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Impacts and consequences of residential  
segregation of Roma in urban spaces:  
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This article explores residential segregation and its charac-
teristics in medium-sized and small towns in the South-
ern Great Plain statistical region of Hungary. The study 
highlights the main features and driving forces of seg-
regation connected to post-communist urban develop-
ment. We are approaching this from the perspective of 
the following questions: How are segregation processes 
connected to ethnic issues and living conditions? What 
can the local government do to solve this problem? The 
article concludes that residential segregation is a frequent 

phenomenon in Hungarian agro-towns. These processes 
share some similarities but also differ to some degree 
from western European or US examples. The results em-
phasise the importance of complex thinking about social 
integration, local planning and more effective financial 
allocation.
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1 Introduction

Segregation is a well-researched and widely known social phe-
nomenon that can involve various social groups based on race, 
ethnicity, religion, sexual identity or other factors, and it has 
a variety of manifestations, from educational to occupational 
and residential segregation (e.g., White, 1983; Massey & Den-
ton, 1993; Clark & Ware, 1997; Marcuse, 1997; Bjorvatn & 
Cappelen, 2001; Charles, 2003; Musterd, 2003; Zhang, 2006; 
Logan & Stults, 2011). This article examines the features of res-
idential, housing or geographical segregation in medium-sized 
and small towns in Hungary’s Southern Great Plain statistical 
region. Residential segregation is generally well observed and 
documented in large cities of the United States and western Eu-
rope, whereas much less is known about the characteristics of 
this process in post-communist countries, especially in towns 
with a population below two hundred thousand  (e.g.,  Gen-
tile, 2004; Gyenizse et al., 2016). Residential segregation was 
a defining phenomenon of the historical development of the 
settlements examined, and our results indicate that it is still 
present in their urban life. It is not as conspicuous as in larger 
cities  – just like in the case of urban poverty and rural pov-
erty – but it is a crucial problem to solve in order to achieve 
a sustainable future.

The accession of the eastern European post-communist coun-
tries to the European Union has offered many advantages in 
terms of the further progress of various development policies. 
One of these is urban planning, in which the professionals 
had to leave behind the mainly technical approach from the 
era of state socialism and had to integrate new aspects and 
methods into planning practice. Thus social problems, conflicts 
and their effect on urban land use attracted more attention. In 
the EU’s previous and current planning period, towns were re-
quired to prepare an “integrated urban development strategy,” 
which was an indispensable condition for receiving EU subsi-
dies for towns. One of the obligatory elements of this strategic 
development document is an anti-segregation plan for the set-
tlement. The requirements for this are based on EU legislation 
and recommendations and thematically mainly focus on resi-
dential segregation, using a common methodology for delim-
iting and describing the segregated areas. Earlier only county 
seats and other towns with county rights had to make such 
plans, but in the preparation for the 2014–2020 programming 
period the Hungarian government extended this obligation to 
the centres of micro-regions as well. This provides the oppor-
tunity for comprehensive analysis of residential segregation in 
medium-sized and small towns in Hungary. We selected towns 
in the Southern Great Plain statistical region and the town 
of Kecskemét for more detailed exploration because we had 
previous research experience in this area and our research team 

had participated in preparing some regional and urban strate-
gic and planning documents (e.g., the 2008 Integrated Urban 
Development Strategy for Kecskemét and its  2013 revision, 
the  2008 Anti-Segregation Plan for Kecskemét and its  2013 
and 2017 revisions, Innoaxis HU-SRB IPA, Lolamar HU-SRB 
IPA, the 2013 Development Concept for Bács-Kiskun Coun-
ty, a complex 2012–2013 rural research programme based on 
cooperation between the Hungarian Academy of Sciences and 
the Hungarian National Rural Network, the 2013 Strategy for 
Scattered Farms in the Kecskemét Microregion, and the 2017 
Labour Market Assessment in Bács-Kiskun County).

Our research questions are the following:
• How frequent is residential segregation in medium-sized 

and small towns of the Southern Great Plain statistical 
region? Where can these neighbourhoods be found in 
these towns?

• What are the main features and driving forces of resi-
dential segregation? Is it possible to identify any charac-
teristics that are uniquely connected to post-communist 
urban development in a medium-sized town?

• How are these processes connected to ethnic issues and 
living conditions?

• What can the local government do to solve this problem?

2 Theoretical background

“At a general level, residential segregation is the degree to 
which two or more groups live separately from one another, in 
different parts of the urban environment” (Massey & Denton, 
1988: 282). However, at different levels of multicoloured real-
ity, segregation (parallel with polarisation and exclusion) is an 
extremely diverse process, and its consequences form a variety 
of spatial patterns (Park et al., 1925; Burgess, 1928; Duncan & 
Duncan, 1955a, 1955b; Glazer & Moynihan, 1963; Lieberson, 
1963; Taeuber  & Taeuber, 1965; Morgan  & Norbury, 1981; 
Hamnett, 2005, 2010). According to the volume Residential 
segregation in comparative perspective: Making sense of contextu-
al diversity, residential segregation is a multidimensional social 
phenomenon that is closely related to the spatial separation of 
social groups within a settlement and the socio-environmental 
disparities between various areas and neighbourhoods  (Ma-
loutas & Fujita, 2012).

