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Introduction

In recent years, sustainability has been firmly 
integrated into the scientific and policy dis-
courses on urban renewal (e.g. Zheng, H.W. 
et al. 2014; Zijun, Y.E. 2019). Since both con-
cepts are concerned with economic, social, 
and environmental dimensions, integrated 
urban renewal approaches should be focused 
on the ‘physical, social, economic and eco-
logical aspects of abandoned urban areas 
through various actions, including redevel-
opment, rehabilitation, and renovation’ (Yi, 
Z. et al. 2017, 1460). Sustainable urban renew-

al takes it a step further by integrating the 
three dimensions of sustainable development 
with the concept of urban renewal through 
the involvement and participation of vari-
ous, bottom-up multi-stakeholders (Zijun, 
Y.E. 2019). However, social sustainability as-
pects have often been neglected in urban re-
newal schemes (Darchen, S. and Ladouceur, 
E. 2013; Jin, E. et al. 2018), primarily because 
of different stakeholder aims and policies.

Some authors argue that public-private 
partnerships (PPPs) are effective instruments 
to include various stakeholders and carry out 
socially sustainable urban renewal projects 
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(e.g. Colantonio, A. et al. 2009). However, 
successful operation of PPPs is often hindered 
by conflicts over decision making, and inad-
equate cooperation schemes can easily result in 
the exclusion of less powerful interest groups 
from the urban renewal process. The opera-
tion of PPPs in urban renewal is undoubtedly 
a geographical question, inasmuch as PPPs are 
influenced by, for example, national- and local-
level regulations, politics of scale, and place-
specific attributes (e.g. population composi-
tion) of the effected neighbourhoods. Hence 
the need for studies that reveal what practices 
in social participation and involvement can 
lead to socially sustainable urban renewal in 
significantly different geographical contexts. 

The main aim of our study is twofold. First, 
it provides a literature review on the social 
sustainability of urban renewal. Second, it 
compares urban renewal interventions in 
two different geographical settings to pro-
vide recommendations about public partici-
pation and stakeholder involvement, which 
can contribute to increasing social sustain-
ability of urban renewal projects. 

Accordingly, the research questions ad-
dressed in this paper are the following: 

a) How can the concept of social sustain-
ability be defined with regards to urban re-
newal? 

b) What is the relationship between the so-
cial sustainability of urban renewal interven-
tions and the involvement and participation 
of various stakeholders?

c) What lessons can be learnt with relation 
to social sustainability from urban renewal 

projects implemented in different geographi-
cal contexts? 

For these purposes, a comparative approach 
was adopted through the analysis of two ur-
ban renewal projects: Magdolna Quarter 
Programme (District VIII, Budapest, Hungary) 
and the Albert Park (Inner city, Durban, South 
Africa), the data for which were based on a 
review of secondary sources, including in-
ternational literature and policy documents. 
Although these interventions were carried out 
in different geographical contexts, they show 
certain similarities, serving with relevant les-
sons to social sustainability, stakeholder in-
volvement and public participation. 

Social sustainability and urban renewal: 
international trends

In recent years, increased attention has been 
paid in academic discourses to the social 
sustainability of urban renewal (Glasson, J. 
and Wood, G. 2009; Lee, G.K.L. and Chan, 
E.H.W. 2010; Dempsey, N. et al. 2011; Wong, 
L.K. and Yu, P.H. 2015). Yet, unlike economic 
and environmental sustainability, social sus-
tainability has not been clearly defined as part 
of urban renewal and therefore has not been 
treated as an equally important component of 
sustainable development. In addition, as so-
cial sustainability definitions vary based on 
the researcher’s field of study and profession  
(Table 1), there is no universally accepted crite-
ria for social sustainability, which means that 
this area has been under-theorised and over-

Table 1. Some definitions of social sustainability
Definition Reference

… refers to the impacts of urban infrastructure on the affordability 
of and access to public service delivery by poorer groups within 
urban society. 

Roseland, M. (1998) in Koppenjan, J.F. 
and Enserink, B. (2009, 284)

… is a life-enhancing condition within communities, and a process 
within communities that can achieve that condition. McKenzie, S. (2004, 12)

… is a quality of societies. It signifies the nature-society relationships, 
mediated by work, as well as relationships within society. Griessler, E. and Littig, B. (2005, 11)

… blends traditional social policy areas and principles, such as 
equity and health, with emerging issues concerning participation, 
needs, social capital, the economy, the environment, and, more re-
cently, with the notions of happiness, well-being and quality of life.

Colantonio, A. (2011, 40)
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simplified in existing theories. Most of the 
definitions indicate that social sustainability 
has several dimensions and influencing factors, 
such as accessibility of public services, employ-
ment, social capital and community wellbeing, 
sense of community and belonging. Further-
more, an important aspect of social sustain-
ability in urban renewal is social participation 
and democratic involvement. Thus, as several 
scholars argue, the process of urban regenera-
tion should always include the mobilisation of 
potential stakeholders and the capacity build-
ing of the local community (Dempsey, N. et al. 
2011; Holden, M. 2011, 2012).

As such, many cities are taking a bottom-
up approach to urban renewal projects by 
actively encouraging public participation, 
social interaction, and cultural revitalisation 
(Ho, D.C.W. et al. 2012). However, despite 
these efforts, national and local governments 
in many countries still struggle with the con-
ceptualisation and implementation of social-
ly sustainable urban renewal, and policies 
for democratic involvement and community 
participation are not always effective. 

