain their housing in the long run, the organization also identifies employment opportunities, and in some 
cases even offers jobs to tenants, so that they can cover their bills on time.

ULE’s program in Kőbánya is based on an innovative idea: to renovate vacant, run-down municipal apartments with the help of volunteers 
and the participation of the homeless families who are going to inhabit them. For rough sleepers living in self-built shacks, institutional 
care (mass homeless shelters) often means a step back, as people living in self-built dwellings who are managing their own household 
would not be able to keep most of their belongings if they moved to a shelter; nor would they be able to maintain their household 
composition, as couples cannot move into the same room and potentially not even into the same institution. Members of the target group 
have no chance of ever obtaining long-term, sustainable individual housing because most of the relevant municipal decrees stipulate that 
homeless persons are ineligible for municipal rental housing or the state-funded Lélek program if they cannot demonstrate that they were 
residents of the district for the five years before they lost their housing. The local governments own low-quality housing stock with many 
uninhabitable apartments, which they have trouble utilizing, while ULE’s program provides voluntary resources for renovating and leasing 
out these apartments to needy people. 

The group that became ULE formed during the protests against the evictions from the Terebess forest. With the active participation 
of stakeholders and the public, the illegal demolition plans were stopped. In the meantime, members of the group and stakeholders 
(homeless people in need of housing) approached all local government actors – notaries, mayors and senior municipal department 
staff – by letter and telephone, until negotiations could be initiated to resolve the crisis. During this process, stakeholders and district 
decision makers entered into talks. In the summer of 2012, the district’s deputy mayor for social affairs promised that – despite the final 
decision to evacuate the area – no shack would be demolished until its inhabitants managed to find a suitable place to move. AVM held 
residential rallies in the forest to inform the people living there about their rights and the possibilities for moving out. In the end, with the 
help of local social workers, most of the shack dwellers received acceptable accommodation outside the forest, but the inhabitants of 
five of the shacks were still unable to move out. Residents of four of the five shacks wanted to get a rental apartment, and in the spring of 
2013, four people (two couples) from two households were finally able to move into municipal rental housing. The consultation with the 
municipality took a very long time, involving both lawyers and other professionals, but the municipality also had to go through a lot of 
issues despite eventually being receptive to the idea. The homeless residents, who later became members of ULE, finally agreed with the 
municipality: the two couples would be able to move into the social rental housing that they would renovate (the activists accompanied 
the future tenants to the negotiations with the municipality). The detailed terms of the move were set out in a written agreement with the 
municipality. For the municipality, the most important condition for the move was that the people concerned had an officially verifiable 
income. As participants in the program, the municipality would have preferred couples and households with more than one person, but 
this did not materialize in the end. Unlike other programs, local residence (on paper) is not one of the criteria for eligibility. A homeless 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_City_is_For_All
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member of AVM taught the basics of masonry to the middle-class volunteers who were helping with the renovation. This period also saw 
the formal establishment of ULE, which later became a partner of the municipality and today continues the program by adding two extra 
apartments every year. ULE – at the beginning working together with other larger NGOs, such as Habitat – brought together the most 
important players that had already been involved in the process and transformed itself into a legal service provider, which is not the case 
with AVM. 

Collaboration with the local government: lessons to be learned

While the relationship between Kőbánya and the AVM advocacy group is unique and delicate, ULE has managed to achieve a stable 
collaboration thanks to the results of the program, the openness of both sides to negotiation, and good working relationship of the people 
involved. However, this does not automatically translate into good cooperation in other cases in which AVM and the district authorities of 
Kőbánya are involved – and in general, AVM has had a bad reputation among municipalities (those governed by the right in particular) as 
a radical advocacy group. According to the two deputy mayors, the municipality acts based on information about the financial situation 
of tenants that is classified and cannot be revealed to a third party, while protesters often lack knowledge of such factors. This conflict 
also affected the establishment of the cooperation with ULE, but by now, both sides are working together based on mutual trust and 
pragmatism about the program. In this case, there is no information asymmetry between the two parties, since ULE represents the 
tenants. While the policy agendas they pursue are very different, both sides agree that the present system of social service provision 
and the relevant legislation are inadequate. From a political perspective, the collaboration with ULE contributes to a more nuanced 
understanding of the housing situation instead of building up a false image of the municipality as an omnipotent actor that should be 
shamed for incompetence and inaction. ULE strictly limits its advocacy work to its direct field of operation (though it did participate in 
the protests against the demolition of the social housing bloc mentioned earlier). However, the partnership roles can be separated from 
such activities. The two deputy mayors mention that they would like to see more NGO-municipal cooperation to lobby for reform of the 
relevant national legislation.

