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ABSTRACT

After the fall of communism in 1989, Warsaw’s large-panel housing estates became an unwanted legacy
of the previous era. Frequently, they were characterised by poor quality of workmanship, deficiencies
in the surrounding infrastructure and the monotony of the urban space. However, in the second decade
of the 21st century, their potential has become increasingly appreciated. Unlike other European capitals,
large housing estates from the 1970s and 80s have not become isolated poor districts of the city, but
rather an integrated part of Warsaw with a socio-economically diverse community. This research analyses
this phenomenon to explain how spaces that were doomed to failure 30 years ago can inform building
a sustainable city. Despite the several flaws in the large-panel estates, they are characterised by features that
are currently unattainable, such as apartment size, layout and public spaces. The way these estates function
today forces us to consider sources of positive social reception and differences in relation to housing
developments implemented under the current free market conditions.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last decades, it has been observed that large-scale multifamily housing projects have failed to address
the housing shortage and growing socio-economic challenges in Europe. This paper investigates selected
prefabricated housing projects in Warsaw, Poland, that seem to be surviving well despite the changing social
environment. This investigation aims to provide insights into the drivers behind the survival of such schemes
and intends to inform decision-making, especially in other European countries facing housing crises and where
multiple deprivation is frequently linked to urban form (Vassileva-Karagyozova & Wood, 2012).

Large-scale prefabrication technology in housing construction in Poland was driven by the post-WWII
demographic boom and resulted from the acute shortage of housing. It started in the early 1960s, when major
parts of larger cities were subjected to central government planning. This is when the pre-war left-wing idea
of social estates was turned into the idea of workers’ estates or, more realistically, into the minimum existence
housing (Kicinski, 2004). The central plans determined the housing standards and models, and prefabrication has
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become the solution for rapid housing production. By now, there are 4 million prefabricated apartments making
up some 25% of all housing in Poland (Kazmierczak, 2021). These planned-from-scratch large-scale urbanisation
projects followed the theoretical concepts of the Congrés Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM).
Hence, these developments were naturally similar to what has been developed in the western side of the Iron
Curtain. In Poland, prefabricated housing evolved from using predominantly large block technologies in the early
1970s to large panels dominating from the mid-1970s till the late 1980s (Radziszewska-Zielina & Glen, 2014).

The reception of prefabricated housing was mixed, and despite design similarities, these developments
instigated different social and cultural reactions, leading to the long-term success or failure of these social
experiments (Crowley & Reid, 2002). In developed economies, many of these estates have not withstood
the test of time, and some were even completely demolished, like Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis, the United States
(Jencks, 1977; Gasowska-Kramarz, 2019) and Les Minguettes in Lyon, France (Blanc & Stebe, 2004) or their
existence was challenged, like the Plattenbau in Berlin (van der Hoorn, 2004). Contrary to that in Poland,
despite the bleak predictions (Vassileva-Karagyozova & Wood, 2012), prefabricated multifamily block
estates still seem to serve their inhabitants well and are not a major driver for deprivation, e.g. in Krakéw
and Jedrzejow “these buildings have obtained a satisfactory social rating and can certainly serve their residents
well for many years” (Radziejowska & Sobotka, 2021, p. 106).

To explain the phenomenon of social survival of such schemes, this research identified examples
of large-scale prefabricated housing schemes in Warsaw, which today still address the purpose they were built
for. We then look into its urban structure, architectural form, amenities and other parameters to explain how
they perform in terms of their social sustainability.

The rest of this paper is structured as follows: The next section, Material and methods, describes
our methodological approach. Social sustainability and social value in housing explores the social,
economic, and political justification for large-scale prefabricated technology in housing projects developed
in the 1970s and 80s. The construction of prefabricated housing estates in Warsaw in the 1970s and 80s
looks into the urban and architectural principles to achieve the social aims of these projects. The current state
of prefabricated housing estates in Warsaw provides an overview of our methodological approach. The paper
ends with conclusions suggesting relying on these schemes as spaces that not only provide accommodation,
but more importantly, deliver social value.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

This paper uses qualitative research methods, including, in the first stage, archival research of the literature
discussing social value and the historical context (Krippendorff, 2019), as well as visual landscape surveys
of Warsaw’s housing estates from the 1970s and 80s, and in the second stage, a comparative analysis of 1970s
and 80s stock versus post-1989 housing developments. Thus, the first stage focuses on the sustainability
features of the 1970s and 80s residential estates. These are not narrow case studies, as the main objective
is to capture the general phenomena of well-functioning housing estates within the structure of the entire
city of Warsaw. The second stage, aiming to situate the studied architecture and urbanism of prefabricated
estates, provides a critical reflection on the current state of 1970s and 80s residential estates in the context
of their social sustainability and social value in relation to wider changes in the city driven by the post-1989
housing stock. This approach allows for interpreting the architecture in different ways, well beyond pure
environmental sustainability.