Residential or socio-spatial segregation is usually caused by 
various factors. These factors can be general ones such as eco-
nomic changes, or local ones such as urban area and infra-
structure development, but some authors state that the racial 
or ethnic division of the society is one of the most powerful 
among these  (Musterd  & Ostendorf, 1998; Márquez, 2011; 
Bolt et al., 2012; Lloyd et al., 2014; Sabater & Finney, 2014). 
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In addition, this residential segregation is strongly associated 
with income inequalities between social or ethnic groups in 
the society, but many authors agree that this correlation is 
also reproduced in the characteristics of the built environ-
ment  (Schelling, 1971, 1978; Charles, 2001; Logan et  al., 
2004; Watson, 2006; Spielman & Harrison, 2013; Anthopolos 
et al., 2014; Bellman, 2014). We would like to closely investi-
gate this phenomenon in this article. Wealthier groups of local 
societies try to separate themselves from disadvantaged people 
as much as possible. This induces a self-reinforcing spiral and 
continuously strengthens the spatial differences within a town.

We also accept the hypothesis that “residential segregation is 
a global construct” and that social differences have a similar 
spatial form in the US, western Europe and the post-com-
munist countries (Massey & Denton, 1988). “Social inequity 
and its spatial outcome, residential differentiation or segrega-
tion, exists in all advanced societies” (Vaattovaara, 2002: 108). 
Because of this we believe the previously identified conflicts 
and processes of the early twentieth century in the interna-
tional literature can also be applied to the contemporary oc-
currences (Duncan & Duncan, 1957; Howell & Timberlake, 
2014). These case studies show a strong analogy with the recent 
residential segregation processes of eastern European towns, 
from social conflicts to spatial patterns (Kovács, 2012). Racial 
segregation, which has been studied in the United States since 
the early twentieth century, strongly resembles the emergence 
of ghettos in eastern European towns  (Farley et  al., 1997). 
Under recent Hungarian conditions, this means that a signifi-
cant part of the Roma population lives in poor conditions and 
segregation. This raises the old question again: are there general 
driving forces of residential segregation, or do local conditions 
determine the differences between urban areas? The results 
of our research may also provide additional information to 
answer this question.

3 The historical roots of residential 
segregation in Hungarian towns

Although residential segregation in Hungary is not solely a 
phenomenon related to the status of the Roma population, 
its most pressing present-day issues usually involve Roma. 
Therefore, this brief historical overview also mainly focuses 
on their situation over the centuries. Before 1848, residential 
segregation based on legal position (noble or peasant villages), 
religion  (Jewish neighbourhoods) and ethnicity  (German or 
Slovak towns and villages) was common in feudal Hungary. 
After the Ottoman era, which ended around 1700, the for-
merly nomadic Roma found their place in this system when 
they gradually settled down in Hungary. The reign of Empress 
Maria Theresa (1740–1780) facilitated this process and it also 

prohibited the spatial segregation of the Roma population. De-
spite this, the first Roma settlements were established during 
this period (Csalog, 1984). These settlements were located in 
places less favoured for construction, such as areas threatened 
by floods or upwelling groundwater, or near dumps or cem-
eteries  (Kállai  & Törzsök, 2006). The recent street names in 
these areas still show the historical function of these locations. 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, 90% of the Roma 
population lived in residential segregation. At the same time, 
the position of the Roma in the labour market was weakened. 
Some traditional professions that played an important role in 
employing the Roma were rapidly losing significance (Csalog, 
1984). During the interwar period, the largescale restructuring 
of the labour market and the Great Depression also pushed 
a large part of society into underclass conditions and forced 
them into neighbourhoods similar to the Roma areas. In addi-
tion to these, other special residential segregation types existed 
in Hungary, such as the cottagers’ settlements of the manors or 
the cave houses in Bükkalja (Illyés, 1936; Szabó, 1937). These 
cave houses were initially inhabited by poor peasants, but over 
subsequent decades Roma became the new residents (Kemény, 
2000).