ULE also entered into collaboration with several other districts of Budapest, but these projects are not of a comparable size to the one 
in Kőbánya (where 17 of ULE’s 22 apartments are located). After the “symbolic” gesture of initiating the cooperation, and the renovation 
of the first apartments, these collaborations failed to advance. The collaboration with non-political municipal institutions (the trusts 
responsible for social housing) was difficult, but the real reason for the stagnation never became clear. In the case of Zugló (the 14th 
district), the planned project caused political turmoil because ULE’s political ally was not able to convince the majority of the district 
council members to support the project. In the other districts, the collaboration was not underpinned by the kind of bottom-up social 
participation that took place in Kőbánya – these projects either started as individual interventions or upon the invitation of politicians. 
ULE’s housing agency can be seen as a response to these difficulties. Building cooperation with the local government required a lot of 
energy because of the long time it took the organization to get the decision makers to understand the project and to break down their 
initial resistance, which originated from political prejudice and a lack of information. CSOs also need to understand the political logic and 
the power fields in which they operate. Political agreements are often invisible to civil society initiatives, and according to the interviewee 
form ULE, their only option is to be very determined and move forward. Long-term cooperation, however, cannot be based solely on 
pressure – both sides have to reach a common understanding. The positive aspect of the right-wing authorities in Kőbánya was their clear 
and open approach toward making decisions in this area (which often clashed with ULE’s values) instead of playing shady political games.
For ULE, this pilot project continues, but the real goal was not to do it on a large scale, but to elaborate and document it so that local 
governments could apply it on their own. This successful collaboration played an important role in highlighting the importance of the 
“housing first” approach over the “law and order” anti-homeless rhetoric, but to achieve systematic change, the foundation of the system 
needs to be changed. Currently, social housing is not an end in itself for local governments, but (for financial and regulatory reasons) 
only a small-scale tool for creating a way out of homelessness – paradoxically, however, without large-scale changes in social policy, 
the people living in social housing are unable to ever leave it. From the perspective of local governments, this is thus a dead-end both in 
terms of asset management and social policy, since one district cannot solve the problem of housing poverty and homelessness on its 
own. This unlikely collaboration contributes not only to greater dignity for the people it supports directly, but also to the advocacy work 
for reforming the system, for which it could serve as a model. Structural problems remain invisible if a local government only follows 
the beaten track and does not embrace alternative approaches. Only with a focus on long-term goals and values can such unlikely 
collaboration work. If the local government does not want to dominate the field, and civil society initiatives are given autonomy to create 
solutions, they will not adopt a confrontational attitude based only on exerting direct influence on political processes while viewing local 
politics as the enemy. Making such initiatives dependent on progressive political allies is difficult if systemic factors stand in their way, 
and thus leads to disappointment. Collaborations such as this one are important experiments that can facilitate comparisons between 
different approaches, identify practical issues that have to be solved and help civil society initiatives to professionalize and to craft 
realistic solutions – without betraying their original values or being coopted by politics.
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Case study 4

Pécs: developing  a social program  
for the city 

Interviewees

Fanni Aradi | Member/Founder of AVM Pécs (A Város Mindenkié – The City is for Everyone)
Szilvia Bognár | Deputy Mayor for Social Affairs and Health
Ildikó Bokrétás | Member of EEA (Emberség Erejével Alapítvány – The Power of Humanity Foundation)
 

The city and its context

Pécs is a second-tier city in Southern Hungary close to the Croatian border and the fifth largest municipality in the country. A former 
trading and mining town, it is today mostly known as a university city.