Although the title of this paper suggests that Warsaw’s prefabricated housing estates built before 1989 would
have been sustainable, their production methods and characteristic urban planning were far from what we would
nowadays refer to as sustainable developments. The key factor in this case is the very fact of their presence
within the much larger structure of the city. Avoiding their demolition and ensuring their efficient functioning
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in harmony with other parts of the city built after 1989 seems to be the greatest challenge. Hence, this research
explores the concept of sustainable development and presents perspectives on how selected large-scale
estates function within the capital city. The selection of large-scale estates considered their characteristics
such as: (1) location in Warsaw, (2) period of construction (1970s and 80s), (3) size of the developed area,
and (4) number of apartments. While the first and second criteria served to identify specific estates, the third
and fourth criteria were used to identify estates of distinctive characteristics to illustrate various perspectives
on their social sustainability and, where applicable, changes since their completion (Fig. 1, Table 1).
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Fig. 1. Location of analysed housing estates

Source: own work.
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Table 1. Analysed housing estates

Residential estate Development period® ?l:z]a of z)l::tllti:n ts
Marymont Ruda late 1970s 36 ~3,200
Chomiczowka 1975-1980 103 ~5,600
Jelonki 1974-1977 51 ~4,400
Szwolezerow 1971-1974 4 ~450
Stuzew nad Dolinka 1975-1979 42 ~5,400
Ursynow Potocny 1975-1978 195 ~9,600
Kabaty 1987—carly 1990s (majority of buildings) and 2000-2002 13 ~2,500
Targowek Mieszkaniowy 1974-1978 78 ~6,400
Goctaw 19761979 (first section)—1990 (last building) 119 ~11,000

*Where no further details were provided, the development period relates to the period when the majority of residential buildings were completed.
In the 1970s and 80s, social infrastructure in large housing estates was frequently completed towards the end of construction of the residential
buildings or within a few years after.

Source: Burczynski (2017), Zylski (2019), Orchowska and Klimowicz (2023), Korusiewicz (2025), Spétdzielnia Mieszkaniowa
“Stuzew nad Dolinka” (2025), Spétdzielnia Mieszkaniowa “Szwolezerow” (2025).

SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY AND SOCIAL VALUE IN HOUSING

Close to 30 years ago, Choguill (1994) established the multidimensionality of sustainability in housing,
including ecological, economic, technological, cultural and social sustainability. Despite extensive debates
over the past years, social sustainability is still subject to interpretation (Dixon, 2019), be it in the context
of sustainability dimensions such as economic or environmental or in the context of place, ranging from
a single building to towns or cities. The ‘place’ dimension has been subject to extensive research by Dempsey,
Bramley, Power and Brown (2011), Woodcraft, Bacon, Caistor-Arendar and Hackett et al. (2011), and Dixon
and Woodcraft (2013). A detailed account of this can be found in a paper by Dixon (2019). On the other
hand, terms such as ‘social’ or ‘community’ together with ‘inclusion’, ‘cohesion’, ‘equity’, ‘wellbeing’
or simply ‘safety’ or ‘security’ are often associated with social sustainability. However, such terms are more
often used in the context of new housing projects, urban regeneration, or the assessment of reasonably recent
projects rather than for older stock (Khor & Abu Bakar, 2012; Wiesel et al., 2012; Dixon & Woodcraft, 2013).
While many evaluation systems are in existence, each offers a slightly different focus.

Similarly, the issue of ‘social value” has been subject to an intensive debate over at least the last two decades
by various researchers and institutions from across disciplines such as economics, sociology and politics
(Raiden, Losemore, King & Gorse, 2018). Yet still, there is some confusion about what constitutes social
value. Emerson (2000) defines social value as the generation of improvements to the lives of individuals
or society through resources, processes and policies. Social Enterprise UK simplifies that to “positive
externalities or social, economic and environmental wellbeing above and beyond the ‘core’ value of the good,
service or work” (Nicholls, 2023, p. 5). Many countries have their own definitions. The UK’s Social Value
(Public Services) Act 2012 defines it as maximisation of additional benefits beyond the benefit of the goods
and services themselves.

Many researchers have attempted to quantify or at least to propose measurable parameters for
social sustainability in housing, pointing out mostly the quality of the environment and other aspects
such as land uses and urban design, transportation, architectural design and layout (Ding, 2008; Brandon
& Lombardi, 2011; Soo Cheen & Abu Bakar, 2012; Kalfaoglu Hatipoglu, 2017).
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Given the above, various models address different perspectives. The Affordable and Socially Sustainable
Housing Assessment (ASHA) tool is based on social sustainability’s positive externalities, including reducing
health expenses, improving employment and enterprise, improving educational outcomes, improving
safety and security, increasing social capital, reducing commuting impacts, and increasing housing stability
(International Finance Corporation [IFC], 2015). Bearing in mind the lack of consistency or disagreement on
criteria, the ASHA tool seems to be an attempt to address both the qualitative criteria (affordability, design
quality, local economy, health, safety and security) and project stages (project definition, planning and design,
construction and operation) but not larger estates or self-contained urban areas (IFC, 2015). On the other
hand, the Geneva UN Charter on Sustainable Housing (United Nations Economic Commission for Europe
[UNECE], 2015) suggests a narrower perspective of environmental protection, economic effectiveness, social
inclusion and participation, and cultural adequacy. Yet another approach is taken for the Housing Sustainability
Assessment Tool (Adamec, Janouskova & Hak, 2021), which is based on four sustainability dimensions
(economic, environmental, institutional and social) and three housing components (building, locality
and community). Further, Kalfaoglu Hatipoglu (2017), in the Sustainable Housing Quality Framework, adds
dimensions such as needs-oriented design and participation, as well as the flexibility and diversity of buildings
and apartments. However, none of these models comprehensively addresses the urban and architectural design
in an intertemporal context.

