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ABSTRACT: In this article, we aim to analyse the state of abandoned properties in Slovak municipalities and present possible solutions for
this issue. In the theoretical part, we define abandonment and the tools for abandonment based on the current literature review. Building
on this framework, the paper analyses the towns and villages of selected Slovak region, that being Banskd Bystrica self-governing region. To
map abandoned properties located in a selected region, as well as to identify emotional value of these building and the instruments needed
Jfor their reconstruction or removal, a questionnaire was sent to the mayors of all municipalities of over 1,000 inhabitants in the region of
Banskd Bystrica — a total of 115 municipalities in 2019. This concentrated research on one region enabled us to have a closer look at the status
of abandoned structures in municipalities in a typical area of Central and Eastern Europe. We compare the issue of abandonment in the
commuter zone (the two largest cities in the regions and their surrounding) and the hinterlands. Research has shown that the population in
the hinterlands is declining more than in the commuter zone, but more abandoned buildings are located in municipalities in the commuter
zone. Buildings in need of repair that are important for the inhabitants (e.g. from the point of view of history), are registered in their
municipality by 93% of mayors in the commuter zone and 84% in the hinterlands. The most frequent obstacles to repairing these buildings
are considered by the mayors in both zones the many number of owners who cannot agree on a plan for saving the objects. The quantitative

research is completed with an illustration of an abandoned object in Banskd Bystrica.
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INTRODUCTION

A vacant and abandoned property is increasingly recognized as a significant barrier to the revitalization of municipalities of various
sizes. Burchell and Listokin (1981) describes abandonment as a disease that becomes a feedback mechanism that accelerates and
perpetuates community decline. Beauregard (2009) presents an American definition for decline as being deindustrialization, racial
tension, suburbanization, poverty, crime, and ‘image’ cause the periods of loss. For Central Europe, cause for decline can more easily
be pinpointed to the change from a command economy to capitalism, which has led to rapid reorganization, de-industrialization
followed by suburbanization. This has meant the loss of utility for many older structures. One problem with the study of abandonment,
is that it is often framed as an “urban issue” and as such, this adjective excludes consideration of opportunities that lie outside of urban
centres. For both small and large communities, abandon structures, especially aesthetically significant structures, are in need of tools
to end the status quo of neglect.

The root causes of abandonment are economic and demographic changes that can lead to a vicious cycle of even more
abandonment as a life cycle goes (Balco et al., 2018). Obviously, a loss of population would lead to abandonment. Even if an older
family member maintains occupancy in a home, the children may have moved on to other localities. When the mother and father
dies, the property ownership reverts to the children, but maintenance is not ongoing. Cohen (2001) describes the negative economic

and social values created by ‘unemployed buildings’ that decrease property values, invite vandalism, discourage investments, impose
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a cost on the municipal government, and generally diminish the quality of life of the local community. Sometimes they can even
be a source of crime (Hronec et al., 2014). As such, property ownership cannot be treated as a passive investment if the end result
is a derelict building affecting the community. The type of property affects many aspects of community life, including housing and
neighbourhood vitality, crime prevention efforts, and commercial district vitality (Accordino & Johnson, 2016).

The casual observer can easily identify what is an abandoned object — a collapsing roof, broken windows, overgrown plants,
litter, and the ubiquitous graffiti are obvious signs of disinvestment and neglect. To aid the topic of this monograph, a definition of
abandonment needs to be drafted. The Vacant Property Network of the International City/County Management association defines
an abandoned building as being a place where no one resides, and it would be difficult for anyone to occupy without substantial
repairs (Schilling, 2002). Instead of focusing on the legal definition of abandonment, this paper will use a generally accepted concept
of abandonment — the visual notion of abandonment that is in the mind’s eye of most everyone. This definition could also include a
mothballed building where an object that has been secured by boarded windows, sealed doors, and/or fencing denying access to the
building. Mallach (20006) states that unlike vacant property, an abandoned building is a property whose owner has stopped carrying
out a least one of the significant responsibilities of ownership, such as paying property taxes and maintenance.