There are several ways that stakeholders 
can be involved in urban renewal projects, 
one of which is through public-private part-
nerships (PPPs). Similar to social sustainabil-
ity, PPP does not have a universally accepted 
definition, as it is an umbrella term, involv-
ing a wide range of concepts, and having 
different meanings in different geographical 
contexts. Nevertheless, for the purpose of our 
study, PPP is defined as a ‘co-operation be-
tween public and private actors with a dura-
ble character in which actors develop mutual 
products and/or services and in which risk, 
costs, and benefits are shared’ (Klijn, E.H. 
and Teisman, G.R. 2003, 137). 

In recent decades, PPPs have been seen 
to be a solution for budget-and-time con-
straints, especially in large projects (Warsen, 
R. et al. 2018). However, the successful opera-
tion of PPPs in urban renewal has often been 
hindered by joint stakeholder decision-mak-
ing processes, which has hampered the social 
sustainability of these projects. Grounded in 
experience from three Dutch case studies, 

Klijn, E.H. and Teisman, G.R. (2003) argued 
that problems usually arose when there 
were many stakeholders and an assump-
tion of co-operation and interdependency, 
which more often than not resulted in failure, 
from which it was concluded that public and 
private sector contractual relationships are 
needed to focus all relevant stakeholders on 
the common goal. From a study in Jakarta, 
Rahardjo, H.A. et al. (2014) strongly advised 
that for PPP urban renewal projects to suc-
ceed, community members and non-profit 
organisations needed to be encouraged to 
participate. Mendel, S.C. and Brudney, J.L. 
(2012) found that non-profit organisations 
in Cleveland, United States, provided a 
‘third-space’ where local people were able 
to voluntarily integrate with key stakehold-
ers to tackle the challenges arising in dif-
ferent phases of an urban renewal project. 
Although PPPs are complex and difficult to 
implement, they have been found to result in 
faster and more efficient community service 
delivery (Houghton, J. 2011). Nonetheless, 
there is still less focus on social sustainability 
and the social participation in many urban 
renewal projects, and as conditions for public 
participation differ by country, emphasis is 
needed on international comparison when 
investigating urban renewal PPPs.

Relatively few studies have compared ur-
ban renewal projects from at least two dif-
ferent continents through the lens of social 
sustainability. In a review of urban sustain-
ability achievements in different cultural 
development models in Brazil, India and 
Mexico, Basiago, A.D. (1998) concluded 
that projects could be simultaneously eco-
nomically, environmentally and socially sus-
tainable. Križnik, B. (2018) also compared 
institutional and planning approaches and 
social sustainability in urban development 
and regeneration projects in Barcelona, Spain 
and Seoul, South Korea, finding that despite 
community involvement being one of the 
key dimensions of social sustainability and 
the main focus of both projects being to meet 
the needs of all citizens, only a few selected 
social groups benefitted.
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In a similar vein, comparing participatory 
urban regeneration projects in Japan and 
Denmark, Harada, Y. and Jørgensen, G. (2016) 
emphasise the importance of international 
comparative research as a mutual learning pro-
cess. The argument here is that geography does 
matter in this respect as national and local cir-
cumstances (e.g. welfare system, policy context 
of urban regeneration) significantly influence 
PPPs. Hence the need for international com-
parative studies that investigate urban renewal 
PPPs in very different geographical contexts 
(and not only in economic core regions and 
western countries) and provide general les-
sons about how to make these urban renewal 
schemes more socially sustainable.

Case study selection

One of the main aims of this paper is to provide 
lessons for urban research and policy with re-
gards to public participation and social sustain-
ability of urban renewal. These lessons should 
be applicable to projects situated in different 
geographical contexts. Hence we compare two 
interventions from two different countries, dif-
ferent continents (Hungary and South Africa). 
Despite apparent differences, these two cases 
show considerable similarities as well: 

(i) historical development path of the two 
societies: they both experienced dictatorship 
(although apartheid in SA was a racist one, 
in Hungary the regime was based on com-
munist ideology and thus rejected the idea 
of social difference), and in both countries 
democratic social order and market capital-
ism have been built from early 1990s; 

(ii) in the past both case-study areas were 
disadvantaged, crime-ridden neighbour-
hoods with stubborn negative image, but due 
to recent renewal activities they are under 
transformation; 

(iii) both interventions were run by PPP co-
operation schemes, and in both cases, inter-
national funds (EU) influenced the objectives 
and governance schemes of the two projects, 
fostering public participation and thus social 
sustainability.

National policy contexts

Hungary

In Hungary, urban renewal PPPs only be-
came possible after the collapse of the Marx-
ist-Leninist dictatorship in 1990. Before the 
1990s, housing allocation was dominated by 
state-ownership and central bureaucratic co-
ordination, whereas urban reconstruction re-
ferred mainly to the building of prefabricated 
housing estates using greenfield construction 
or by demolishing and replacing pre-existing 
old apartments in some areas. This process 
led to disinvestment and dilapidation in 
many inner-city neighbourhoods, especially 
in Budapest, which resulted in very poor-
quality housing stock in the affected areas 
(Szelényi, I. 1990; Lichtenberger, E. et al. 
1995). Furthermore, due to the selective liber-
alisation of the state-led command economy 
during the 1970s and 1980s, private invest-
ment and segmentation began to emerge in 
the housing sector (Bodnár, J. and Böröcz, J. 
1998), coupled with social differentiation and 
segregation in inner-city neighbourhoods 
prior to 1990 (Kovács, Z. 2009).