There is no uniform definition of sustainable space. In construction, a sustainable built environment
may sometimes be seen as an oxymoron, such as the promotion of shorter-life wooden constructions
to avoid the use of fossil fuels and materials (Starzyk, Corticos, Duarte & Lacek, 2025). On the other hand,
solid (stone or brick) structures lasting for several hundred years can also be interpreted as sustainable,
as exemplified by historic city centres (European Environment Agency [EEA], 2024). Similar assumptions
also apply to space in a broader context. Housing estates are part of a larger urban organism that is embedded
in a specific social context. Treating them in a laboratory-like manner may be misleading. The approach
taken in this research, focusing on a large city, fits within social sustainability understood as “development
(and/or growth) that is compatible with the harmonious evolution of civil society, fostering an environment
conducive to the compatible cohabitation of culturally and socially diverse groups while at the same time
encouraging social integration, with improvements in the quality of life for all segments of the population”
(Poleése & Stren, 2000, p. 15).

Researchers focusing on Polish towns and large-scale centrally planned estates touch on social conditions
and threats, and the survival potential for such estates, and highlight the relevance of the physical space
and social changes occurring in the specific estates (Table 2).

Table 2. Selected research on large-scale centrally planned estates in Poland

Town level Estate level
Warszawa (Musterd & van Kempen, 2005; Fuhrmann, 2010;
Koztowski, 2010)
Biatystok (Baum, 2018)
Gdansk (Rzyski & Medrzycka, 2010)
Krakéw and Jedrzejow (Radziejowska & Sobotka, 2021)
L6dz (Szafranska 2009; 2014; Marcinczak & Sagan, 2011;
Galuszka, 2022)
Poznan, Krakow, Tarnéw, Dzierzoniow, and Zyrardéw
(Gorczyca, 2016)

Ursyndéw and Wrzeciono in Warsaw (Wectawowicz, 2003)
Stegny and Sadyba in Warsaw (Fuhrmann, 2010)
Olechéw-Jandw in L6dz (Galuszka, 2022)

Kaliny and Przyjazn in Szczecin (Wojtkun, 2011)
Tysiaclecia in Katowice (Komar, 2012)

Mickiewicza in Lublin (Rodzo$ & Flaga, 2010)

Nowa Huta in Krakéw (Stenning, 2005; Gadecki, 2012)
Gaj and Sobieskiego in Wroctaw (Borowik, 2003)

Source: own work.
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THE CONSTRUCTION OF PREFABRICATED HOUSING ESTATES IN WARSAW IN THE 1970s AND 80s

The large-scale delivery of prefabrication housing was only possible due to the variety of methods
and designs (Chylinski, 1965; Rebowska, 2006; Wojtkun 2008; Stodczyk 2010, 2012). Quintessential to that
was the Prototype Estate established in 1959 in the Stuzew area of Warsaw, which by 1965 included over
20 examples of designs that were used later to master the full new estates and wider new neighbourhoods
(Chylinski, 1965). PBU, WUF-T, OW-T, the Szczecin system, W-70, Wk-70, and H-frame were the most
popular systems (Chomatowska, 2021).

In 1965-1970, the central plans determined the housing standards and designs, and prefabrication became
a widespread solution for rapid housing production. By the late 1970s, there were 180 prefabrication plants —
‘house factories’ (Kicinski, 2004). The 1980s — despite the political and economic tensions — still saw mass
implementation of several projects (Trybus, 2018). For Warsaw, this meant large-scale greenfield developments
in the farming outskirts and no barriers to access large land parcels that were easily nationalised under central
planning conditions (Fig. 2). However, due to economic and land management deregulation, hyper-inflation
and political changes, by the late 1980s, large-scale housing prefabrication was practically over. This opened
the construction scene for private developers.

Fig.2. Warsaw’s areas developed with 1970s and 80s housing estates (marked by a hatched pattern)

Source: own work.
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In Poland, there are around 60,000 prefabricated residential buildings inhabited by approximately
12 million people (Ministerstwo Funduszy i Polityki Regionalnej, 2019a, 2019b). Prefabricated apartments
make up about 20% of the total housing stock (Heritage Real Estate [HRE] & United Nations Global Compact
[UNGC], 2018). Most prefabricated estates are located in cities and larger towns. In Warsaw, they constitute
some 22% of the whole stock, which is used by some 600,000 inhabitants (Wojtczuk, 2021). Many of Warsaw’s
projects are special for their scale, distinctive urban design, architectural form, and layout of individual
multifamily buildings.