This paper contends that abandonment is both singular and plural, meaning in that, it can be both an individual object and
an entire community. It is not an urban-only conception, yet paradoxically, an old historic object in an urban core is seen as having
tremendous economic value because of its nostalgic sentiment, yet the same building loses its utility in a rural setting and is left to
rot. Apart from economic opportunity, each community has an emotional value that acts like a magnet with the potential to attract
and repulse, especially for the young. This value also extends to abandoned objects, where the emotional value describes both positive
and negative responses that the objects elicit. Based on this, the objects can be divided into three categories:

—  Dositive emotional value — an object that elicits positive emotions. They are enjoyed, yet pitied for being in an abandoned

state. There is a strong desire for their renewal and upkeep (examples may include railway properties, older homes, and historic

businesses).

— A neutral emotional response — an object that is rather neutral and nondescript. It neither attracts nor detracts from the
emotional response to a community.
—  Negative emotional values — an object that raises scorn and is seen as a detriment to society. These objects are seen as a

reminder of all that is wrong with the town and riddance of their existence would have positive societal impact.

The emotional value can influence the abandonment both ways: a positive emotional response brings a feeling of nostalgia and a
desire for a return to a better place. Objects from the past are often looked upon favourably and can be used as an incentive for
economic development, i.e. the positive emotional response act as a catalyst to solve the abandonment by saving the building in ways
of its reuse or repurposing. On the other hand, an object with a negative response could warrant its removal, i.e. it might speed up
the demolishing of an abandoned building. In any case, a set of tools is needed to address the issue.

This was also motivation for conducting this paper, with a main goal to map abandoned buildings located in a selected region,
as well as to identify emotional value of these building and the instruments needed for the reconstruction or removal of abandoned
buildings. The paper is structured in a following way: after the introduction, the tools to solve the abandonment are presented.
The methodology section explains the methods and defines the research questions, which are answered in the results, concluded by

discussion and conclusion.

TOOLSTO ADDRESS THE PROBLEM OF ABANDONMENT

Too often, abandoned buildings are left to fester for years, with no attempts to remediate its condition. The problem is both an issue
of money and will for both the municipality and owners of the property. Protection may be allotted for certain buildings in the form
of a historic registry, but this does not always allow for rehabilitation of the structure and definitely does not include all buildings
that have positive emotional value, e.g. many rail stations in Slovakia are abandoned and do not have historical protection. Whether
a building is historical (registered) or abandoned, there is a need to incentivize people to invest resources into the objects that would
benefit both the owner and society as a whole. This suggests the need for active intervention rather than bureaucratic indifference.
From this perspective and the literary review, we have highlighted some of the tools that could be used to gain interest in these objects

according to the level of intervention (Tab. 1).
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Tab. 1: Various solutions addressing abandoned properties

Soft Intervention Medium Intervention Aggressive Intervention
Planning Property maintenance Forced change of ownership
- nationwide strategic plan - code enforcement - foreclosure due to lack of tax and penalty
payments

- collaboration between public and - mothballing

- property acquisition for redistribution
private entities Funding (land banking)
- collaboration between national and local - creating public/private finance resources Adaptive reuse

government. for historic preservation

- historic preservation

Data collection - taxincentives (subsidies, tax breaks) and
disincentives (penalties, higher levies) - rezoning

- survey of properties

- homestead rules —tax rules based Strategic demolition
on permanent residency/temporary
residency, rental investment, or - strategic removal of eyesores and
“charitable investments blighted property

- abandon property registry

- providing information for potential
investors

Token purchases
- heritage database

Based on the literature review (see authors below in text describing the tools in depth) and various solutions found in jurisdictions in the US,
UK, and the EU (see Cole et al., 2020).

From the above list, we can further define the terms, specifically in ways that could be adaptable to the CEE region.

Adaptive reuse — The process of reusing an existing building for a purpose other than which it was originally built or designed
for. It could be more profound than just changing retailers. It may completely reorient the original intention of a building, for
example, converting a deconsecrated church into a home or a factory into a retail space (Bullen & Love, 2011; Friedman, 2003).

Blighted property — Property that is dilapidated, unsafe, and in unsightly condition. The property presents an imminent danger
to other people or property, in terms of both safety and neighbouring property values (Smith, 2014; De Wit, 2008).

Code enforcement — Administration of laws regarding property maintenance and construction. This could include the cutting
of grass and trees, repairing of broken windows, maintaining roofs and gutters, removal of trash and debris, removing graffiti, etc.
Failure to maintain a property could result in financial penalties for the owner (Greenstein, Sungu-Erylimaz, 2004).

Funding - financial aid from the European Union, mostly Cohesion policies whose support is concentrated more on
disadvantaged regions and in traditional sectors with lower added value (Sipikal etal., 2017).