After 1990, urban regeneration activities 
were profoundly influenced by the shift from 
a socialist state-led command economy to a 
liberal market economy, and by the transfor-
mation from a centralised single-party state to 
a democratic unitary state. The public admin-
istration system was decentralised, granting 
extensive autonomy for local municipalities 
in settlement development (Act LXV of 1990/
Act CLXXXIX of 2011 on Local Governments). 
Budapest is unique in this respect, as in the 
capital city a two-tier self-government sys-
tem has been established, including the 
Municipality of Budapest (i.e. City Hall) and 
the 23 district municipalities with special legal 
status (Table 2). Thus, since 1990 the tasks and 
responsibilities have been divided between the 
district municipalities and the Municipality of 
Budapest, and the decision-making power of 
the former is still highly independent of the 
Budapest City Hall (Tosics, I. 2006; Enyedi, 
Gy. and Pálné Kovács, I. 2008).
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The decentralisation of public administra-
tion provided local municipalities with the 
right to create their own development strat-
egies, land use plans and building regula-
tions, still adhering to national-level policy 
frameworks. However, due to their limited 
financial resources, privatisation of the for-
mer public housing stock was a common 
practice amongst local governments through-
out the 1990s and 2000s, and this process was 
supported by national regulation (e.g. Act 
LXXVIII of 1993). As a result, public hous-
ing share dropped markedly; for example, 
between 1990 and 2006, it decreased from  
51 per cent to 8 per cent in Budapest (Kovács, 
Z. and Herfert, G. 2012), still showing con-
siderable unevenness amongst the districts, 
e.g. in the 8th district this figure was 10 per cent 
in 2017. The liberalisation of the Hungarian 
economy also resulted in a massive FDI influx 
from the 1990s, and it facilitated investments 
in office-space and housing, particularly in 
Budapest (Földi, Z. and Kovács, Z. 2014). 
However, while the necessary conditions 

for PPPs were set, such interventions were 
relatively rare before the 2000s, as the urban 
rehabilitation projects were mostly financed 
by local municipalities (e.g. Budapest Urban 
Rehabilitation Fund, established in 1994).

Urban renewal PPPs spread in Hungary 
during the 2000s, which coincided with the 
country’s EU-accession and the consequent 
incorporation of EU urban planning policies 
into Hungarian legislation. Joining the EU in 
2004 opened the door to community-wide ini-
tiatives and networks, such as the URBAN, 
the URBACT, the EUKN and the Leipzig 
Charter on Sustainable European Cities. The 
‘integrated urban intervention’ idea was 
also adopted at this time, which led to the 
introduction of the ‘social urban rehabilita-
tion’ and ‘socially sensitive urban renewal’ 
concepts (Gerőházi, É. et al. 2004). The best 
example of this type of intervention was the 
Magdolna Quarter Programme (MQP) in 
Józsefváros, District VIII of Budapest. This 
programme was managed by Rév8, which 
company was established by the local gov-

Table 2. Major policies, strategies and plans that have shaped urban renewal policies in Hungary*

SUPRANATIONAL 
POLICIES AND 

STRATEGIES

NATIONAL POLICIES 
AND STRATEGIES

BUDAPEST REGIONAL 
POLICIES

JÓZSEFVÁROS 
PLANS AND 
STRATEGIES

European Union 2020 
Strategy

Fundamental Law of 
Hungary Integrated Urban Development Strategy

European Regional 
Development Fund

National Framework 
Strategy on Sustainable 
Development

Long-Term Urban 
Development Concept 
2030

District Development 
Strategy

Leipzig Charter of 2007
National Strategic 
Reference Framework 
2007–2013

Budapest Agglomeration 
Spatial Plan

Act LXXIV of 2016 on 
Townscape Protection

Territorial Agenda Integrated Urban 
Development Framework
Competitive Central 
Hungary Operational 
Programme 2014–2020
New Széchenyi Plan 
2014–2020
National Development 
and Territorial 
Development Concep

*Compiled by the authors.
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ernment, but the OTP (the most important 
savings bank in the socialist state, which 
was privatised after 1990) and Budapest 
Municipality also had shares in it. Even 
though a social urban rehabilitation model 
had been developed, there was a considerable 
diversity amongst urban renewal interven-
tions in Hungary, in terms of management 
schemes and financing (see Csanádi, G. et al. 
2011; Keresztély, K. and Scott, J.W. 2012).

After 2010, the political circumstances of 
urban renewal changed significantly due to 
an authoritarian turn and massive re-central-
isation in policy making, implemented by 
the Fidesz-government. At the same time, the 
country’s share of EU financial transfers in-
creased; for example, almost EUR 17,000 mil-
lion from the Cohesion Fund and European 
Research and Development Fund was allo-
cated to Hungary for the 2014–2020 program-
ming period, from which approximately 5 per 
cent was dedicated to the ‘sustainable urban 
development’ of the cities with ‘country seat’ 
status, 1/5 of which was to be spent on urban 
rehabilitation (Jelinek, C. 2017). Due to the 
political re-centralisation, while the planning 
and design of local (spatial) development re-
mained with local municipalities, the delivery 
of many public services crucial to social in-
clusion (e.g. primary and secondary schools) 
were transferred to central government bod-
ies (Teller, N. 2015). Therefore, the local mu-
nicipalities prepared integrated development 
strategies (although it was not obligatory for 
smaller municipalities), which served as the 
development project frameworks for the allo-
cation of EU and national financial resources. 
While these integrated development strategies 
also included anti-segregation programmes, 
as Jelinek, C. (2017) argued, urban rehabilita-
tion became an instrument for handling social 
tensions at the local level.