Prefabricated housing estates are typically viewed through the lens of their distinctive architectural
form (Turkington, van Kempen & Wassenberg, 2004). However, there is more to it. Such estates are
based on completely different urban planning assumptions than those applied to traditional urban patterns.
From the 1960s, Polish architects and urban planners were able to fully implement the Athens Charter
manifesto (CIAM, 1933). In the 1970s, as a result of the increased production of prefabricated housing,
the shaping of large-scale free urban layouts on greenfield sites became virtually the only way of planning.
In 1980, prefabricated units constituted 79% of all new completions (Radziszewska-Zielina & Glen, 2014).
New urban layouts were mainly designed with the aim of providing the minimum yet fully functional
residential accommodation (Kicinski, 2004). The urban plans of residential estates demonstrate individual
features of a compositional nature. The often-invisible relationships between the buildings were shaped by
specific urban plan geometrical arrangements (Fig. 3) and ample provision of interconnected green spaces
(Fig. 4). In many cases, these compositions, instead of being dictated by functional considerations, were
an artistic manifestation of the concept’s authors (Trybus, 2018). Thus, the 1970s and 80s prefabricated
projects are distinct from four perspectives: (1) urban design; (2) green space; (3) social infrastructure;
and (4) architectural form and layout.

Fig.3. Chomiczowka
Source: Dyteniecki and Steller (1973).

230 aspa.sggw.edu.pl



Wiejak-Roy, G., Mazur, R. (2025). More sustainable than it seems - the social sustainability of Warsaw’s multi-residential prefabricated
housing from the 1970s and 80s. Acta Sci. Pol. Architectura, 24, 224-244, DOI: 10.22630/ASPA.2025.24.16

Fig.4. Stuzew nad Dolinkg
Source: Orthophotomap (Gtowny Urzad Geodezji i Kartografii [GUGIK], 2023).

Urban design

Warsaw’s prefabricated housing estates were of a large scale, in excess of 100 ha. Thus, such estates, including
Targéwek Mieszkaniowy, Goclaw, Jelonki, Marymont Ruda and Ursynéw, are distinguished by carefully
designed urban layouts and well-thought-out functional solutions. Ursyndéw Péinocny, designed by a team
led by Marek Budzynski, is quintessential of it. Ursynéw Potnocny was the largest single-phase residential
complex in Poland (~40,000 residents), showcasing the level and capabilities of construction during that
period (Ilmurzynska, 2018). Here, apart from careful handling of the scale of the buildings and their form,
the road layout and greenery provide critical compositional elements. Moreover, in some parts of Ursynow,
the designers managed to combine the scale and atmosphere of a small town with lavish greenery for every
resident (Fig. 5). Hence, the irony of history is that these large-scale estates delivered some of the pre-WWII
ambitions for a concept known as Functional Warsaw (Ro6zanski, 1930; Kohlrausch, 2014).

Fig.5. Ursynow Potnocny. After close to five decades, the estate is dominated by the diverse greenery

Source: landscape survey (own photo).
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Green space

The greatest strength of urban design in the 1970s and 80s was the abundance of biologically active areas that were
fully open to the public. This was possible due to the use of vast, formerly predominantly agricultural greenfield land
(Mioduszewska, 2009). The greenery somewhat accidentally delivered a large chunk of the “airing corridors’ planned
for Warsaw in 1928 (Rézanski, 1930). Green areas were developed with various types of greenery, ranging from
simple plantings of birches, poplars and conifers to complex, carefully designed parks such as in the Szwolezerow
housing estate. This estate was designed by the leading architect of the time — Halina Skibniewska — with greenery
and ornamental features designed by a renowned landscape architect, Alina Scholz (Fig. 6). While the Szwolezerow
estate has been designed on a smaller scale, it has been considered as a reference for other larger developments
where such a high aesthetic level could not be fully achieved. Irrespective of the degree to which the green
areas were developed, their capacity to absorb rainwater and moderate the urban heat island effect, as well
as the availability of suitable space for especially tall tree species, proved to be a major benefit for the current
residents. This is of particular importance, as such features stand in contrast to the very intensive developments
carried out after 1989, in which access to greenery is significantly restricted (Fig. 7).

Fig.6. Szwolezerow. The park designed by Alina Scholtz plays a key role in the urban composition

Source: landscape survey (own photo).

Fig.7. Kabaty — the southern part of the Ursynow District, developed in the 1990s, refers to classic frontage urbanism
with limited public green space

Source: landscape survey (own photo).
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Social infrastructure

The major problem with the urban planning assumptions of the 1970s and 80s in Poland was that they
were hardly ever fully completed (Trybus, 2018). Implementation usually started with residential
buildings, which improved the housing production statistics and fulfilled the pent-up demand. This was
then followed by associated services such as schools, shops and social venues such as clubs and cultural
centres. In some cases, the expansion of some social infrastructure buildings was abandoned due
to the lack of funds, or they were added after several years (Kicinski, 2004; Trybus, 2018). In Ursynow
Poétnocny, the cinema and cultural centre was opened to the public in 1984, close to a decade after
the completion of the first residential building (Dom Sztuki, 2023; Fig. 8). Similar situations also
applied to road infrastructure and landscaping. The first Warsaw underground line is quintessential
of that, with construction spreading between the early 1980s and mid-1990s and the construction sites
cutting through the prefabricated Stuzew nad Dolinkg and the whole Ursynow District, with many areas
along the underground line only developed after its completion in the mid-1990s. Overall, the feeling
of temporality, in many cases, was to accompany the new residents, often until the end of the 1980s.
The lack of basic services and traditional urban forms such as streets with frontages and squares further
hindered the formation of social ties (Mioduszewska, 2009).

