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International Tenants Day Oct 6. 2008
Ladies and Gentlemen,

Let me introduce the activities and goals of a young IUT Member – the Slovak civil association – Right to Housing (Právo na bývanie). 

My name is Elena Kárová and I am the assistant of the Chairman of the Association – Mr. Kristián Straka. Since Mr. Straka does not speak English I would like to read the following presentation on his behalf and on behalf of the whole association. Iwill also translate potential questions as well as answers within the discussion.

The civil association Right to Housing was founded in 2007 and it is the only nationwide association representing the interests of tenants in Slovakia as well as the only one representing the tenants in the media and in the dialogue with official institutions. We are representing about 30 thousand tenants living in houses handed over to private hands after the breakdown of communism within the process of restitution of property as well as within the first years of privatization.  

Compared in particular with the “old EU Members” the situation of tenants seems to be specific in Slovakia. All flats were state owned during the communist regime. There were uniform rules imposed by the state concerning the allocation of flats, rents etc. At the beginning of the 1990 a concept of mass privatization of flats was adopted. In 1993 a special law was adopted that enabled the purchase of state owned flats. To attract everybody to apply for the purchase of his/her flat the prices of state owned flats were administratively set extremely low, the average price of a three roomed flat was about 15 to 50 thousand Slovak Crowns (500 to 1600 €). In reality this was less than 5% of the real market value. Thanks to favorable conditions almost all citizens applied for purchase. Within a few months an untypical situation arose when 97% of all flats in Slovakia became privatized by their tenants and the vast majority of population became happy flat owners paying symbolical money for that. The rest 2 - 3% of the housing stock were flats in buildings which were handed over to private owners within the process of restitution of property. Residents of these flats did not have the opportunity to buy flats which they inhabited for years, many of them for decades. They became overnight tenants in an environment absolutely unfriendly to rental housing. Unlike other countries where 30, 40 and more per cent of the housing stock are rental, where rental housing is usual, a balanced market exists, etc.- in Slovakia there is almost no rental market since 97% state owned flats have been transferred to their tenants and in fact only the 2- 3 % of all flats located in restituted houses remained rental. The tenants living in these flats have been gravelly discriminated. Unlike their fellow citizens, who were given the chance to solve their housing situation at symbolical price, tenants in restituted houses became “only tenants” thrown into an environment artificially created by the state where a person not owning its flat is considered an exotic social case. 

Within the process of restitution of property, when houses where handed over to their previous owners or their successors the protection of the owners rights was the priority. Although the state knew about the problem of people living in such houses, there had been no proceeding aimed at the sustained solution. Temporary each government tried to settled the matter with regulation of rents, in fact this problem was just put off for a few years. In the course of time sitting tenants became more and more an unpleasant burden for both the state as well as for the landlords. The tenants were more and more confronted with an insoluble situation. On the one hand the landlords have been permanently escalating their pressure against the inherited but unwanted tenants (repairs of heating in the winter, cutting of water and electricity justified by a variety of reasons, permanent mental pressure in particular against elderly people etc.), on the other hand the tenants have been considered as a cumbersome burden from the side of state. Sitting tenants have been living for more than 15 years under existential threat considered by many as outcasts. Many people have not managed to cope with this permanent pressure. This is not making the situation to be dramatic – this is reality that many of the tenants suffer heart diseases, mental disorder and other medical complications. Definitely a part of early deaths of tenants can be also regarded as a consequence of their problems with housing. 

The situation became worse in 2005 when the government made decission on the total deregulation of rents from 1st of July 2007. The former Minister of Finance, who submitted the respective draft law into the Slovak Parliament, justified his proposal stating, that further regulation of rents was unnecessary since almost all flats in Slovakia were private, and the tenants in restituted houses were a negligible minority and since municipalities were granted competences in the social sphere it is up to them to cope with the few tenants issue (the municipalities reacted immediately that they are not concerned and that they did not have any financial resources needed). After the elections in 2006 the new government postponed the deregulation by end of 2008 and in April 2008 the Minister of Finance issued a further decree on regulation of rents. How long should the rents in Slovakia remain regulated seems to be unclear, even governmental officials are unabled to give a clear answer less than 100 days before the end of 2008 Slovak tenants stay to be in permanent existencial uncertainty. A total deregulation of rents under the current situation where no real rental market exists would mean an increase of the current regulated rents by 800 and more percent which would made the tenants homeless immediately. 

Our civil association submitted proposal for a solution of the situation. Its substance issues from the responsibility of the state for the situation of tenants in restituted houses. We are claiming that the state, manipulated during 40 years of communism with the nationalized houses like with own property, mandatory assigning flats to the people. The same state cannot get rid of its responsibility by handing the houses back to the owners neglecting tenants, who were assigned to the restituted houses by the state directives. The state cannot ignore the sitting tenants when it was the state, which created a situation of 97% flats being in private hands which consequently disabled the creation of a standard rental market. Since the state is responsible for the current situation it should be the state, who either by granting financial compensation or building up new - substitutionary flats enables the concerned tenants to move out from houses in which they are unwanted and on the other hand enables the landlords to enjoy freely their property. 

We do negotiate with the competent state authorities. Some politicians accept our statement, in particular the Social democrats fortunately for us they have the majority share in the ruling coalition. But it is still not sufficient. Other members of the government among them the Minister of Construction, who is responsible for the housing agenda are neglecting even ignoring our problem, stating that there is no reason for a specific treatment of sitting tenants, and only social assistance should be provided in exceptional cases. The negative attitude of the Ministry of Construction to the sitting tenants problem can be described also on the way of communication of the ministerial officials with the tenants. Four Ministries (Ministry of Construction, Justice, Social Affairs and Finance) have been tasked to prepare a joint concept on the solution of the sitting tenants problem. On a joint session of the respective Ministers (under the auspice of the Deputy Prime Minister) our association as the representative of the tenants concerned was assured to be involved into the preparatory works. Some ministries kept to their promises, however, representatives from the key Ministry – the Ministry of Construction (including the Minister himself), repeatedly refused any dialogue with tenants representatives arguing that such dialogue is not necessary since officials know very well what to do without listening the voice of the concerned citizens. Such attitude is unacceptable for us. 

Association Right to Housing welcomes the opportunity to present its views at the international scene. Its short - time IUT membership plays a great role in seeing our goals through. Ladies and Gentlemen, I would like to assure you that our IUT membership made our arguments stronger in the negotiations with the official authorities. And we would like to use also this opportunity to ask for international solidarity with the Slovak sitting tenants once more. 

We do hope that we will achieve a positive result and a solution can be found. We hope that we will succeed in our efforts in favor of justice and decent housing for people who do deserve it. And we will succeed to find a structure how to solve the issue of sitting tenants - a problem so significant not only for Slovakia but for all post - communist countries in common.
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