Historic preservation — Managing the physical integrity of nationally designated buildings, sites, objects, and districts as cultural
resources and assets for both present and future generations to appreciate and value (Friedman, 2003; Advisory Council on Historic
Preservation, 2014; Arrangements for handling heritage applications Direction 2015).

Homestead:4

Homestead — A dwelling and the land on which it sits, used by a person or a family as their primary residence.

Homestead credit — A tax credit or exemption on property tax to owners who are living in the property or are intending the

property to be used as a homestead in the future (i.e. retirement planning).

Historic homesteading — In the past, some countries gave free land to settlers if improvements on the land are made within a

specific amount of time. With the achieved improvements, the settler would become owner of the land (e.g. the US, Canada,

Australia) (Carter 1967; Shanks, 2005; Moore, 2008).

Land banking — Acquiring, managing, and disposing of vacant, abandoned, and foreclosed property by public or community-
based entities (Frank, 2011; Schilling & Logan, 2008).

4 This term has multiple definitions and could have different meanings depending on country, tax authority, or municipality.
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Mothballing — Stabilizing securing and protecting a vacant structure from weather damage and vandals while preserving the
structure for future use (Community Legal Resources a) and b), n.d.; English Heritage, 2011).

Rezoning — The action or process of assigning land or property to a different category of restrictions on use and development
(Ellison & Burrows, 2007; Kromer & Kingsley, 2010).

Strategic demolition — The removal of unwanted objects that would result in the enhancement of a community or property. The
demolition is carried out in an environmentally friendly fashion (Leonard, Mallach, 2010; Mallach 2006).

Tax based foreclosure — Initiating the repossession of a property due to unpaid taxes and penalties by government entities so
that the property can be resold to another person (Perlman, 2012; Remeta et al. 2015).

Token purchases (or modern homesteading) — An initiative created by national and local governments that would discount or
give away free property to individuals willing to move to a location, usually a remote or shrinking community, and improve on the
property (Kampouris, 2018; Block, 2019).

According to JUDr. Piry’ (interview, 2020), the state has many laws that make aggressive seizure of property possible, but doing
so comes at a cost in legal proceedings that must be borne usually by the local municipality. Normally, the few times this is enforced
is when there is an extreme public safety concern such as if a building is at risk to a passing pedestrian (collapse, falling debris) or
if the structure is being used for illegal activities (illegal drugs, prostitution). As such, aggressive pursuit of property owners is not a

viable solution, especially for small towns.

METHODOLOGY

In order to determine strategic tools for Slovakia, it was important to reach out to the mayors of the municipalities to analyse the state
of abandoned properties in Slovak and present tools for possible solutions for abandonments. It is difficult to separate a community
from the objects within the community, as the two are intertwined. A declining population can lead to abandonment, and the general
transactional cost to an abandoned object needs to be understood. The aim of this paper is to map abandoned buildings located in a
selected region, as well as to identify emotional value of these building and the instruments needed for the reconstruction or removal
of these abandoned buildings, i.e. present tools for possible solution of abandonment. These tools may also be appropriate for other
countries in a similar situation as Slovakia.

To fulfil the aim of this study, we set up three research questions (RQ):

RQI1: What is the situation with abandoned properties in the Banskd Bystrica region?
Based on a questionnaire, we map the main abandoned properties, including their emotional value.

RQ2: What are the possible tools for solving the issues of abandonment?

We map the tools to address the problems of abandoned properties based on the literature review and adapt for the use in CEE region

and specifically in Slovakia.
RQ3: What are the drivers that reduce the amount of abandoned properties?

Based on the emotional value, if the building can be reconstructed, what can be done to save the abandoned properties?
RQ4: What are the barriers (obstacles) for “saving” the abandoned properties?

Based on the emotional value, if the building can be reconstructed, what are the obstacles in saving the abandoned properties?

5 JUDr. Martin Piry was appointed bailiff by a decision of the Minister of Justice of the Slovak Republic with effect from 28 February 2012. He is also a professor at Matej Bel
University in the Law Faculty.
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We carried out the research in the Banskd Bystrica self-governing region (BBSK), which is the largest region in Slovakia. We
focused on municipalities with a population of over 1,000 inhabitants, of which there are 115 in this region out of a total of 516
municipalities. We chose this area because of its size, central location, geographical diversity, and different economic conditions raging
from prosperous to poor. Also, this region varies in size from 1,000 to 78,484 inhabitants, i.e. although the sample was not tested
for representativeness, it mirrors the situation in many Slovak towns and villages. The sample is divided into commuter zone and
hinterlands. The towns of Banskd Bystrica and Zvolen form a commuter zone (BB/ZV), with these two towns having a population of
around 178,600 — 27.5% of the region’s population. The rural areas outside of the commuter zone are referred to as the hinterlands.