South Africa

During the apartheid era in South Africa, the 
majority of the population (Blacks, Indians 
and Coloureds) lived in harsh, impoverished 

conditions, were excluded from the main-
stream economy, and were provided with 
limited basic services because of the segrega-
tion laws (such as Group Areas Act of 1950). 
The spatial divisions placed the white people 
in affluent communities and the Blacks, Col-
oureds’ and Indians in segregated areas on the 
city outskirts. Due to deindustrialisation and 
the rapid urbanisation in the 1970s, there were 
severely deteriorating buildings in the centres 
of many large cities, which became even worse 
after the apartheid regime was dismantled in 
the mid-to-late 1990s as a majority of the white 
and middle-income inhabitants fled the inner-
city districts to the more affluent suburban 
areas. Coupled with the withdrawal of prop-
erty investment and a lack of good transport 
and administrative systems, the inner cities 
experienced an increase in abandoned build-
ings, which resulted in many buildings being 
illegally rented or being squatted in (Frenzel, 
F. 2014). As such, many inner cities in South 
Africa have been going through a ‘transforma-
tion process since the faltering years of apart-
heid’ (Frenzel, F. 2014, 437). 

South Africa’s first democratic elections 
were held in 1994 when the new African 
National Congress government led by for-
mer President Nelson Mandela won the elec-
tions. Many legislative policies were conse-
quently introduced and implemented by suc-
cessive post-apartheid ANC governments to 
correct the imbalances and injustices of the 
apartheid era (Table 3). One of the main objec-
tives of these policies was to renew and de-
velop the social, economic and environmen-
tal states of the dilapidated urban regions. 
Twenty-five years after the dismantling of 
the apartheid regime, human settlement and 
urban development continues to be a major 
socio-economic challenge in South Africa. 

After the South African cabinet approved 
the request for the development of a regula-
tory framework for PPP in 1997, an interde-
partmental task team was appointed to de-
termine how PPP could be used to improve 
service delivery, and four months after the 
release of the team’s document in December 
1999, the strategic framework for PPP was en-
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dorsed and the national treasury published 
regulations for the management and mainte-
nance of the PPP. Despite the low number of 
PPP projects, the South African government 
has continued to adopt, revise and amend 
the multiple urban planning and regenera-
tion policies to reverse the damage left by the 
apartheid government. Many of these policies 
were adapted from post-industrial city mod-
els from the United Kingdom because of their 
emphasis on creativity and culture. However, 
of all the policies, the amendment to the 
Income Tax Act 58 of 1962 to include an Urban 
Development Zone tax incentive in 2004 was 
one of most important steps in encouraging 
private sector led businesses to invest in the 
construction and development of commercial 
and residential buildings in the demarcated 
UDZs (South African Revenue Service, 2014; 
Gregory, J.J. 2016; Young, J. 2018). 

During his State of the Nation Address 
in 2001, former President Thabo Mbeki in-
troduced the Urban Renewal Programme 
and the Integrated Sustainable Rural 
Development Programme, saying that the 
main purpose of these programmes was 
for the government to ‘conduct a sustained 
campaign against rural and urban poverty 

and underdevelopment, (by) bringing in the 
resources of all three spheres of government 
in a coordinated manner’ (SONA, 2001). 
Eight presidential nodes in five different 
provinces across the country were selected 
to act as pilot projects for the implementa-
tion of the social urban renewal programmes 
and to assess the benefits of these projects 
on the beneficiaries in all nodes (Musakwa, 
W. 2008; Donaldson, R. and du Plessis, D. 
2013; Mhlekude, N. 2013; Ndlela, A.P. 2013; 
Mbanjwa, P. 2018). The main concerns raised 
in all these studies were the lack of mean-
ingful community involvement, engagement 
or participation, the lack of transparency 
between the government officials, the lack 
of coherence in the capacity building poli-
cies, the weak leadership management, the 
unclear project mandates and the exclusion 
of local businesses, non-government organi-
sations and community leaders. In places 
where these issues persisted, the communi-
ties became despondent and no sense of com-
munity belonging was evident. 

As such, the South African government 
recognised and acknowledged the shortfalls 
and adopted a new programme, the National 
Development Plan (NDP) Vision 2030, which 

Table 3. Key recent and relevant development plans in South Africa*

INTERNATIONAL 
POLICIES AND 

STRATEGIES

NATIONAL POLICIES AND 
STRATEGIES

KWAZULU-NATAL 
REGIONAL POLICIES

DISTRICT PLANS AND 
POLICIESES

Sustainable 
Development Goals Constitution of South Africa Spatial Development 

Framework
Integrated Development 
Plan

African Union 
Agenda 2063

Redistribution and 
Development Programme State of the Province 100 Resilient Cities 

Strategy

New Urban Agenda National Urban Renewal 
Framework

Provincial Growth and 
Development Plan

Long-Term Development 
Framework

Breaking New Ground 
Housing Delivery, 2005
Integrated Urban 
Development Framework
National Development Plan
District Development 
Model
National Spatial 
Development Framework

*Compiled by the authors.
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is an overarching long-term plan that seeks to 
eradicate poverty and eliminate inequality. 
The NDP seeks to involve all relevant stake-
holders to create a more stable country and 
to ensure equal access to the opportunities in 
the urban areas. Furthermore, as a response 
to the above-mentioned issues and former 
President Jacob Zuma’s call for the need of an 
urban strategy to respond to the rapid urban-
isation, the Integrated Urban Development 
Framework (IUDF) was developed and ap-
proved by the Cabinet in 2016. The IUDF 
builds on the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals 11 and NDP by seeking to retrofit the 
existing cities footprint to produce cities that 
are connected, coordinated and compact. 
To complement the IUDF, President Cyril 
Ramaphosa went on to introduce the District 
Development Model (DDM) in a bid to curb 
the silo mentality in which different spheres 
of government operated. The DDM was ap-
proved in 2019 and aimed at mobilising com-
munities, NGOs, and private sector organisa-
tions into achieving social compact.