Fig. 8. Dom Sztuki in Ursynoéw Potnocny

Source: GoogleMaps — Street view (Google, n.d.).

Architectural form and layout

The 1970s and 80s prefabricated architectural form, in individual cases, depended on the type of production
of the nearest prefabrication factory. The role of architects during this period was to glue together
ready-made large-scale elements. Hence, the major drawback of prefabricated housing architecture
in Poland was its monotony (Kicinski, 2004; Mioduszewska, 2009; Trybu$, 2018). The facades
of buildings usually looked very similar throughout. Exceptional solutions were rare. However, interesting
solutions such as large balconies and generous green areas can also be found, e.g. in Stuzew nad Dolinka,
designed by Janusz Nowak, Jerzy Kuzmienko and Piotr Sembrat and constructed using the then-newest
H-frame technology (Chomatowska, 2021; Fig. 9).

aspa.sggw.edu.pl 233



Wiejak-Roy, G., Mazur, R. (2025). More sustainable than it seems - the social sustainability of Warsaw’s multi-residential prefabricated
housing from the 1970s and 80s. Acta Sci. Pol. Architectura, 24, 224-244, DOI: 10.22630/ASPA.2025.24.16

N

\‘\ \

¢
s
)
r
¢
r
[
)
m

T

e

Fig.9. Stuzew nad Dolinkg. Each apartment includes a square balcony of 4 m?. Now, these balconies frequently serve
as winter gardens. Ample green areas allow for the generous provision of playgrounds, while the greenery
provides shade and noise reduction

Source: landscape survey (own photo).

Most often, prefabricated concrete fagade elements with wooden windows were used, while the staircases
were finished with a terrazzo floor, and the interior walls were plastered and painted with washable paint.
With a construction scale of more than 200,000 dwellings per year, building repetitiveness had a major impact on
the urban landscape. Thus, Warsaw, in the areas of new housing estates, was losing its unique character. Moreover,
given the limited variation of prefabricated elements, there was little scope for creative innovation in housing.
Frequently, apartments included small rooms, windowless kitchens or dysfunctional bathrooms (Basista,
2001; Szafranska, 2017). Despite these deficiencies, the housing layouts were distinguished by consistency
and economy of space with an ergonomic functional layout. The size of dwellings was determined by government
norms. Following the 1959 residential development norm, according to which the size of dwellings in Poland was
the smallest in Europe, the 1974 residential development norm was again updated, bringing dwelling size closer
to the European average. For one-room dwellings for one person the norm was 25-28 m?, two-room apartments
for two people was 30-35 m?, apartments for three people was 4448 m?, apartments for a four-person family
was 56-61 m?, apartments for a five-person family was 65-70 m?, and apartments for a six-person family was
75-85 m? (Korzeniewski, 1980). With such a small footprint, ensuring an adequate number of rooms and windows
has been a difficult design task. However, designing according to such demanding guidelines resulted
in efficient layouts. Although the apartments were larger in Western Europe, the carefully designed apartments
were delivered as fully finished. This stands in contrast with the post-1989 private developer-built apartments
completed to the so-called developer standard, i.e. with kitchen, toilet, bathroom, and floor finishes to be
installed by the purchaser. Currently, multifamily housing is not burdened by any norms, except for the minimum
area of the apartment of 25 m? (Obwieszczenie Ministra Rozwoju i Technologii z dnia 15 kwietnia 2022 r.).
This significantly reduces the quality of the living space. It is also worth noting that in the multifamily buildings
of the 1970s and 80s, apartments were accompanied by pram/bike rooms, clothes dryer rooms and individual
storage units in the basements. In some cases, art studios were provided on the top floors.

As presented above, the 1970s and 80s residential prefabricated housing estates, while delivered during
austerity times, were designed to serve society in many ways beyond just the pure-housing function, with
many features that are frequently more appreciated now than when they were designed and delivered (Table 3).
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Table 3. Key social sustainability features of Warsaw’s residential prefabricated housing estates from the 1970s and 80s

Category 1970s and 80s

Large and frequently contiguous greenery, fully open green spaces, a large reserve of land for future green
development, and green areas generating positive externalities for other parts of the city

Architectural form  Convenient and compact apartments with common amenities, the highest availability of housing

and layout in Poland’s history, and social diversity (economic and educational)

Availability of social infrastructure such as nurseries, kindergartens, schools and community centres,
convenient transportation links with other parts of the city

Green space

Social infrastructure

Source: own work.

Since the 1990s, when the mass prefabrication was practically abandoned, many architects and researchers
saw a bleak future for these estates in Warsaw (Kicinski, 2004; Trybus, 2018). Trybus (2018) suggested that
one would have to decide what to do by choosing between demolishing; following what is done in Germany or
the United States by large-scale top-down transformation (attempts of this have not been successful); bottom-up,
smaller-scale activities; or simply waiting till the buildings fall apart. To that, Kicinski (2004) focused more
on the need to keep upgrading. Many researchers also feared or predicted social decay (Jatowiecki, 1995;
Czepczynski, 1999; Gaczek & Rykiel, 1999; Rykiel, 1999; Kicinski, 2004) to the extent that Rembarz (2010)
coined the term ‘large housing estate syndrome’ to describe the social and physical degradation.