In 2010, Pécs was selected to become the European Capital of Culture (ECC), as a result of which parts of the historical center were 
renovated and new cultural facilities were built, including a concert hall, a library, and a new cultural quarter. As with most large-scale 
urban developments, the ECC heritage left the city with high maintenance costs for the cultural quarter that consume a significant portion 
of its budget.

In Pécs, Green and environmental civil society organizations grew stronger during the 2000s, when a series of demonstrations were held 
against the building of a NATO military radar on a nearby mountain, endangering the natural habitat. These organizations later served as 
the basis for a growing network of civil society initiatives that organized demonstrations during the 2010s, consisting mainly of student 
protests against the restructuring of the educational system (2012-2014), and anti-government protests after the government attacks 
against foreign-funded NGOs had started (2014-2016).5

 

5   As an illustrative example, in December 2017, the General Assembly of Pécs protested against George Soros and adopted a resolution that asked citizens not to 
provide his “campaign center” with an office. A Fidesz MP highlighted that this referred, in particular, to Emberség Erejével Alapítvány (the Power of Humanity 
Foundation, EEA), which, he argued, not only sought to interfere in the 2018 elections but also supported migration. EEA initiated a civil proceeding against the 
mayor and the local government of Pécs for putting pressure on local businesses not provide it with office space, but only partially won the case in May 2019.

PÉCS
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How it started: the prelude for solidarity in action

The Pécs subsidiary of A Város Mindenkié (AVM, which was originally formed and based in Budapest) was created as a reaction to a 
September 2014 ordinance that criminalized homelessness in the city’s downtown and former ECC areas. Initially, an informal Facebook 
group served as the communication channel for activists and civil society organizations that had already been active in student and 
anti-government protests. To make the organization more formal than a mere social media group, AVM Pécs was established through 
the collaboration of a community organizer, funded by the Civil College Foundation (CKA, a nationwide adult education organization 
for community development) and the Open Society Foundation. AVM Pécs was officially founded in December 2015, and since 2016 has 
operated as a branch of the Budapest-based activist group. What makes AVM stand out is that consists of a mixed group of middle-class 
activists and vulnerable citizens who are directly affected by the issues it tackles. It mostly focuses on advocacy, informing citizens, raising 
awareness, organizing events and offering help to vulnerable groups, as well as seeking collaboration with other civil society organizations 
(CSOs) and local governments, especially in the field of housing policies.

As AVM Pécs is an informal group, it does not have the legal basis to apply for grants and funding, hence it relies mostly on donations, even 
though its activities are usually low-cost. To counterbalance its lack of financial resources, it maintains a close interaction with Budapest-
based activist groups, such as AVM or Közélet Iskolája6 and Utcajogász.7 In addition, if often works together with local organizations such 
as Élmény Tár Tanoda8 and Támasz Alapítvány.9

One of AVM’s closest collaborators is Emberség Erejével Alapítvány (the Power of Humanity Foundation, EEA) which was founded in 2006 
and focuses on human rights development. Both organizations run several programs together. Erősödő Civil Közösségek (Strengthening 
Civil Communities, ECK) is one of the main programs that develops civil society networks in the region, financed by funds from the Open 
Society Institute (OSI). Sometimes EEA run campaigns, which the previous local government tried to delegitimize through political 
attacks in media outlets. For instance, the Élmény Tár Tanoda program does not receive any funds from the state, partly because of the 
government’s hostile approach towards organizations that receive foreign funding.

EEA’s goal is to develop civil society networks in the region. The OSI funds were useful to start investing in this goal, as our interviewees 
from EEA described the situation as much worse in neighboring cities such as Kaposvár or Szekszárd, in the sense that there are very few 
active CSOs. EEA mostly collaborate with newer CSOs, not the “traditional ones,” as Ildikó Bokrétás of EEA explains. In general, EEA have 
a good relationship with all civil society organizations, but with the “newer ones” they formulate joint strategies and engage in more 
frequent interaction, sometimes even on a daily basis. To foster the creation of a strong civil network, they run a co-working space for 
various civil society organizations, which often results in joint programs and common goals and demands.
 