Case study description

This sub-section outlines the two specific pro-
jects: Magdolna Quarter Programme in Bu-
dapest and Albert Park in Durban (Figure 1). 

Magdolna Quarter Programme (MQP)

The Magdolna Quarter (in Hungarian: Mag-
dolna Negyed) is a sub-district in the admin-
istrative area of Józsefváros (District VIII in 
Budapest), bordered by the Corvin Prom-
enade, the elite Palace Quarter and a major 
railway station. 

There were three phases in the MQP, each 
of which was funded by multiple stakehold-
ers. The first phase from 2005–2008 was fund-
ed by the Municipality of Budapest and the 
Municipality of Józsefváros and had a total 
budget of EUR 3.2 million, most of which was 
for the partial renovation of four municipality-
owned housing blocks and associated projects. 
The second phase from 2008–2011 was fund-

Fig. 1. Location map of Magdolna Quarter inside District VIII in Budapest (left), and Albert Park inside the 
Inner city of Durban (right).
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ed by the European Regional Development 
Funding (ERDF) and had a total budget of 
EUR 7.2 million, with the primary project 
elements being focused on the revitalisation 
of public spaces. The third phase, between 
2013 and 2015, was funded by the ERDF and 
European Social Fund (ESF) and had a total 
budget of EUR 13.9 million, most of which 
was for a community centre and associated 
project elements (see Locsmándi, G. 2011;  
Keresztély, K. 2017).

There were seven projects in the MQP: 
 – the development of a community centre 
from the glove factory, 

 – the improvement of public spaces,
 – the development of economic and employ-
ment opportunities,

 – the improvement of educational facilities,
 – the regeneration of housing flats,
 – the development of crime prevention pro-
grammes, and

 – the establishment of social cohesion services. 
The aim of these programmes was to in-

tegrate community members into the local 
planning of their area. Through this citizen 
participation, the authorities sought to make 
the Magdolna Quarter unique by encouraging 
the citizens to remain in the area and not relo-
cate. The Teleki Square project (Photos 1 and 2), 
implemented in the third phase of MQP, was 
initiated by the Újirány Csoport (New Direction 
Group) for the public park rehabilitation plan-
ning procedure. This square was historically a 
‘motley centre’ (Alföldi, G. et al. 2019, 163) for 
newly arrived immigrants in the city, and later 
became a stigmatised crime ridden, function-
less area. 

Albert Park

Albert Park is located in the south-eastern 
part of Durban, and is bounded by Anton 
Lembede Street to the North, Dr Yusuf Da-
doo Street to the East, Diakonia Avenue to 
the South and Joseph Nduli Street to the 
West, and was named after the large Albert 
Park in the area, which is also known as 
‘Whoonga Park’ (Photos 3 and 4).

As part of the Inner City Thekwini Rege- 
neration and Urban Management Programme 
(iTRUMP) that was established in the late 
1990s in the quest to make Durban a sus-
tainable city, a cultural precinct was created 
in Albert Park where ‘a cosmetic facelift of 
palm trees’ (Erwin, K. 2018, 34) were planted 
in the middle of an island of buildings, new 
street lights were installed and an outdoor 
stage was built for the Durban music school. 
Additionally, historic buildings were reno-
vated such as Diakonia Centre which houses 
various NGOs, the Durban Music School, and 
a small museum. 

Furthermore, Albert Park is characterised 
by the two main streets: Diakonia Avenue 
and the Maud Mfusi Street: which are vastly 
different from each other. Diakonia Avenue 

Photo 1. The Teleki Square after rehabilitation
(Photo by Fabula, Sz.)

Photo 2. Park rules of the Teleki Square after rehabili-
tation (Photo by Boros, L.)
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and exacerbate the spatial and social division 
between these two streets. 

One of the projects in the area is the Port 
View Complex owned by SOCHO Property 
Investment. This non-profit organisation is 
one of the Section 21 companies responsible 
for the development, distribution and man-
agement of subsidised housing across South 
Africa. As part of the National and Provincial 
government plan for providing sustainable 
rental homes to citizens earning between EUR 
92 and EUR 460 per month, Port View was one 
of the projects launched in 2008 to convert four 
old blocks into 142 one- and two-bedroom 
flats. The ground floor was to be utilised as 
an economic space with 21 commercial units 
available for rent. In 2012, 90 tenants were le-
gally evicted due to their failure to pay their 
rent, due to an organised rent boycott that was 
meant to liquidate SOHCO. This jeopardised 
the social housing company’s ability to repay 
its bonds (Broughton, T. 2012). 

Photo 3. Dilapidated flats on Diakonia Avenue (above) 
and Albert Park legislation (below). (Photos by 

Nzimande, Z.D.)