THE CURRENT STATE OF PREFABRICATED HOUSING ESTATES IN WARSAW

This section provides an overview of the current situation in Warsaw and highlights the major challenges for
1970s and 80s prefabricated housing estates, with particular focus on the implications of social and economic
changes since the early 1990s, the changing perceptions of these types of developments, threats to green
spaces, and differences between the 1970s and 80s housing estates and post-1989 estates.

Social and economic changes following the Iron Curtain

After 1989, Warsaw’s inhabitants regarded prefabricated housing estates as a relic of the communist system.
Moving to new buildings constructed by private developers or to single-family houses built mostly in the suburbs
was a proof of social advancement (Szafranska, 2016). The Ursynoéw District was an exceptionally good
example, as it was largely transformed by urban planning. The main road artery, Aleja KEN, was built up
with western-style commercial frontages. The main impetus for the expansion and development of the wider
Ursynéw District was the opening of the first underground line in 1995 (Zylski, 2019). While the 1980s
Ursynow Polnocny is a clear example of prefabricated housing, Kabaty — the southern part of Ursynow —
completed in the 1990s, is a compact and more densely developed area (Zylski, 2019), but at least with respect
to the original 1980s road layout (Fig. 7).

In the 2010s, when housing prices skyrocketed, the estates of the 1970s and 80s regained their popularity
(Szafranska, 2016). The convenient location, lower price and transport links to the city centre were of major
benefit in the rapidly growing housing market. The increasing residents’ appreciation for green spaces
and openness of estates meant that the maintenance of areas around the buildings improved, and they
were landscaped to new standards (Musterd & van Kempen, 2005). However, with the growing economic
diversification of the society, many new housing estates attempted to fence off (Wojtkun, 2007), often
spiralling into spatial chaos. Despite new private developments, large-scale prefabricated housing projects
managed to avoid being fenced off and remain open to all. Increasingly well-maintained green areas with tall
greenery, which in the 21st century have reached their target height, further enhance public spaces. Typically,
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cooperatives managing these housing estates implemented well-planned changes to ensure the long-term
liveability of such places. As noted by Szafranska (2014), many authors refer to that as ‘modernisation’,
‘restructuring’, ‘re-urbanisation’, ‘regeneration’, ‘rehabilitation’ or just ‘humanisation’ (Chmielewski
& Mirecka, 2001; Borowik, 2003, 2007; Wectawowicz, 2003; Rebowska et al., 2006; Gruszecka, Gzell
& Rembarz, 2009; Ostanska, 2009; Koztowski, 2010; Rembarz, 2010).

Prefabricated housing projects, when developed, were not expected to last forever but for just some
50 years (Szulc et al., 2018). By the early 21st century, the stock was deteriorating but still in reasonable
shape, with major defects including scratches, leaks, damage to balconies, loggias, attics, the textured
layer of wall panels, and utility installations (Szulc et al., 2018). Given these and observations of technical
obsolescence of multifamily buildings in Western Europe (Musterd & van Kempen, 2005), in the 1990s, owners
of large-scale prefabricated estates (predominantly housing cooperatives) started a debate on the technical
condition of their stock. This frequently resulted in setting up long-term refurbishment programmes to increase
the lifespan of the developments by thermal insulation, asbestos removal, window replacement, and upgrades
to heating, electrical and ventilation systems (Szulc & Piekarczuk, 2022). This eventually resulted in government
interventions such as the current Act on Supporting Thermal Insulation and Refurbishment (Ustawa
z dnia 23 stycznia 2020 r.). The upgrade processes were accompanied by several technical surveys, which have
proven that with rather limited improvements, the buildings are generally structurally sound. Thus, their lifespan
has been redefined. According to a report on the technical condition of prefabricated buildings prepared in 2018
by the Polish Institute of Building Technology (ITB), the service life of these buildings can be extended to some
120 years, making them usable until the 2090s—2100s (Szulc et al., 2018). Thus, the buildings are continuously
modernised, with a focus on thermal insulation to minimise residents’ costs of living. However, new facades
clad in polystyrene foam pose a major aesthetic problem. The original form of fagades is transformed and often
painted in colours that are not in harmony with the surroundings, resulting in an odd-coloured chaos which
Filip Springer labelled as pastelosis (Springer, 2013). Fortunately, the growing awareness of Warsaw’s residents
means that after a wave in the late 1990s and early 21st century, this phenomenon is slowly fading. Moreover,
the current interest in modernist architecture means that contemporary modernisations are still incorporating
the aesthetic assumptions of architects from the 1970s and 80s.

Social perception of prefabricated housing estates in Warsaw

The functional and aesthetic assumptions on both sides of the Iron Curtain before the complete collapse
of the Warsaw Pact in 1991 were not fundamentally different, as they were mainly defined before the division
between the two political zones. As Moravcikova (2018) notes, all manifestations of the Modern Movement
discovered or rediscovered behind the former Iron Curtain confirm the position of the Modern Movement
as a solid and very European phenomenon. Contrary to earlier opinions about the drastic differences between
the eastern and western parts of the Iron Curtain, the prevailing view today is the one in which universal
elements emerge regardless of the political system (Dragostinova & Fidelis, 2018). Still, it is worth looking
at the differences to understand the essence of the functioning of prefabricated housing in Warsaw. The nature
of the space of these housing estates can appear to be almost the same regardless of geographical location,
which can also lead to erroneous conclusions in assessing this space. There are two key issues here: social —
determining the functioning of the estate and the neighbourhood, and environmental — access to green spaces
and their impact on wellbeing.