Forming an informal working group

In 2018, a sudden change in the housing ordinance brought together several civil society actors and municipal institutions: to avoid the 
immediate eviction of 106 people from their homes, family support services and CSOs started to elaborate a package of proposals for the 
new housing ordinance. They also set up a temporary contract with the help of a social worker to manage the debt of the households in 
question. AVM was invited to join by the Hungarian Maltese Charity Organization,10 and later, in May of the same year, an informal housing 
working group was formed with the local government, to formulate a unified civil society-social services standpoint.

At one point, the representative who linked the working group to the municipality suddenly disappeared, no decision was made, the 
communication channels were closed, and the cooperation was phased out in January 2019. The working group had met regularly, at 
least once a month, and completed a working paper that eventually never reached the local government’s desk. The participants included 
CSOs and, from the official side, the housing department together with the housing management department dealing with debt and 
financial matters.

In October 2019, after the municipal elections, an oppositional coalition took over the leadership of the city, which led to a reshuffle of the 
housing-related municipal institutions, forcing CSOs to rebuild their connections with new institutional actors. As part of its campaign, the 
opposition promised a more peaceful and inclusive relationship with CSOs. Nevertheless, the pace of change was slow and the process 
was marked by uncertainty.

6    School of Public Life, a community-based training, research and development center that aims to promote democratic culture in Hungary by improving the 
citizenship skills of people living in social exclusion, and by supporting social movements through participatory and community-based research.

7   Streetlawyer Association, a human rights NGO that seeks to enforce the rights and interests of homeless people and people living in housing poverty.
8   Study Hall, a Pécs-based NGO that focuses on social inclusion and and creates learning opportunities for children from disadvantaged backgrounds.
9   A foundation that assists homeless people by providing institutional care.
10  One of Hungary’s largest charity organizations, which has collaborations with local governments across the country, usually through formal partnerships for 

carrying out services and programs.
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AVM and EEA’s strongest tie to the local government was the deputy mayor for social affairs and health, who offered a deeper insight 
(compared to the former leadership) into the political processes inside City Hall and played an active role in pushing through participatory 
mechanisms. Consequently, civic groups have also been seeking more intense ways of cooperation with the new local government. The 
goal was to revitalize the previous informal housing working group and to work together with the public welfare committee. Just when 
the new processes of participation were meant to be established, the meetings became impossible to sustain due to the coronavirus 
pandemic, and had to be put on hold in March 2020.

 
Managing emergency social services for vulnerable groups

Nevertheless, during the months of March and April, the deputy mayor continued the collaboration and meetings with CSOs, to develop 
an action plan for countering the negative effects of COVID-19. The proposal included the fields of education, housing, homelessness, 
human resource regrouping and healthcare, and strictly targeted people on a needs basis (especially if they had been excluded from other 
existing social welfare services), coupled with the coordination of donations and the inclusion of community centers to help families 
living in segregated areas. A comprehensive proposal was created, based on statistics, research-based recommendations and the relevant 
decrees and regulations, with the aim of submitting to the mayor for his approval.

Instead, in April, the mayor announced, via an online information session that he organized to keep in contact with residents and civil 
society, that a “social welfare system 2.0” program had been developed. This happened without the input of the original CSOs and took 
them by surprise. The deputy mayor was also left out of the decision-making process, and the details of the program were as yet unknown 
to the public.

The CSOs were mostly critical of the new program, since it was not based on any prior known expert report. Instead of focusing on the 
most vulnerable groups, according to our respondents, the local government promoted a support service for the elderly during the 
pandemic, where volunteers helped pensioners with buying groceries or medicine and distributing masks. AVM and EEA have been 
ambivalent towards the program because it has been over-advertised and has so far only helped middle-class citizens, without offering 
any solutions for assisting marginalized people and those living in poverty. Meanwhile, the local government pushed this initiative as its 
main vehicle for including civil society actors in tackling the corollaries of the coronavirus.