Focusing only on job opportunities can be misleading because it does not take into account the personal needs of people outside
work — e.g. family, community involvement, or creative activities related to home ownership. Therefore, we avoided economic issues
and focused more on the objects of the municipality, which give individuals and communities their identity. This also includes the
construction of new houses, the revitalization of abandoned property, and the external interest in the community at the level of
individuals rather than at the level of society.

Through an electronic questionnaire (containing all types of questions — opened, closed, scale), we contacted 115 mayors at
BBSK during the months of January to April 2019, who formed a sample for our research, and we received a total of 51 responses
(44.35% response rate after three rounds of contacting the mayors). The answers were coded in MS Excel and processed in SPSS
(Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, version 25).

We first evaluated the obtained results in a summary and then we compared the answers of the mayors according to whether
it was inside of the BB/ZV commuter zone or outside of this area, and as such obtained interesting results. We considered all
municipalities within the districts (or counties) of BB/ZV to be a part of the commuter zone with areas outside of this zone to be
hinterland communities.

The quantitative research is completed with a qualitative method of a case study. According to Rubin and Babbie (2001), a case
study is an idiographic examination of an individual, family, group, organization, community, or society, and its main purpose is to
describe the current status quo and a description of the relationships in their entirety. The case study is a current survey of a current
phenomenon. His exploration takes place in his natural environment (Yin, 2009). Other characteristics of the case study method
are specific temporal, spatial, and social boundaries (organizations, communities, groups), focus on monitoring phenomena, use of
multiple primary and secondary data sources such as document analysis (content analysis), interviews, observation, questionnaires
(Swanborn, 2010). To illustrate the problems of abandonment, we selected an abandoned object in Banskd Bystrica, namely the
House of Culture, as a perfect example of multi-dimensional problems connected to its revitalization. We used personal knowledge

of this object and document analysis to describe the issues and barriers of solving the abandonment.

RESULTS

In this section, we present the main outputs of our research concerning the abandoned buildings, the reason for their abandonment
based on the population level in the analyzed municipalities, attractiveness of the municipalities, and tools and barriers for solving

the issues of abandonment.

Assessing the data from participating municipalities

The first question our survey focused on the change in perceived numbers of inhabitants in the municipalities in the last 5 years
because a loss of population would lead to abandonment (Cohen, 2001). 51% of the mayors answered that the population in their
municipalities was declining; another 29% claimed that their number was stable, and only 20% of them said that there was an
increase in the population. There are significant differences between the commuter zone and the hinterlands. The commuter zone
reported to have stable (43%) or increasing (36%) population, while the hinterlands reported population reductions (62%) or stable
(24%), as can be seen in Fig. 1.
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Fig. 1 Population change in the BB area as perceived by mayors
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Tab. 2: Ordinal ranking of advantages and disadvantages of municipalities
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Advantages Rank
BB/ZV Hinterland
Good location (close to the city, enough jobs) 1 4
Good infrastructure (public transport, roads, Internet) 2 2
Good services (schools, health care, shops, entertainment, etc.) 3 3
Beautiful nature 4 1
Nice architecture 7 5
Possibility to buy real estate as a good price 5 6
Good social and community life 6 7
Disadvantages Rank
BB/ZV Hinterland
Few job opportunities, high unemployment in municipalities 1 1
Social Romany problems 2 2
Far from a bigger city NA 4
Bad roads NA 3
No room for development NA 5
Lack of infrastructure NA 6

Note. Other problems mentioned by the mayors of hinterland municipalities were reluctance to increase population, missing sewers,
political party interference.