The reception of modernist large-scale prefabricated housing estates on the western side of the Iron Curtain
is often linked to class segregation (Hess, Tammaru & van Ham, 2018). In a post-communist, virtually classless
society, the prefabricated estates were inhabited by representatives of different professions and incomes.
In Warsaw’s large-scale prefabricated housing estates, one can still find lawyers, workers, or doctors
harmoniously living in the same building (Szafranska, 2014). Despite an outflow of the wealthiest inhabitants,
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this social diversity is still largely maintained, and these estates remain as safe as the gated communities,
including even the significantly less affluent ones such as Wrzeciono in the Bielany District (Musterd
& van Kempen, 2005; Szafranska, 2017). Critics of Pruitt Igoe and of other similar projects in Western Europe
blamed modernist architecture for the projects’ failure (Montgomery, 1985). A new look at the estates’ demise,
however, includes a critical approach to the social aspect of the projects that resisted racial segregation, combined
with the problem of unemployment. Ghettos similar to Pruitt-Igoe still exist today, even in more affluent areas,
e.g. in the UK (Turkington, van Kempen & Wassenberg, 2004). The suburbs north of Paris are fraught with
the same issues relating primarily to social policy (Blanc & Stebe, 2004). Given Warsaw’s experience, blaming
modernist prefabricated architecture for failures in social terms, therefore, seems to be debatable.

While the prefabricated housing estates in Warsaw can hardly be described as perfect, decades later, they
are functioning as required. As summarised by Szafranska (2016), across Poland, despite some symptoms
of social separation and outflow of the wealthiest inhabitants, the social degradation predicted in the 1990s
has not occurred. In Warsaw, this is clearly visible, e.g. in the Ursynoéw District (Wectawowicz, 2003; Musterd
& van Kempen, 2005). Research done by Realizacja sp. z 0.0. (2017) regarding the identity of Warsaw’s
residents further confirmed that the prefabricated housing is not stigmatised but part of the city’s identity. More
recently, Omyta-Rudzka (2022), reporting on the Public Opinion Research Centre (CBOS) national housing
preference survey, observed that for the residents of major cities, the social infrastructure — such as schools,
nurseries, shops, services and safety — was top-ranked. These were followed by access to green spaces,
apartment size, public transport, transportation time to work or educational facilities and access to parking
spaces. In the case of Warsaw, all these criteria cannot be easily met by newer developments, which explains
the success of the 1970s and 80s estates.

The role of public green space in large-scale prefabricated housing estates in Warsaw

Another important issue that differentiates the prefabricated housing developments in Warsaw and other cities
on the eastern side of the Iron Curtain relates to the easy access to land in the 1970s and 80s. In the Eastern
bloc, the communist authorities, frequently following expropriation (effectively through forced land
nationalisation), were able to provide sites for large-scale developments, allowing for vast amounts
of green spaces for active recreation, parks and rainwater management. Contrary to the current regulations,
the 1974 residential development norm prescribed the minimum green and social open spaces of 8§ m?
per person (Korzeniewski, 1980), providing what would now be seen as ample open space (Baum, 2018).
Also, the incomparably slower development of car transportation in central and eastern European countries
contributed to the abandonment of the construction of underground car parks, which made it possible
to preserve even more biologically active areas. However, the increasing car ownership, financial constraints
of the cooperatives managing the estates and increasing land values frequently lead to densification
(Zylski, 2019), which is a major threat to the existing green areas.

Prefabricated housing estates vis-a-vis new private developer housing estates in Warsaw
After 1989, the government and cooperative housing production slowed down dramatically and started
to be gradually replaced by multifamily estates provided by private developers. In these new projects, urban
and architectural form changed towards postmodernism, which turned more towards traditional solutions,
breaking away from 40 years of communism. These privately financed investments have been built on much
smaller plots with severely restricted access to green space. The private profit-seeking housing developers
maximised the density to its physical limits (Gyurkovich & Sotoca, 2019), resulting in green space set
at the minimum specified, which was mostly far lower than the past norm.

The rapid growth of car ownership meant that most of the land outside the buildings needed to be dedicated
to parking. Further, the increasing availability of housing loans led to an unprecedented real estate boom
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in the first years of the 21st century, with forms and aesthetics determined by developers’ profit maximisation
with little attention to delivering social value to the estates. Paradoxically, the financial crisis of 2008, limiting
access to mortgage funding, pushed the developers towards more attractive solutions for functionality over
size and reversing back to simplified forms (Trgbacz & Mazur, 2020). At the same time, several of the new
housing projects were delivered as part of gated communities, of which, in Poland, most are located in Warsaw.
Even very prestigious projects, such as APA Kurylowicz & Associates’ Marina Mokotow of 21 ha, turned
out to be a closed fortress rather than a well-integrated estate. The fencing off of housing estates was not
an architectural idea, but a marketing requirement, driven largely by the increase in crime in the 1990s
and the perception of the problem persisting. This proved to be overconservative, as now Warsaw is the eighth
safest capital city in Europe (Numbeo, 2025).