After the Second World War, the new communist regime was 
able to improve the living conditions of the most deprived 
and reduce social inequalities. Forced Stalinist industrialisa-
tion (despite all of its anomalies) was able to employ the labour 
force leaving the primary sector and it also managed to inte-
grate the Roma in this process. Even the idealistic communist 
target of full employment was reached for Roma men in this 
period (Csalog, 1984). Unlike labour market integration, the 
elimination of residential segregation started very sluggishly. 
This was partly related to the rapid spatial expansion of the 
towns, which reduced the spatial isolation of the peripheral 
slums from the town. The centrally planned elimination of 
Roma neighbourhoods and settlements started much later, 
only after the resolution of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ 
Party in 1961, which was a milestone in the process (Kocsis & 
Kovács, 1999). The actual planning activities included the liq-
uidation of many settlements that had existed for centuries, 
and due to these efforts the living conditions of the Roma 
population at least partly improved. Despite the aforemen-
tioned results, the basic objectives of the programme, such as 
the elimination of residential segregation or closing the gap 
in living conditions, could not be achieved because of the fol-
lowing reasons:

• Although some Roma neighbourhoods avoided demoli-
tion, they were also left out of even the most basic in-
frastructure development because of the central policy 
of displacement.

• Some local authorities ignored the regulation about the 
scattered resettlement of the Roma population and quite 
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often moved them to places with similar unfavourable 
geographical attributes. In these locations, new closed 
blocks with only low-standard housing  (coded  Cs in 
Hungarian) were built, which could not close the gap 
between the living conditions of the majority and the 
Roma. Nowadays Dankó Pista utca (Pista Dankó Street) 
preserves the memory of these events in the Hungarian 
settlements (Csalog, 1984).

• In some cases, these displaced people moved to far worse 
conditions because they received new homes on farm-
steads that had lost their function due to collectivisation.

In addition to the new closed blocks of Cs housing, there were 
other factors that also facilitated the spatially shifted reproduc-
tion of residential segregation. One of these was the conditions 
of the loan request to buy a house. The maximum amount of 
the loan was only enough to buy real estate in small villages 
with decreasing population and poor accessibility. As a result, 
the affected settlements underwent a rapid population change. 
Settlements with stronger lobbying capacity strengthened this 
process with the displacement of their Roma population to 
these villages (Havas, 1999). This practice led to the formation 
of a Roma majority in several settlements, especially in the 
Cserehát and Ormánság regions  (Ladányi & Szelényi, 2004). 
A similar process led to the spatial concentration of the low-
status population in the former agro-towns of the Great Hun-
garian Plain, where scattered farm areas with poor accessibility 
became the main migration targets of socially excluded peo-
ple (Romány, 1973; Csalog, 1984; Vasárus, 2016).

Some processes from the communist era continued after the 
political and economic transition, and the now less controlled 
mobility also contributed to the emergence of new trends. Pop-
ulation succession and selective migration between preferred 
or non-preferred locations within settlements once again re-
produced residential segregation. The higher-income groups of 
the local societies moved to the suburbs, whereas low-status 
residents migrated to peripheral villages mostly outside of the 
agglomerations, which intensified the spatial separation of 
these social groups. The steadily increasing share of the Roma 
population in these villages led to a new type of segregation in 
Hungary, with entire microregions almost exclusively consist-
ing of deprived social groups (Virág, 2010). These people were 
excluded from the labour market and even lost their ambitions 
in life. Because of this, János Ladányi and Iván Szelényi (2004) 
describe this process as the birth of the rural underclass. The 
result of a field survey headed by István Kemény and Béla 
Janky (2004) shows that 72% of Roma families lived in resi-
dential segregation in  2003. A national survey conducted 
in  2010 also yielded similar results. In the  823 settlements 
and ten metropolitan districts of Budapest investigated, there 
were 1,623 neighbourhoods where low-status or Roma people 

lived in residential segregation (Domokos & Herczeg, 2010). 
These recent surveys and other studies indicate that the inte-
gration process that began during the era of state socialism 
has been interrupted in Hungary, and that after the political 
transition the issue of residential segregation is again becom-
ing more pressing.

4 Methodological background

4.1 Study area

The Southern Great Plain statistical region is located in south-
east Hungary and has a population of  1.3 million, which 
is  13.2% of Hungary’s total population. The exact number 
is  1,262,936 people  (602,183 men and  660,753 women) ac-
cording to the  2015 Hungarian microcensus. Three counties 
constitute the region: Bács-Kiskun, Csongrád, and Békés. 
Despite the low population density of seventy-two people 
per square kilometre,  67.9% live in municipalities with town 
rights. Although this statistically makes the Southern Great 
Plain statistical region one of the most urbanised regions of the 
country, in many aspects it can be considered more rural than 
urban. The unique elements of the settlement network (market 
towns with garden neighbourhoods and scattered farms) also 
underscore this characterisation (Figure 1).