If we compare our data with the data obtained from the regional statistics of DataCube of the Statistical Office of the Slovak

Republic, we can state that for the period 2014-2019, there was a decrease in the population in both zones. The commuter zone had

a slight decrease of 0.18%, while outside the commuter zone, the decrease was 1.7%. Overall, if the population of municipalities

increased, it was mainly due to suburban municipalities (50%) or due to the attractiveness of the municipality itself (30%). Only

in the case of 20% of municipalities, this occurrence was due to the increased birth rate. However, this factor was not proven as a

statistically significant in our analysis to influence the level of abandonment.
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Fig. 2: Preferences in the commuter zone
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The attractiveness of the municipalities (towns and villages) also influences the abandonment of the buildings, i.e. if a municipality

is attractive for living, the buildings are not abandoned or those, which are in the state of abandonment, are sought and bought

by newcomers who want to live in the municipality (see Borsckovd & Vatiov4, 2011, Kitson et al., 2004). The following question

asked whether mayors consider their municipalities attractive to new, potential residents. Most of them (up to 82%) perceive their

community positively in this respect. All of the mayors in the commuter zone felt that their communities were attractive to new

residences compared to 76% of the mayors in the hinterlands, meaning 24% described their communities as being unattractive to

newcomers.
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Fig. 4: The number of abandoned objects in the municipality
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We used a Likert scale to find what aspect the mayors considered most important in determining whether their community is
attractive to new residents. We were able to evaluate several indicators, which we proposed as key. Space was provided for mayors to
add their own response. The mayors of the monitored municipalities cited beautiful nature, good services (especially kindergartens,
schools, and health care), and a good location, close to the city with plenty of job opportunities, as the most common reason for the
attractiveness of their village. On this issue, we also observed a significant difference in the views of the mayors of the commuter zone
and the hinterlands. A summary of their answers is given in tab. 2.

The mayors of commuter zone mentioned the good location, close to the city with plenty of job opportunities, good
infrastructure and good services as the main reasons for their attractiveness. The mayors of the hinterland area cited beautiful nature,
good infrastructure, and good services as the main reasons. Both groups agreed that they consider it less important: the possibility of
buying real estate at a good price, a lively social and community life, or a nice architectural appearance of the village.

The mayors from commuter zone mentioned the good location, close to the city with plenty of job opportunities, good
infrastructure and good services, as the main reason for their attractiveness (Fig. 2). While, the mayors of the hinterlands cited beautiful
nature, good infrastructure, and good services as the main reasons (Fig. 3). Both groups agreed that they consider it less important:
the possibility of buying real estate at a good price, a lively social and community life, or a nice architectural appearance of the village.

In the following question, we were interested in what the mayors consider to be the biggest barriers in the development of their
community. Here, both zones agreed that the biggest barrier is few job opportunities (commuter zone — 47%, hinterland — 41%), as
well as a high number of socially excluded inhabitants, i.e. the Roma community (commuter zone — 16%, hinterland — 18%) and
high unemployment (commuter zone — 11%, hinterland — 13%). In addition, the hinterland also considers poor access roads to the
village (11%) and too great a distance from larger cities (10%) to be significant barriers.

Other, albeit less significant, barriers to development in the commuter zone, mayors also mentioned such as the reluctance to
increase the population by members of the municipal council, few projects to draw Eurofunds, members of the Smer political party
in important positions, lack of individual housing or dangerous conditions in winter. Other less significant barriers to development
in the hinterland included lack of space, resulting from the geographical location, lack of building land owned by the municipality,

lack of a sewage system, apartments, long distance from the highway, and poor transport links.

Abandoned buildings in participating municipalities

One of the main goals of our research was to map abandoned buildings located in municipalities, as well as to identify transaction
costs for the reconstruction or removal of abandoned buildings so as to make the most of their potential to make the area more

attractive to residents and investors. Therefore, the next question addressed the issue of abandoned (uninhabited or unused) houses.

The results are presented in the following Fig. 4.
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Fig. 5: New/renovated home construction in the last 5 years
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The mayors of both monitored zones agreed that there are ecither less than 10 such buildings or a maximum of 10-29 buildings
(41.2% each). Other intervals occurred to a much lesser extent, e.g. the number of 30—49 buildings was stated by only a few mayors.
It is clear from the graph that 10-29 abandoned buildings most often occur in commuter zone, as stated by almost 43% of the mayors
surveyed. Another 29% of mayors from commuter zone state that the number of abandoned buildings in their municipality is lower
than 10, and 14% of them admit that their number of abandoned buildings is in the range of up to 30—-49. As far as the hinterland
is concerned, as many as 46% of mayors state that the number of their abandoned buildings is less than 10, and another almost
41% of mayors admit that their number ranges from 10 to 29. To this question, we found how many abandoned houses and other
buildings are directly owned by the municipality; surprisingly, up to 51% of all mayors answered none. Only one abandoned building
is reported by 19.6%, and another 17.6% is reported to have two such buildings. The overview is in Fig. 5.