Even though the deputy mayor’s working group had put together an action plan with specific practical suggestions, the mayor asked an 
independent expert group to evaluate the proposals, where the “jury” consisted of several local government employees, such as the head 
of a children’s nursery, the director of family support and the head of the local government’s human resources office. In practice, after four 
weeks of collaboration, the deputy mayor and the civil society groups that had participated in the meetings with her were sidestepped, as 
the expert group appointed by the mayor started to work on its own program. Nevertheless, the deputy mayor’s working group continued 
to develop its action plan. In April 2020, it finished the proposal, but the mayor did not intend to take action based on its suggestions. He 
failed to show any real interest in implementing the measures of the program and had another agenda, according to our interviewees. 
While during the lockdown, the deputy mayor’s group had continued to amend parts of the action plan, the mayor’s office put the 
proposal on hold.

The deputy mayor appointed an independent expert group to evaluate the proposal of the CSO sector, which took away the deputy 
mayor’s decision-making role. This created uncertainty inside the local government, and it was not clear anymore who was in charge. In 
the end, the experts did not take the action plan that had been developed into consideration. They expressed concerns and remained 
skeptical about the proposed measures, postponing the implementation process, which in their view needed further elaboration.
At that point, it became clear for the civil society participants that the local government intended to focus on an institution-based 
expansion of social services, without the active involvement of CSOs. As our interviewees interpreted it, this sent an important message: 
that the local government believes in the development of the institutional system, and not in the inclusion of civil society groups. 
In the end, the pandemic resulted in hierarchic decision making instead of collaboration. Politicians jumped on the issue and took 
decisions without the involvement of CSOs, convinced that they “know how to manage the city,” as Ildikó Bokrétás of EEA ironically notes. 
Meanwhile, the deputy mayor took a more oppositional role. AVM decided to return to a more confrontational stance and to criticize the 
local government from the outside. As Fanni Aradi of AVM explains, she and the other activists had expected that the collaboration would 
not go smoothly and that they would have to argue a lot, but what little hope they had faded away with the COVID-19 events.

Even though the collaboration has come to a temporary stop, the preparation of the action plan contributed to a few social programs that 
benefited people in need, such as one-time support for citizens who lost their job and the option to defer rent payments. Although these 
one-off forms of supports are essential for families in need, the local government did not touch upon any of the structural problems. The 
power struggle among CSOs and the local government continued, including the internal fragmentation of the local government and the 
question of which political alliances to make. However, the working group continues its work with the deputy mayor even in spite of the 
coronavirus emergency, seeking solutions that could have a more long-lasting effect.
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Obstacles and how to make it work

CSOs are in a sensitive position when it comes to political issues. Despite the fact that mainstream media outlets portray them as in 
opposition to the central government (and hence to the former political leaders of the city), they often find themselves criticizing both 
sides of the political spectrum – and acting as the “opposition that criticizes the opposition” is a delicate role to play. As Fanni Aradi of 
AVM explains, “it is a more exciting time compared to the previous political leadership. The current one is sensitive to criticism coming 
from CSOs, but they still don’t treat civil society any better.” While the deputy mayor is considered to be on the side of the CSOs within the 
local government, the mayor does not like to delegate decisions, instead handing down instructions and sustaining a hierarchic process of 
decision-making.

Another issue regarding the dynamics of collaboration is the divide among the civil sphere, where “old” actors are institutionally 
better embedded, and “new” ones are typically more critical groups that are excluded from collaborative practices and secure funding 
opportunities. Támasz Alapítvány and the Maltese Charity Service are well embedded in institutional networks, but they are often less 
critical towards the local government and also tend to maintain a looser contact with more critical CSOs. Moreover, unequal access to 
local government and funding results in the taming of collaborative civil society actors, causing them to opt for sustaining aid-based 
support schemes instead of empowering disadvantaged groups. In other words, these institutionalized CSOs find it more effective to be 
included in bureaucratic processes, even at the expense of civil society solidarity, as one interviewee explained. Meanwhile, networking, 
bottom-up initiatives and supporting stronger collaboration are much more typical of the new types of organization. They do not act 
independently of each other but come up with a strategy for a more concerted approach to bringing back solidarity. Therefore, it would be 
a task for the local government to develop an environment where both institutionalized and informal civil society groups can express their 
ideas and share their knowledge.
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Country chapter 

The end of the partnership model? 
Collaboration between non-governmental organizations and local governments in Poland

Civil society in Poland

According to a study conducted by the Klon/Jawor Association, in 2018 there were 143,000 registered organizations (associations and 
foundations) in Poland. Klon/Jawor estimates that about 65% of these NGOs are active (approximately 80,000 organizations, excluding 
voluntary fire brigades). 
 