The main elements of the settlement structure are specialised 
market towns known as agro-towns. Originally these agro-
towns were the centres of agricultural production and markets. 
Under Ottoman rule, they enjoyed protected status and, unlike 
smaller villages, they avoided destruction. After Ottoman rule, 
this resulted in a very sparse settlement network consisting of 
almost exclusively agro-towns. Distant patches of arable land 
could not be cultivated from the agro-town centres, and so a 
unique scattered farm system was developed. These scattered 
farms  (called tanya in Hungarian) were originally inhabited 
only periodically and served as auxiliary settlements with close 
ties to their agro-town. This connection later weakened and 
the scattered farms became permanent residences. The popu-
lation of the towns’ outskirts reached a peak only after the 
Second World War, and by then the unique dual nature of 
agro-towns and scattered farms had long faded, and the de-
velopment of the scattered farm clusters into villages was in 
an advanced state. In the last fifty years, the number of people 
living on the outskirts significantly decreased from around one 
million to about three hundred thousand in 2011 for the entire 
country. There are spatial differences in this process and in 
the Southern Great Plain statistical region – especially in the 
Danube-Tisza interfluve or in Békés County – the percentage 
of the population living on the outskirts is still higher than 
the national average.

Impacts and consequences of residential segregation of Roma in urban spaces: Case studies from Hungary
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During the communist era, the industrialisation process 
reached the market towns to a various extent. The towns with 
a larger population lost their primary agricultural functions 
and now became industrial and tertiary sector centres. One 
of the most important regional centres is Kecskemét, with a 
population of 117,000. This town has become a unique “tra-
ditional agro-town” over the past few years because of the 
large foreign investment in the region, which was made by 
the Daimler Group in  2009, when a Mercedes-Benz factory 
was established here. This investment allowed the town au-
thorities to rehabilitate housing blocks based on the needs of 
the town and Mercedes-Benz. This was a special opportunity 
because otherwise EU grants define such opportunities. This 
was the main reason why we chose Kecskemét as a case study, 
and the second reason, as described below, is because all of 
the spatial forms of residential segregation can be found in 
this agro-town (Figure 2).

Kecskemét has a  650-year history as a town, and the forma-
tion of its urban districts was affected by many environmental 
and social factors. In the early years, there were no established 
spatial structures or functional districts. Starting at the begin-

ning of the fifteenth century, the first signs of differentiation 
can be seen between the districts, especially in the residential 
ones formed during this period. The wealthier inhabitants lived 
in the centre, which corresponds to today’s main square and 
the surrounding area. The less well-off population lived in a 
sharp separation around the periphery of the built-up area. 
Starting in the mid-eighteenth century, population growth 
caused further differentiation of the local society and the typi-
cal form of residential segregation appeared during this period. 
Because of frequent fires, the authorities introduced building 
regulations  (Juhász, 1998). The main elements of this were 
street planning and building material codes. The material codes 
stipulated that in the town centre builders were only allowed 
to use brick for construction, which the poorer families were 
unable to buy. Because of this, the authorities designated build-
ing areas for them on the periphery of the built-up area. These 
included mainly low-lying areas that would periodically flood. 
Consequently, these areas had poor accessibility and the living 
conditions were unhealthy because the walls of the houses were 
permanently wet. The residential segregation of the low-status 
and Roma people generated various problems in the local so-
ciety in those days. This was also the period when scattered 
farms formed on the outskirts.

Figure 1: a) geographical location of the region examined in Hungary; b) the towns examined (author: Jenő Zsolt Farkas).
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Until the First World War, there was remarkable development 
of industry and the agricultural market in Kecskemét, but in 
spite of this the town centre essentially remained the core of 
a large village. Its “metropolitan image” did not spread to the 
residential areas, and the segregated areas on the periphery 
further strengthened its rural image. Between the two world 
wars, the economic function of the town shifted from an ag-
ricultural centre to a more modern agro-industrial regional 
centre. This process also changed the employment structure 
of the population. During the Great Depression (1929–1933), 
the economy stagnated and broke the development course of 
Kecskemét. This caused social problems in local society such 
as general impoverishment, which led to increased social dif-
ferences and exacerbated residential segregation. Thousands 
of people moved into adobe houses during those years. The 
most distinct segment of the local society has always been the 
Roma people, whose assimilation attempts were unsuccessful. 
Their geographically isolated ghetto, called Cigányváros ‘Roma 
Town’, was only demolished in  1963, in accordance with the 
general policy of the communist state. The town authorities 
had to provide new homes for more than a thousand people. 
They distributed building sites at the edge of the built-up area 
and they also moved families to the town centre, where they 

were allotted old houses in poor condition. Many families that 
received building sites purchased dwellings in blocks of flats 
with loans some years later or moved to the surrounding vil-
lages.

During the transition from communism, new Roma families 
from other settlements moved to the former Roma Town shan-
ties. As a result, the percentage of the Roma population began 
to increase in some street blocks in the wider area of the former 
Roma neighbourhood, whereas the majority ethnic population 
moved to newly built condominiums or to new garden city 
areas and suburbs. This was the last step that led to the cur-
rent problematic situation, in which the Roma once again live 
under strong residential segregation, leaving a unique imprint 
on the fabric of the town.