As many as 36% of the mayors from the commuter zone claim that 20-29 new houses have been built in their municipality,
and another 14% agree that it was in the range of 10-19, 30-39, or 50-59. The most common interval given by mayors from the
hinterland (35%) was 10-19. This was followed by an interval of 0-9, which was mentioned by up to 32% of mayors, and an interval
of 30-39 by another 11% of mayors. We can conclude that more individual houses are being built in the commuter zone, which is
not surprising.

To an open-ended question: “If it were possible to sell an unused municipal building, would you be reluctant to do so? If so,
why?”, the mayors of commuter zone and the hinterland mostly reacted negatively. They stated that they would rather look for new
uses for such a building and the property of towns and villages should be expanded and developed, not sold out. Some said they
would like to renovate and rent such a building. If they decide to sell an unused building, then it should only be at the market price
and depending on the specific building.

To the question: “Are there people in your village who are interested in abandoned properties and their repair?” We also received
various answers from the mayors of commuter zone and hinterland (Fig. 6).

While in the commuter zone, the three top responses are 1) people without permanent residence in the village are interested
in such objects — without family and relationship ties to the village; 2) followed by inhabitants without permanent residence in the
village — relatives, heirs, etc.; and 3) the inhabitants of the village themselves. The situation is different in the hinterlands. Here, 1)
the residents of the village themselves are especially interested in abandoned buildings, followed by 2) residents without permanent
residence in the village — without family and relationship ties to the village, and 3) legal persons — entreprencurs followed. As many
as 15% of the mayors from the hinterlands stated that there is no interest in abandoned buildings in their municipality, while in the
commuter zone, only 6% of the mayors stated this possibility. As for the interest of entrepreneurs, the results showed that their share
is approximately the same in both areas at the level of 16%. Non-profit organizations are also partly interested in abandoned buildings

in commuter zones (6%), while in the hinterland, their interest is zero.
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Fig. 6: Interest in abandoned property in the community
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Fig. 7: Problems with acquiring property

If someone was interested in buying an abandoned property, what
were the most common problems with acquiring it?
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If someone was interested in buying an abandoned property (e.g. a house or building), the most common problems with
acquiring ownership in the commuter zone were: 1) owners did not want to sell the property, even if they no longer maintained it
(31%); 2) asking too much for it and they wanted a higher price than is acceptable on the market (31%); 3) the abandoned property
was inherited and the new owners kept it with the vision that they would turn the building into a “weekend house” (16%). The
mayors in hinterland also stated as the most common problems were: 1) the owners did not want to sell the property even though

they no longer maintained it (28%), 2) a large number of owners or unknown owners (24%), and 3) the fact that the owners wanted
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Fig. 8: Assistance to potential owners
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too high a price for the property (23%). Only 4% of the mayors in hinterland and 3% in the commuter zone stated that there
were no problems with the sale of the property, and the owners tried to sell the abandoned building as quickly as possible, at any
price (Fig. 7). No mayor from either area complained about the complicated processing of documentation, or that the neighbours
in the surrounding houses were having problems if someone wanted to buy and renovate an abandoned building near them. Also,
owners refusing to sell the property, when it was clear that the investor was trying to create a larger plot for industrial, commercial,
or residential construction, was mentioned by only 3% of the mayors of the commuter zone and by none of the mayors in the
hinterlands. We can, therefore, conclude that the most common source of problems in this area was the owners or heirs of real estate
themselves, approximately to the same extent in both areas.

When asked whether the local government provided some form of assistance beyond the statutory obligations for those who buy
an abandoned building in the municipality, the mayors of both areas answered in the same way. They most often mentioned helping
with documents and permits — 47% for the commuter zone and 53% for the hinterlands. There was some aid for waste removal and
disposal that was reported by 29% of the commuter zone and 32% of the hinterlands. 18% of municipalities from the commuter
zone and 32% from the hinterland do not provide any form of assistance. Only a small number of municipalities (6% commuter and
2% hinterland) could lend owners essential equipment — e.g. excavator or a truck for a fee (Fig. 8).