Photo 4. Unutilised park with removed swings 
(Photo by Nzimande, Z.D.)

is tastefully decorated and has multi-storied, 
well-maintained buildings and informal and 
formal businesses lining the pavement lead-
ing up to the park. However, the closer one 
moves to the Maud Mfusi Street, it becomes 
evident from the dilapidated buildings that 
iTRUMP has not yet ventured here, with the 
windows advertising various short-term ac-
commodation and a makeshift mini-bus rank 
at the corner of Maud Mfusi and Alexandra 
Street. The paving in Diakonia Avenue and 
not in Maud Mfusi Street serves to entrench 
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The Qalakabusha Albert Park Intervention 
Programme, which was aimed at addressing 
the social issues in the area, was launched in 
2014. Many stakeholders – NGOs, the pro-
vincial government, private sector entities, 
and the police – pledged to commit them-
selves to making Albert Park a safe, clean 
attractive area. The then Mayor Councillor 
James Nxumalo ‘emphasised that the chal-
lenges of vagrancy, loitering, drug-abuse and 
criminal elements at Albert Park needed to be 
dealt with as a matter of urgency’ (eThekwini 
Municipality, n.d.). As such, the Albert Park 
is now much safer as compared to before. 

Comparison of the aspects of urban 
renewal in Budapest and Durban

In this section, two urban renewal projects, 
the MQP in Budapest and the Albert Park 
Intervention Programme in Durban, are ana-
lysed based on the three criteria identified 
as being crucial to social sustainability: the 
structure and functioning of public-private 
partnership, community involvement, and 
project innovation and continuity. Although 
in this article the focus is on social participa-
tion through PPP in urban renewal, the conti-
nuity and innovation aspect is indispensable 
to sustainability, as one of the aims of this 
paper is to provide recommendations about 
social participation in urban renewal. 

Public-private partnership

Magdolna Quarter

The EU accession of Hungary played a crucial 
role in acquiring an important source of in-
vestment (e.g. ERDF) for urban regeneration 
in most Hungarian settlements. Moreover, the 
local municipality, the Budapest municipality 
and private investors (e.g. OTP) also played 
an important role. Due to the complexity 
and uniqueness of this area-based project, 
there was an institutional instability between 
the stakeholders. Unfortunately, when the 

Józsefváros municipality composition changed 
substantially in 2006, Rév8 had increased 
conflicts with the new, right-wing Fidesz-led 
municipal members. However, the dedication 
of some of the experts directly and indirectly 
working in the MQP, introduced innovative 
methods of involving the community.

Albert Park

Due to EU’s interest in South Africa’s ‘politi-
cal dialogue, trade and economic co-opera-
tion, science and technology, and develop-
ment co-operation’ (Njokweni, F. 2011, 7), the 
Area Based Management (ABM) was partially 
funded by the EU with training and expert 
assistance also provided by the EU. While 
the NGOs in the Magdolna Quarter were 
invited by the municipality to run different 
social workshops, in Albert Park, the urban re-
newal was focused on just one main objective, 
the physical characteristics. As such, because 
of the unrest that occurred in the area when 
xenophobic attacks first started in 2008, to 
encourage dialogue, in 2009 the Nelson Man-
dela Foundation (NMF) joined forces with 
the KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) Christian Council, 
the KZN Refugee Council, the Refugee Social 
Services, the Union of Refugee Women, and 
Abahlali BaseMjondolo to host workshops 
on social cohesion between the residents to 
provide a space where community members 
could identify and discuss the different issues 
that they were facing in the area (NMF, 2009).

Community involvement

Magdolna Quarter

The social cohesion in the Magdolna Quarter 
Project was established through the active 
volunteering of the residents to assist in the 
renovation activities and by being given the 
opportunity to have input at public meetings. 
During the first phase of the housing project, 
the Four Buildings Association was established 
to represent the interests of residents; however, 
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it was later dismantled for unknown reasons, 
after which a locally based NGO (Nap Klub) 
took over as a meditator to express the resident 
grievances to Rév8. However, despite this, pub-
lic participation was somewhat challenging to 
community members as they had never been 
able to express their opinions before. The high 
level of mistrust in the local government also 
encouraged citizen participation (Keresztély, 
K. and Scott, J.W. 2012). Local meetings, com-
munity maintenance of the new and improved 
green spaces and shared community responsi-
bilities such as painting the buildings and con-
structing the public furniture all allowed the 
community to be involved in the MQP. 

An NGO, called the Association for Teleki 
Square, was founded by the locals to actively 
participate in the planning and maintenance of 
the square. This project has been hailed as one 
of the few best practice community participa-
tion projects by architects, the media and the 
local municipality. However, it has also been 
criticised because of its exclusion of the mar-
ginalised groups in the community because 
only lower-middle class Hungarians were in-
volved in spearheading the design and func-
tionality process for the park (Jelinek, C. 2017). 

Albert Park

The community members were fairly en-
gaged with the local government through the 
ward meetings and other initiatives. Howev-
er, separate projects ran by NGOs had higher 
resident involvement as compared to those 
ran by the municipality (NMF, 2009). 

Project innovation and continuity

Magdolna Quarter

This program was the first of its kind in Hun-
gary, inspired by Birmingham’s urban renewal 
programme and the ‘Soziale Stadt’ programme 
in Germany and has been seen as a ‘best prac-
tice’ for an integrative form of urban renewal. 
The foundation of Rév8 was also an innovation 

in the Hungarian context, the idea of which was 
adopted from Western Europe (Rotterdam). 
The complexity of this socially sensitive pro-
ject meant that key stakeholders had to decide 
on new, innovative methods to ensure long-
term project sustainability; however, after the 
completion of the third phase, some services 
were terminated due to a lack of funds, which 
pointed to the need for longer term planning.