4.2 Methods applied

We used several different methods to answer the research 
questions: document and GIS analysis, interviews and field 
surveys. For the regional overview of residential segregation, 
we reviewed the Integrated Urban Development Strategies 
of twenty-seven towns in the Southern Great Plain statistical 

Figure 2: The Kecskemét area with the geographical names used in the study (authors: Jenő Zsolt Farkas & András Donát Kovács).
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region. These documents are available on the Térport web-
site (Internet 1). The results of these strategies are comparable 
to each other because the “anti-segregation plans” applied a 
common, centrally developed methodology by the Ministry of 
Local Government and Regional Development  (Internet  2). 
We also used similar methods to analyse residential segrega-
tion in Kecskemét. The segregated residential neighbourhoods 
of Kecskemét were first officially identified in the Anti-Seg-
regation Plan of the Integrated Urban Development Strategy 
in  2008. The authors of this article had a major role in that 
assessment, in which eight segregated neighbourhoods were 
identified in Kecskemét  (Internet  3). At that time the iden-
tification method was based on the publication Városrehabili-
táció 2007–2013-ban Kézikönyv a városok számára (Urban re-
vitalisation in 2007–2013: Handbook for towns; Internet 2). 
A few years later, in  2014, we continued these examinations 
because the town was required to reassess its segregated neigh-
bourhoods. The methodology was developed by the Ministry 
of National Development and the Economy, and it was re-
leased in 2009 as the second edition of the handbook (Inter-
net 4). There were two ways to identify segregated residential 
neighbourhoods according to the handbook:

• Street blocks where at least  50% of the population age 
fifteen to fifty-nine have no regular income from work 

and did not graduate from primary school  (fewer than 
eight years of primary school),

• Street blocks where the share of welfare recipients is more 
than twice the town average.

In addition to these, there is another important condition 
in the handbook, which states that a segregated residential 
neighbourhood must include at least fifty residents. This re-
striction eliminates the distorting effect of individual cases. 
Our analysis shows that most towns in the region used both 
of these criteria in their development strategies, as we did in 
the case of Kecskemét. In the case study of Kecskemét, we 
also used the  2013–2015 Kecskemét Urban Development 
Strategy  (Internet  5), the  2014–2020 Anti-Segregation Plan 
for Kecskemét (Internet 6; we took part in these as authors), 
the  2011 census data and databases from the Urban Devel-
opment Agency of Kecskemét, which contained the datasets 
for social care and assistance. The census data come from the 
Hungarian Central Statistical Office (HCSO); these data were 
already geocoded and pointed to possible segregated residen-
tial neighbourhoods. The social sector raw datasets first had to 
be geocoded, and after that we were able to identify possible 
locations of low-status people and to crosscheck these areas 
with the data from the HCSO. The geocoding process and 

Figure 3: Locations of residential segregation in the towns examined (author: József Lennert).

Inner part of town

Edge of the built-up area

Outskirts
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the related spatial analysis were carried out using ArcGIS desk-
top software (Internet 7). To better understand the processes 
in the segregated neighbourhoods identified, we carried out 
thirty-four in-depth interviews with the town representatives, 
the urban development agency, social workers and members 
of the Roma ethnic group. We also investigated other related 
town documents and project activity in this area.

5 Results

The analysis of the development documents confirmed our 
previous experiences from Kecskemét. The concentration of 
low-status people shows a triple spatial division inside the ad-
ministrative borders of the agro-towns examined. Such con-
centrations can occur in three locations: 1) town centres, 2) the 
edges of built-up areas and 3) on the outskirts (Figure 3 shows 
them for each town examined).

As already described in the case of Kecskemét, these areas 
underwent different historical segregation processes and their 
statuses are also very different today. The features of these areas 
can be summarised as follows.

Residential segregation in the inner part of the town shows the 
closest connection with the concentric urban ecology model 
of Robert Ezra Park et al. (1925). In their study they found a 
segregated residential neighbourhood around the central busi-
ness district of Chicago. There are only three similar hotspots 
in the agro-towns of the region  (Baja, Kecskemét and Szar-
vas), which means that this form of residential segregation is 
not typical in the Southern Great Plain statistical region. The 
general reasons behind this are the relatively small area of the 
town cores, a lack of old buildings (i.e., no places for low-status 
people) and finally the permanence of slums on the edge of 
built-up areas. Suburbanisation  (which began in the  1980s) 
also plays a role in towns with a larger population (Mészáros, 
1990; Timár, 1993). In these cases, high-status people have 
moved out from their dwellings to the outskirts or to the sur-
rounding villages and this process allowed low-status (mainly 
Roma) people to move into these places. Because of the dif-
ferences in the sub-structures of the three towns, the living 
conditions are very different. In Baja, the Roma people also 
live in the inner courtyards of the houses, which is very similar 
to what can be seen in downtown Budapest. In Szarvas, they 
moved into a detached housing area with gardens, and there 
are many smaller segregated areas in the town centre of Ke-
cskemét, which now forms a corridor to the historical Roma 
areas in the southeast.