Buildings that have a positive relationship with local inhabitants, but are in need of repair are reported by 93% of the mayors
in the commuter zone and 84% of the mayors in the hinterlands. The most frequent obstacles to repairs of these buildings in the
commuter zone are reported to be the large number of owners who cannot agree (33%); there is no problem for reconstruction and
there is an ongoing plan (27%); the building is privately owned, but the owner does not have the funds to repair it; the building is
owned by the municipality, but there is no funds to repair it (20%). As far as the hinterlands is concerned, mayors also cited as the
most common obstacle being the large number of owners who cannot agree (50%); followed by the building being privately owned,
but the owner does not have the funds to repair it (25%); the building is owned by the municipality, but it does not have the funds
to repair it (18%). Only 7% of the mayors stated that there are no obstacles and the reconstruction of the building is planned, in
contrast to the commuter zone, where it was up to 27%.

In addition to the steps taken by the mayors in the commuter zone, the mayors from the hinterlands also stated that they are
trying to sell the buildings based on a public tender or rent them out. Others state that they are trying to renovate them from their

own resources or are waiting for appropriate proposals so that they can reconstruct them from European Union (EU) funds.

The House of Culture - no vision for the future
To illustrate the issue of abandonment, we briefly present a selected case study, The House of Culture (more case studies can be found

in Murray Svidronovd et al., 2020 or Cole, et al., 2020). The House of Culture opened in 1979, on Ndmestie slobody (Freedom

square) in Banskd Bystrica, which is one of the newest squares in the city, built during socialism, and according to communist plans,
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Fig. 9: Obstacles to preventing repairs of buildings with a positive influence on the local inhabitants
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the square was to become the new city centre. In the same year, the building won the Award of the Association of Slovak Architects
and was proposed to be registered as a national cultural monument: high glass walls, chrome railings, pleasant colours of ceramic tiles,
there was no skimping on the quality of materials. At the time of its greatest glory, various cultural and social events took place here
regularly — theatre performances, concerts, films, and balls. The architect managed to achieve admirable variability and flexibility of
the interior with the intentions of late functionalism. Later, the building was used mostly as a cinema (OA HU SAV, 2020).

But, after 2005, the fate of this and other cinemas in Slovakia have been sealed by modern multiplexes that offer efficient
cinema operations. Today, the only functional cinema, Europa Cinemas multiplex, suffices to accommodate Banskd Bystrica and its
surroundings, and the House of Culture was abandoned. The city of Bansk4 Bystrica expressed interest in buying this building, in
2007, but its original owner, the Trade Union KOVO, received a better offer from the development company VAV Invest, s.r.o. This
private company presented an ambitious plan to restore the House of Culture, but eventually it went bankrupt. The city of Banskd
Bystrica has expressed interest in purchasing this building several times, but was discouraged by the high price demanded by the seller.
Since 2017, this building has been on offer with its price being presented to interested parties upon request. Even after many years,
the future of the House of Culture remains uncertain and without a vision for future use. With the current financial crisis caused by

the coronavirus pandemic, the problem of this object may be extended for years to come. (Cervenansky, 2020).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Research has shown that the number of inhabitants in the municipalities of the hinterland is decreasing more than in the commuter
zone, which was also confirmed by data obtained from the Statistical Office. But, this fact has not influenced the abandonment in
the researched municipalities, which is in line with McLeman (2011) who states that municipality abandonment is a possible result
of population decline but is not inevitable. One of the main goals of our research was to map abandoned buildings, as well as to
identify emotional value of these building and the instruments needed for their reconstruction or removal. The emotional value of
a place or building brings a nostalgic sentiment, which is a main concept of so-called nostalgianomics. Nostalgianomics explains
that nostalgic sentiment can be used as an economic and creative force, as an incentive for investment, housing and urban planning
(Krugman, 2017; Murray Svidronovd et al., 2019). Buildings that are important for the inhabitants and have a positive relationship
with them (e.g. from the point of view of history) and require repairs, are registered in their municipality by up to 93% of mayors in
the commuter zone and 84% in the hinterlands. Nostalgic sentiment can incentivize people to invest resources into the objects that
would benefit both the owner and society as a whole. This is mostly happening due to activities of non-governmental organizations

who find the ways of repurposing the unused buildings, e.g. an old bastion for a literary café or return the property its original
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use (Cole et al., 2020; Horvat, 2020); and also activities of communities and informal initiatives (Borsekovd et al, 2016, Murray

Svidronovd, 2021).