Residential development since the 1990s has been closely linked to the number of parking spaces, which
has had a significant impact on the building form and on the layout of the apartments themselves, resulting
in, for example, replacing basements and other common spaces with underground parking. Apartments built
in the large-panel system were designed without this impediment, which facilitated the creation of functional
yet small apartments. On the other hand, the lack of previously planned parking spaces has resulted
in the use of public land for car parks, which has significantly reduced the original attractiveness of green
spaces (Fig. 10). This change has often resulted from grassroots action by the residents themselves (N6zka
& Smagacz-Poziemska, 2018). In the longer term, reclaiming these areas for public use and a well-maintained
urban green space is possible. However, that requires further improvements to the public transport system.

Fig. 10. Goctaw. Public space that used to be a safe and green place for residents is being turned into a car park

Source: landscape survey (own photo).

In addition to the differences related to access to land for construction, the apartments’ layout evolved.
Currently, typically the living room and kitchen are combined in one room, which leaves more space for
bedrooms and other areas. Unfortunately, the economics of construction also determined the increased width
of the buildings, which means that access to natural light in the central parts of the apartments is more limited
than in the 1970s and 80s apartments. While the on-site reinforced concrete technology has contributed
to the freedom to design functional layouts, frequently these are less logical than in the prefabricated pre-1989
apartments. In favour of the new apartments is undoubtedly their standard of construction and technological
solutions, far superior to the prefabrication designed in a communist country struggling with the economic crisis.
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CONCLUSION

Despite the many flaws that characterised Warsaw’s prefabricated housing estates, it should be noted that
they have stood the test of time. Today, they are a point of reference for contemporary buildings. The greatest
advantage of these estates is the fairly well-designed layout of the estates and apartments, which also function
well in the 21st century. On an urban scale, the assessment seems ambivalent. On the one hand, the rapid
construction of estates devastated the urban character of Warsaw. On the other hand, it provided green spaces
that would not have been possible to achieve in free market conditions. In this context, prefabricated housing
estates can be considered sustainable, with newer developments relying on the 1970s and 80s provision
of green spaces.

Should these estates be treated as a model for development? Surely not. The number of defects that are
an inseparable part of them excludes such an understanding — prefabricated buildings are difficult to adapt
to new functions, which limits their future life to residential uses. However, the way in which the urban living
environment is shaped in the current conditions seems irrational. Hence, the heritage of the 1970s and 80s
estate should be relied on because, in the context of the existing urban public infrastructure, they moderate
the impact of the development densification.

Prefabricated housing estates from the 1970s and 80s — despite not being sustainable spaces — can influence
the sustainable development of the entire city in a broader urban context. Their location, forming a ring around
the city centre, provides a reserve of green areas. It seems that these housing estates should be given similar
protection to that applied to historical monuments. The best example of this is the Szwolezerow housing estate,
which has been entered in the heritage register (Order No. 1336/2016 of the Mayor of Warsaw). This type
of protection may prevent the densification of buildings within the estates, which will ensure that the most
valuable element of this space, i.e. greenery, remains in the overall structure of the city.

It is expected that the observations made in this research will help policymakers, planners, architects
and developers in promoting suitable improvements to similar prefabricated housing estates in other parts
of Poland and across Central and Eastern Europe and elsewhere, where city housing is dominated by similar
types of developments.
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BARDZIEJ ZROWNOWAZONE NIZ SIE WYDAJE - ROZWOJ ZROWNOWAZONY
WARSZAWSKICH OSIEDLI MIESZKANIOWYCH Z LAT 1970-1980

STRESZCZENIE

Po upadku komunizmu, w 1989 roku, blokowiska w Warszawie staly si¢ niechcianym dziedzictwem
poprzedniej epoki. Niejednokrotnie charakteryzowaly si¢ one niska jakoscia wykonania, brakami w otaczajacej
infrastrukturze oraz monotonig przestrzeni miejskiej. Jednak od drugiej dekady XXI wieku sg one coraz
bardziej doceniane. W przeciwienstwie do innych stolic europejskich duze osiedla z lat 70. i 80. nie staly
si¢ odizolowanymi, biednymi dzielnicami miasta, ale raczej integralng cz¢$cig Warszawy, zréznicowang
pod wzgledem spoteczno-ekonomicznym. Niniejsze badanie analizuje to zjawisko, aby wyjasnic,
w jaki sposob przestrzenie, ktore 30 lat temu byly skazane na porazke, moga wptywac¢ na budowanie miasta
zrownowazonego. Pomimo wad blokowiska charakteryzuja si¢ nicosiagalnymi obecnie cechami, takimi jak:
metraz i rozktad mieszkan oraz obszerne przestrzenie publiczne. Sposéb, w jaki te osiedla funkcjonuja dzisiaj,
zmusza nas do zastanowienia si¢ nad zrodtami pozytywnego odbioru spotecznego i réznicami w stosunku
do inwestycji mieszkaniowych realizowanych w obecnych warunkach wolnorynkowych.

Stowa kluczowe: budownictwo wielkoptytowe, budownictwo wielorodzinne, zrownowazony rozwaj
spoteczny, Polska
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