From the twenty-seven identified instances of segregation in 
towns of the Southern Great Plain statistical region, nineteen 
lie on the edge of built-up areas, which makes this the most 
typical form of residential segregation. The most populous 
Roma neighbourhood  (2,959 people in  2001) can also be 
found in such locations in Makó. These concentration points 
of low-status people have evolved throughout the history of 
the towns. In some cases, these areas were demolished in the 
communist era (as in Kecskemét and Szentes), but one can still 
find such blocks in a close geographical location. The cause 
of this is an erroneous practice by the town authorities, who 
moved these people to a similar new place in the neighbour-
hood in a closed group, and so they only relocated the prob-
lem. The Cs houses are the typical markers of these neighbour-
hoods. The environmental conditions are unfavourable  (high 
groundwater levels), which causes problems in everyday living 
conditions (such as mouldy walls). The infrastructure of these 
areas is generally in poor condition or lacking. Sometimes the 
town residents only know these areas by historical “nicknames” 
such as Kis Bécs ‘Little Vienna’ in Makó or Krakkó ‘Krakow’ 
in Szarvas. Sársziget ‘Mud Island’, the low-prestige segregated 
area of Füzesgyarmat, consists of Foundation for Folk and 
Family Protection  (Hungarian: ONCsA) houses, which were 
built during the Second World War to assist large families. 
This example illustrates that geographical segregation can also 
develop from special residential areas originally built with posi-
tive intentions.

The last concentration location of the low-status people is the 
outskirts of the agro-towns. Among the twenty-seven develop-
ment strategies analysed, we found ten in which the authors 
made reference to this problem or identified a segregated resi-
dential neighbourhood on the outskirts (e.g., in Baja). During 
the communist era, the official policy was to eliminate these 
scattered farms, and so there was a building restriction un-
til 1986. Thus the scattered farm buildings are generally in poor 
condition and uncomfortable because they were mainly built 
before the 1950s. The population is ageing, is poorly educated 
and has a high unemployment rate, and many people are living 
in poverty. Despite the poor situation of the native population, 
these areas are migration targets for low-status people from 
towns. These newcomers often have large families with many 
children. Their relocation is an attempt to escape urban pov-
erty, and so they can be considered social migrants. They hope 
that the expenses of everyday living will be lower there, but 
they do not know how to manage the small farms around the 
houses, and so these expectations are unrealistic. The original 
inhabitants often see a connection between newcomers and 
crime in the scattered farm areas. In the case of Szentes, there 
have been news reports about homeless people occupying the 
vacant scattered farms near the town.
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6 Case study of Kecskemét

6.1 Locations of segregated residential 
neighbourhoods

Based on our examination following the methods described 
above, we determined the following segregated areas in Ke-
cskemét: 1)  blocks in the Hetényegyháza area, 2)  blocks of 
Téglagyár utca (Brickworks Street), 3) separated blocks in the 
downtown area, 4) a block along Nagy Lajos király körút (King 
Louis the Great Street), 5)  residential block beside Mátyás 
király körút  (Matthias Corvinus Street), 6)  blocks in the 
Műkertváros area, 7)  blocks in the Muszáj area, 8)  blocks of 
Lőcsei utca (Lőcsei Street), 9) blocks in the Szeleifalu area and 
10) the southern part of the town centre. These areas are num-
bered in Figure  4a. Figure  4b shows the suburban district of 
Hetényegyháza and its segregated blocks. Figure 4c shows the 
disadvantaged outskirts in a darker shade.

6.2 Condition of residential buildings in 
segregated neighbourhoods

The built environment of the segregated neighbourhoods often 
reveals the negative social processes in these areas. There are 
many run-down buildings, some of them are in life-threatening 
shape, yet they were inhabited until recently. There are also il-
legal waste dumps in many vacant lots and signs of vandalism 

on the buildings or on the street furniture. Because of these 
general conditions, the real estate prices are low not only in 
these neighbourhoods but in their surroundings as well. The 
most critical conditions can be found in the blocks where 
Roma people make up the majority of the local residents.

The formation and persistence of segregated areas largely de-
pend on the age of the buildings and their condition (which 
are interdependent to some degree). There are 49,665 flats and 
homes in Kecskemét, among which eight thousand (16.3%) are 
over fifty years old according to the HCSO statistics. Among 
these, 3,057 do not meet comfort standards (comprising 6.1% 
of all housing). The majority of these dwellings can be found 
in segregated neighbourhoods, and without housing renova-
tion they will continue to attract only low-status settlers and 
further strengthen the negative processes. Because of their spe-
cial attributes, the status of the buildings owned by the local 
government should be analysed separately. In 2012, 1,596 flats 
were owned by the local government. Among these, six hun-
dred houses with mostly low comfort standards were used for 
social housing. The number of flats retained for social housing 
shows a decreasing trend  (in  2016 there were  508 flats) and 
the majority can be found in segregated neighbourhoods. The 
major problem is the rental fees because they do not cover 
the maintenance costs, which means that the town’s property 
management company cannot maintain the current conditions 
of these buildings. This is why the condition of these dwellings 
is steadily deteriorating.