The first research question on mapping the abandoned properties located in a Banskd Bystrica region is mostly answered in the
figure 4, where the mayors of both monitored zones agreed that there are either less than 10 abandoned buildings or a maximum of
10-29 buildings.

Another goal mapping the abandoned buildings located in municipalities was to make the most of their potential to make the
area more attractive to residents and investors. Research has shown that the commuter zone residents especially prefer a good location
(close to the city with plenty of job opportunities), while hinterland residents preferred beautiful nature and good infrastructure
(public transport, roads, internet). These are perceived as drivers for lowering the amount of abandoned buildings, which answers the
second research question (What are the drivers that reduce the amount of abandoned buildings?).

Both groups of mayors most often claim that none of the abandoned buildings belongs to the ownership of the municipality
— commuter zone (36%) and hinterland (57%). In both zones, there are residents who are interested in abandoned properties and
their repair. While in the commuter zone, most residents without permanent residence in the municipality are interested in such
objects (without family and relationship ties to the municipality), in the hinterland it is especially the inhabitants of the municipality
themselves who are interested in abandoned objects.

To answer the RQ3 (What are the barriers for “saving” the abandoned building?), we present the summarized results as follows:
if someone was interested in buying an abandoned property (e.g. a house or a building), the most common problems with acquiring
its ownership in both zones were that the owners did not want to sell the property even though they no longer maintained it — 31%
in the commuter zone and 28% in the hinterland. The most frequent obstacles to repairing the abandoned buildings are considered
by the mayors in both zones to be a large number of owners who cannot agree with a plan for saving the building - 33% in the
commuter zone and 50% in the hinterland. To the open question: “If the building is owned by the municipality, what steps did the
municipality take to save the building?”, the mayors in the commuter zone most often answered in the sense that they try to use all
available forms, especially state aid and various funds. In addition to the steps taken by the mayors in the commuter zone, the mayors
of the hinterland also stated that they are trying to sell the buildings based on a public tender or to lease them.

The instruments/tools are listed in the separate section, by presenting them we answer the RQ4 (What are the possible tools
for solving the issues of abandonment?) and we also list the most suitable tools for the Banskd Bystrica region based on the analysis:
1. To provide clarity to the responsibility of ownership of property in terms of maintenance and their civic duty to the community,

whether they live in the community or not.

2. To provide a simple way to find an easy to use database of historically/aesthetically interesting property that is defined by the
local inhabitants (as well as an official board). This database should be open for suggested nomination of buildings to the registry.
There should also be a database of less desirable abandoned buildings so that there could be a determination of their future
usefulness or possible removal.

3. 'The reduction in transaction cost to both absentee current owners and to new potential investors.

‘The most suitable tools seem to be: adaptive reuse of the property as this is already happening, e.g. in Zvolen (repurposing of the old
grammar school) and Bansk4 Bystrica (community centre in an old primary school, etc.) and token sale of a property to investors,
essentially giving away property for 1€ with certain conditions. For BBSK, this has occurred with high-profile properties such as
castles and manor houses (e.g. Viglas, Hali¢).

The EU zone as a whole has a cultural panache that is unavailable anywhere else in the world. Metaphorically, Europe is the
“Disneyland” of continents and even more so with the adoption of the EU. As individuals, being a part of the European Collective
can be considered a coveted prize. The preservation of this culture, through property purchase and renovation could provide buy-
in opportunity for both Europeans and non-Europeans alike. This might even afford individuals the status of residency within the
region, i.e. the creation of a new class of immigrants, based on the preservation of a cultural past.

During the conducting of this research, the defining event of 2020 (the COVID-19 pandemic) has given renewed interest
to small town settings, as the ability to work remotely is no longer just a theoretical possibility. This could give new life to disused
buildings in both small cities and even smaller towns and villages. What is needed is a set of tools that address the issue of long-term

abandoned properties.
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Asking only the mayors of the municipalities is a limit to this research — their answers might have been subjective; however,
mayors as elected representatives have the best overview on the issues in the municipality; in case of bigger municipalities, the survey
was filled in in the cooperation with the department of construction or respective departments that could provide facts for the
questionnaire. The future research should include also the view of citizens and other important stakeholders (Mikusovd Meric¢kovd

& Jaku§ Muthov4, 2019), e.g. non-governmental organization who often take an initiative to save an abandoned building. Also, the

future research will focus on the emotional value of abandonment and will be used as analytical framework for further analysis.
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