Albert Park

Over 5 years have passed since the finalisa-
tion of the then latest urban rehabilitation; 
however, this area is still experiencing ma-
jor problems such as vagrancy, high crime 
levels, drug trafficking, outstanding levies 
and a general rise in urban decay. Unscrupu-
lous landlords are still continuing to exploit 
residents due to the lack of employment in 
the area, and property owners, who some-
times resort to violent means to get their rent, 
are charging exorbitant rental fees for over-
crowded flats that lack basic services (Mo-
hamed, S.I. 1999). The tenants are reluctant 
to take legal action against the landlords for 
fear of getting arrested and/or evicted, with 
the illegal immigrants usually bearing the 
brunt of these exploitations. Furthermore, 
due to the Qalakabusha programme, the 
large group of homeless men that used to 
inhabit the recreational park were removed 
by the Metro Police and have moved next to 
the railway lines that are found 500 m from 
the park. This means that the community is 
now able to enjoy the green space. However, 
due to the current COVID-19 pandemic, the 
park is used to provide temporary shelter for 
homeless people by the Municipality.

Discussion: lessons from the urban renewal 
projects in Magdolna Quarter and Albert 
Park

This paper examined the importance of con-
sidering social sustainability as part of urban 
renewal projects, and especially scrutinised 
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the role of stakeholder involvement and 
public participation in the conception and 
implementation of such projects. Both the 
Magdolna Quarter, Budapest (Hungary) and 
Albert Park, Durban (South Africa) had simi-
lar socio-economic backgrounds as both ar-
eas had been suffering from vagrancy, were 
generally associated with crime and grime, 
and were inhabited by people who had a low 
average education level and disadvantaged 
socio-economic backgrounds. Three research 
questions were posed on the onset and so 
this section aims to answer them. 

Q1: How can the concept of social sustainabil-
ity be defined with regards to urban renewal? 

From the literature review, it is apparent 
that social sustainability is a complex con-
cept, which has several dimensions, and it 
has no universally accepted definition. With 
the present paper, we did not seek to quan-
tify and assess the social sustainability of the 
two studied urban renewal projects. Instead, 
we qualitatively explored how social sustain-
ability was influenced by the geographical 
context (e.g. local social environment, levels 
of governance) of public participation dur-
ing these relatively long-lasting projects. 
Based on the cases of MQP and Albert Park, 
it seems that the historical and geographical 
contexts are relevant with respect to the so-
cial sustainability of urban renewal projects. 
Through the inheriting of the bureaucratic 
institutional legacy of the Habsburg Empire 
and later that of state-socialism, Hungary’s 
path divergence during the transition level 
gave way to convergence under the EU 
(Loewen, B. 2016). Similarly, South Africa 
has ironically shown path dependence where 
egalitarian policies are a way to perpetuate 
inequality (Friedman, S. and van Niekerk, 
R. 2016). Experiences from Budapest and 
Durban are in line with other studies which 
emphasise the path dependency of urban re-
generation (e.g. Couch, C. et al. 2011). 

Furthermore, considering that the effect 
of path dependency and context specificity 
in urban policy seems to be stronger at the 
lower territorial levels (Moulaert, F. et al. 
2007), the contribution of the present paper 

is twofold. First, we agree with those scholars 
who point to the importance of the neigh-
bourhood as territorial analytical unit in the 
sustainability of urban renewal (e.g. Zheng, 
H.W. et al. 2017), and further argue that 
more attention should be paid to the path 
dependency of different geographical set-
tings in these studies. Second, the role of the 
EU should also be underlined in the stories 
of MQP and Albert Park, as in both cases the 
European Community supported the pro-
jects through financial and policy transfer, 
but specific objectives and implementation 
structures were tailored to local circum-
stances. Thus, results suggest that ‘down-
load of European policies’ and ‘variegated 
Europeanization’ (Carpenter, J. et al. 2020) 
can be observed not only within the EU but 
also outside of it. However, this phenomenon 
and its implications to social sustainability in 
urban renewal needs further investigation. 

Q2: What is the relationship between the so-
cial sustainability of urban renewal interventions 
and the involvement and participation of various 
stakeholders?

Both Hungary and South Africa have com-
prehensive strategic, legal and policy frame-
works in urban planning. In MQP, although the 
policies gave rise to greater PPP, community 
involvement was not perfect in all the differ-
ent stages, but much better than before politi-
cal changes in 2006. In Albert Park, despite the 
good policies in place, the projects saw fewer 
PPP, community involvement and thereafter 
a lack of project innovation and continuity. 
However, there has been more bottom-up, 
innovative activities occurring in the area by 
civil society. Therefore, the role of the state 
was found to be an important influential fac-
tor in the PPPs in both Hungary and South 
Africa. Both projects differed significantly in 
stakeholder involvement and the distribution 
of power between stakeholders. As such, MQP 
was criticised by some interest groups because 
several civil organisations were not involved 
in the project planning or implementation. To 
eliminate such problems, Leitheiser, S. and 
Follmann, A. (2020) suggest that grassroots ini-
tiatives should be encouraged by the authori-
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ties, and the involvement of such bottom-up 
initiatives should be formalised in urban policy.

Social sustainability can only be achieved 
by continual active engagement with the 
community in all project stages. Uysal, Ü.E. 
(2012) concluded that projects that fail to 
engage local and affected communities risk 
community resistance and development de-
lays. This was evident in Albert Park where 
despite rules being in place to ‘control’ the 
park activities, such as the prohibition of al-
cohol and drugs, it remains a ‘no go zone’ 
due to the high number of vagrants and the 
associated unruly behaviour. Therefore, 
the conception and implementation of ur-
ban renewal projects can either promote or 
undermine local community participation. 
Roberts, P. (2000) commented that the physi-
cal renovation of buildings was strongly 
linked to social aspects, that is, by entrench-
ing spatial and social inequalities through 
poor planning, urban renewal projects can 
create new social problems. 