Figure 4: a) location of segregated neighbourhoods in Kecskemét; b) the Hetényegyháza area in the suburbs and its segregated blocks; c) the 
outskirts with the most segregated scattered farms (authors: József Lennert, Jenő Zsolt Farkas and András Donát Kovács; based on data from 
HCSO 2016 and the 2011 census).

ab
c

J. ZSOLT FARKAS, J. LENNERT, A. DONAT KOVACS, I. KANALAS

uiiziv-28-2_02.indd   144 12.12.2017   7:50:22



Urbani izziv, volume 28, no. 2, 2017

145

6.3 Characteristics of segregated 
neighbourhoods with an ethnic majority and 
attempts at a solution

The largest segregated neighbourhood with a Roma major-
ity is the aforementioned Roma Town, which has been lo-
cated southeast of the town centre for centuries (Figure 5). In 
the  1960s and  1970s, the spatial concentration of the Roma 
decreased because of attempts to demolish some of the blocks 
in this area. After  1990, the local government liquidated the 
temporary accommodation housing in the town core  (these 
were the “Roma courtyards”) and the residents moved back 
to the surroundings of Roma Town. This process resulted in 
the renewal of the old segregated residential neighbourhood 
and also the deterioration of the buildings.

Due to the worsening housing situation of the Roma, the local 
government started a program in 2002 to move them out from 
the town-owned shanties. The involved two hundred Roma 
families  (30% of all of the Roma in the town) could choose 
between two alternatives: a home exchange or purchase of 
lease rights. Because these shanties had no market value, the 
local government offered the modest sum of EUR  5,700 to 
every family for lease rights. The hundred families that choose 
this option were only able to afford “vacation houses” or farm 
buildings on the outskirts. The interviewees stated: “In this 
way, getting rid of the shanties only moved the minority issues 
to the outskirts, negatively affecting the neighbourhoods they 
moved to because of their depreciation.”

In 2006 the program was continued and fifty families took part 
in it. This time the majority of families choose the exchange op-
tion and left their houses. Although these measures temporar-
ily mitigated the segregation of the Roma, the spatial patterns 
of residential segregation were soon reproduced. Employment 
opportunities attracted new Roma families from other towns, 
who mostly moved to the streets in the neighbourhood of the 
former shanties because of the lower property prices.

In order to address this problem, the town council started an 
Integrated Social Urban Rehabilitation Programme, which was 
supported by the EU through the South Great Plain Opera-
tional Programme. The aim of this project was to promote 
social integration for Roma living in the Mezeiváros and Ürgés 
neighbourhoods. As part of social integration, the urban de-
velopment agency emphasised improving living conditions, 
renewing public services and strengthening the local identity 
of the residents. The “hard outputs” of the project were twelve 
modernised public rental flats, a new multifunctional com-
munity centre and the development of public places with new 
street furniture and road reconstruction. There were additional 
“soft” or social project elements as well, such as community 

development, cultural services and family care assistance ac-
tivities. The follow-up of the project is ongoing and, although 
there are undoubtedly some positive results, the problem itself 
has not been resolved.

6.4 Segregation processes on the outskirts

One of the possible “escape routes” of the impoverished popu-
lation leads to the outskirts of agro-towns  – specifically, to 
the scattered farms. This phenomenon can also be observed 
in Kecskemét, which is the largest agro-town with the most 
scattered farms. The population of the outskirts was  17,281 
according to the  2011 census, or  15% of the town’s resi-
dents (111,411 in 2011). In 2001 the population on the out-
skirts was only  13,732, and so in the last decade there was 
a  25% increase in this number caused by two process: the 
relocation of low-status people from segregated neighbour-
hoods to the scattered farms, and the suburbanisation of 
high-status residents. There are no accurate data or surveys 
on the proportion, but we estimate that there is an equal split 
between the two types. The experiences of the interviews and 
fieldwork indicated that the outskirts of Kecskemét are very 
fragmented in terms of land-use structure. There are gardens, 
low-density residential neighbourhoods close to or connected 
with the built-up area and traditional scattered farms dispersed 

a

b

Figure 5: Czigányváros (Roma Town) on a postcard from 1930 (source: 
Internet  8); b) poor houses in the neighbourhood today  (source: 
Google Street View, 2012).
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farther from these. Because of this, the processes in the out-
skirts are very diverse. High-status people occupy the nearby 
areas (sometimes with luxury residences in the Máriahegy and 
Úrihegy areas), whereas people from the segregated neighbour-
hoods are moving further away to the scattered farms. In the 
last twenty years, both the western and the eastern part of the 
outskirts were affected (i.e., Szarkás, Borbás and Kisfái), where 
the share of disadvantaged people significantly increased. Low-
status people can buy buildings relatively cheaply there because 
under the state socialism system the development of scattered 
farms and their buildings was banned until 1986. The original 
ageing population is also favourable for this outflow because 
there are many empty buildings that are still suitable for living 
in, but usually only at a low comfort level.