The main field of non-governmental activity is to supplement the services provided by the state: “NGOs mainly deal with issues where 
the Polish state is ineffective,” argues Andrzej Bukowski, Professor of Sociology at the Jagiellonian University in Kraków. The majority of 
NGOs promote physical culture and popularize sports, recreation, and tourism. This is followed by organizations that are active in the 
fields of culture and the arts as well as education (Table 1). Research shows that there are only a few organizations that deal with local 
development, social participation, and transparency.

Unfortunately, as Agnieszka Bejma (2016) writes in her article on the development of civil society in Poland after World War II, “the 
dynamic development of civil society institutions is not accompanied by an increase in social involvement. Although voluntary activity 
is gaining greater popularity from year to year, still only a small percentage of Poles are involved in the activities of NGOs” (p. 217). On 
average, NGOs have 30 members, of whom only ten tend to be active. According to the Public Opinion Research Center (2018), two-thirds 
of Poles do not participate in civic organizations. In 2017, one in six adult Poles (16%) were involved in work for the benefit of either their 
community or a CSO.

Political and legal context

The development and growth of the non-governmental sector in Poland was shaped by the political transformation in 1989. After the 
communist government fell, Poland adopted several laws introducing decentralization and the legal basis for the operation of civil 
society organizations (CSOs). Poland’s local governmental structure was created in 1990. The reform assigned a number of tasks 
that were previously the prerogative of the central government to the municipalities and gave them relative autonomy in carrying them 
out. Local governments have several revenue-raising powers and can collect real estate as well as local taxes. Most interactions between 
public administrations and citizens take place at the local government level. According to Andrzej Bukowski, the 1990 Act on Municipal 
Government (OJ 1990, No. 16, item 95), was “one of the best results of the political breakthrough.” 

Since then, Poland has been one of the most decentralized states in Europe where civil society is perceived as an indispensable element 
of democracy. Since 1989, CSOs in Poland are governed by the Act of 7 April 1989 on Associations (OJ 1989, No. 20, item 104, as amended). 
In the early 1990s, a large increase in the emergence of new organizations could be observed, given that Poland’s transition to a market 
democracy “released a lot of social energy. There was an explosion, an eruption of the third sector,” as Bukowski explains.

Another turning point in the formation of CSOs in Poland was the adoption of the Law on Public Benefit and Volunteerism by the 
Polish parliament (OJ 2003, No. 96, item 873, as amended) in 2003. “It has been called the constitution of the third sector,” Bukowski 
notes. It introduced the definition of an NGO into the legal system, provided the basis for financing NGOs, and formulated guidelines for 
the relations between non-profit organizations and the public authorities. In short, it “civilized the relations of the local government and 
public administration with non-governmental organizations,” as Tomasz Schimanek, an expert from the Academy for the Development of 
Philanthropy in Poland, says. 
As a result of this law, the local government is obliged to launch formal procedures of collaboration with non-governmental organizations. 
For example, it is required to establish, at the request of such organizations, a consultative and advisory body of civic dialogue known 
as a Public Benefit Works Council. The Law on Public Benefit and Volunteerism “was promoted and supported by the Ministry […]. It 
contributed to the fact that many local governments began to open themselves to cooperation. It empowered NGOs and turned them into 
real partners for dialog,” explains Schimanek. Moreover, there are other regulations that affect the operations of NGOs. For example, the 
Act on Access to Public Information (OJ 2001, No. 111, item 1198), which ensures free access to and the re-use of public information held 
by the public authorities, is especially important for watchdog organizations.

However, despite the legal possibilities, much of the collaboration between local governments and NGOs is based almost exclusively on 
financial aspects, as Stanisław Mocek (2010) has shown. Only a minority of local governments and NGOs are engaged in non-financial 
cooperation, understood as “an area of civil dialog, within which non-governmental and public organizations exchange information and 