One example of this was the exclusion of 
weaker but ‘problematic groups’ (mainly the 
homeless and the Roma) from the planning 
of Teleki Square (MQP). Although this green 
space is functioning and serves to beautify 
the area, it is controlled by security guards 
making sure that the different rules are fol-
lowed (Boros, L. et al. 2016) unlike in Albert 
Park whereas there are no security measures 
in place, the park is deemed unsafe by the lo-
cal community. This was further emphasised 
by Ho, D.C.W. et al. (2012), who found that 
to minimise social exclusion, community as-
pirations should be evaluated and assessed 
from project onset. Through the relatively 
high level of public involvement in the MQP, 
the residents (albeit selected) were given the 
opportunity to be heard; however, there was 
little-to-no public involvement in the Albert 
Park project. Therefore, the public participa-
tion was more successful in the MQP because 
of the effective techniques used and the large 
amount of work done by Rév8 and other ac-
tors. Regardless of these successes, as some 
disadvantaged groups remained underrep-
resented in the planning process, more at-

tention could have been paid to these groups 
(Jelinek, C. 2017). 

The vitality and uniqueness of neighbour-
hoods can often be damaged during urban 
renewal when the original residents are pro-
hibited from returning. In his review paper, 
Thwala, W.D. (2009) discussed how the 
lack of management of urban renewal pro-
jects after completion was one of the major 
sustainability issues, indicating that effective 
local governance structures were required. 
While the strategic developmental plans in 
both South Africa and Hungary are normally 
long term, the urban renewal projects are of-
ten no more than 3–5 years. After the com-
pletion of the Magdolna Quarter and Albert 
Park projects, very few ex-post social studies 
were conducted to evaluate the positive and/
or negative impacts these projects had had 
on the community. Durban has implemented 
several policies to attract and support entre-
preneurial urbanism, which have resulted in 
piecemeal, uncoordinated activities that have 
no long-term impact or sustainability.

Q3: What lessons can be learnt with relation to 
social sustainability from urban renewal projects 
implemented in different geographical contexts?

Firstly, while public participation does 
not follow a rigorous approach, the greater 
the participation, the higher the chance that 
a project’s objectives will be met. However, 
deeper public participation is not always 
straightforward, as this process can be tedi-
ous, time-consuming and complex (Thwala, 
W.D. 2009). Although often said, decision-
makers should employ tailor-made, appro-
priate approaches to projects as conventional 
methods adopted from western countries are 
often ill-fitted as they do not take into account 
local traditions. For example, in MQP, civil 
society has played a huge role in supporting 
activities as bureaucracies often struggle to 
bring about required, radical transformation 
in cities. Of course, the financial investment 
for projects allow such NGOs to apply for 
grants to work in the area. In Durban, it is 
not an impossible scenario as the Warwick 
Junction urban renewal project has been in-
ternationally recognised as a good practice 
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due to the collaborative process with street 
traders and authorities to transform the 
space. However, besides the Asiye eTafuleni 
NGO working in this space, the city lacks the 
presence of well-established civil society or-
ganisations (Bond, P. and Mottiar, S. 2018; 
Sutherland, C. et al. 2018).

Secondly, impact assessments, such as 
social impact assessment, that allow com-
munity members and other relevant stake-
holders to discuss socio-economic impacts 
of developments should be mandated in 
environmental legislation. Moreover, such 
legislation must go beyond being ‘on pa-
per’ as proper, follow-up strategies should 
be employed to enhance social integration 
and assist in reducing potential community 
resistance to projects from inception to com-
pletion (Yeung, S.C.W. et al. 2007). 

Lastly, limited vision, inspiration and fo-
cus to promote inner city districts and attract 
higher investment through urban renewal 
is one of the biggest weakness of local mu-
nicipalities. In their paper, Turok, I. et al. 
(2019) attributed the lack of urban renewal 
in Durban to municipal indecision, poor de-
livery of basic services and general laissez-
faire attitude towards urban decay. Driven 
motivation to decrease urban decay while 
increasing social inclusion and investment 
increases the success rate of projects. Durban 
has great opportunity to attract investors, 
however the high levels of corruption, poor 
coordination between governmental depart-
ments, and misaligned and discordant PPP 
all contribute to making investors hesitate to 
invest in the area.

Future research prospects and conclusions

This paper focused on socially sustainable 
urban renewal through an examination of 
two case studies in Budapest and Durban 
and a discussion on the different project as-
pects. While it was found that substantial 
progress had been made in involving com-
munities in these urban renewal projects, 
the socio-economic impacts of these projects 

have not yet been adequately explored. Ur-
ban renewal plays a vital role in rejuvenating 
dilapidated buildings and attracting inves-
tors to the area, and thereafter improving 
community health and safety in the long 
run. However, local participation and social 
sustainability of projects may not be second-
ary considerations to public authorities as 
it is important to balance the interests of all 
stakeholders involved. As such, the on-going 
debate on urban renewal as gentrification, 
the right to city, and community engagement 
through social inclusion and exclusion is bet-
ter understood in the context of micro-cases 
on disadvantaged communities. Although 
it could be argued that the social dimen-
sion is being incorporated into more urban 
renewal projects, the scale and level of this 
community engagement is far from satisfac-
tory. Therefore, more studies are needed that 
examine the possibilities for effective sustain-
able community urban renewal governance. 
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