At the same time, the newcomers do not have the necessary 
experience for living on a scattered farm, and their employ-
ment and the school attendance of their children is becoming 
increasingly difficult. The original farm population stigmatises 
them because it feels that public safety has been compromised 
and it connects them with criminal behaviour in the neigh-
bourhood. The situation is also exacerbated by homeless people 
occupying vacant properties. These developments pose a chal-
lenge to social care organisations because the accessibility of 
low-status people becomes more problematic.

7 Conclusion

Our research indicates that residential segregation is a frequent 
phenomenon in the agro-towns of Hungary’s Southern Great 
Plain statistical region. These processes share some similarities 
but are also differ to some degree from the western European 
or US examples. The role of ethnicity in segregation is the 
most common feature, and one can draw a parallel between 
the situation of the Roma in the study area and low-status 
African Americans in US cities. The attempts at a solution 
also fail in the same way because the local government is in-
terested in treating only one aspect of this complex problem 
and only marginally deals with issues of social integration. This 
causes the continuous reproduction of the phenomenon with 
the recurrence of social and ethnic segregation in other parts 
of towns, in many cases in the same location for centuries.

The differences between the western and local manifestations 
of segregation are mostly due to different settlement morphol-
ogy. The settlements in the study area are generally smaller than 
their western and US counterparts. As a consequence, their 
historical core is also smaller and is often considered valuable 
by the residents and the local government, and so the occur-
rence of segregation in the inner parts of towns is limited. 
On the other hand, segregation on the edge of continuously  

built-up areas is typical in the towns examined. In some cases, 
the present-day segregation area is geographically linked to 
former Roma neighbourhoods, whereas in other cases it devel-
oped from other disadvantaged neighbourhoods. The housing 
stock in the areas of the towns examined is very diverse and has 
a patchwork character due to the often interrupted and altered 
course of settlement development. Thus segregation occurs at 
the street level rather than district level, and so one mostly 
finds segregated blocks of streets instead of widespread areas.

Another unique phenomenon stemming from the distinct set-
tlement morphology is the occurrence of segregation on the 
outskirts of the towns. Garden neighbourhoods and scattered 
farm areas, which are a traditional element of agro-towns, re-
cently became migration destinations for both the low- and 
high-status population. Whereas the relocation of well-off 
groups to the rural-urban fringe can be seen as suburbanisa-
tion within the municipal boundaries, the low-status groups 
generally try to reduce their living costs by giving up their 
homes in the contiguously built-up area. However, without 
sufficient experience in self-sufficient agriculture, such at-
tempts are usually doomed to fail. Thus the deprivation of 
the low-status newcomers increases. Moreover, they also lose 
their previous protective network of contacts and are also now 
out of sight from organisations that can provide them with 
social assistance.

Kecskemét is a good example of both historical development 
and recent trends in residential segregation. In geographical 
terms, the segregated areas are located close to the former seg-
regated area, Roma Town. There is no major change in the 
affected residents either, who are mostly Roma. This is partly 
due to the falsely principled urban development planning of 
the twentieth century, which treated the minority groups as 
a closed set. The segregated neighbourhoods have never been 
entirely removed, and they were never completely uninhabited 
and always filled up with newcomers. Even the relocations did 
not ease the situation because people were mostly moved to 
other disadvantageous locations. The “export” of low-status 
people to the outskirts is also a typical process in Kecskemét 
just like in other towns of the Southern Great Plain statisti-
cal region.

The analysis of the segregated neighbourhoods in Kecskemét 
shows a strong correlation between the spatial location of low-
status people and the physical condition of the buildings. It 
can also be seen that these areas are located where there is a 
large quantity of low-standard social housing owned by the 
local government. Because of this, the town council and the 
urban development agency play a key role in managing and re-
vitalising the segregated blocks. The main factor hindering the 
development of these areas is insufficient financial resources 
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for the task. Although there are certain targeted EU subsidies 
for urban renewal, the town cannot carry out comprehensive 
social development in segregated neighbourhoods without ad-
equate local resources. Apart from the lack of necessary funds, 
the results of the research also emphasize the importance of 
complex thinking about residential segregation. The improve-
ment of the living environment in itself is merely the initial step 
of a social integration process, and social care for low-status 
people cannot end after infrastructure investments without 
risking the recurrence of spatial segregation.
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