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Community building
and advocacy

Case study of a Hungarian organization supported
under the Stronger Roots 2023-2025 Program.




The Pécsbanya Cultural Association was established in 2011 with the aim

of contributing to the revitalisation of the Pécsbanya district of Pécs through
community-based initiatives. The district was once a thriving mining colony, but
with the decline of industry in the 1990s, it fell into serious economic and social
crisis.

The main objectives of the organisation are to support local families, especially
women and children, and improve their opportunities; to involve the district in
the cultural and professional life of Pécs; and to preserve local natural values,
especially the Chestnut Grove.

The organisational structure of the Pécsbanya Cultural Association reflects the
characteristics of the Hungarian civil sector: it has 12 formal members, but in
reality 3-4 active people carry out most of the programme, liaison, grant writing
and administrative work.

The case study shows how the Pécsbanya Cultural Association renewed
the involvement and advocacy of the local community in a disadvantaged
mining town. The organisation assessed the needs of residents through
research and then launched forums to address the most important issues,
such as transport. Active participation and community pressure brought
tangible results, while also strengthening the organisation’s internal
functioning and social embeddedness.


https://pbkozossegihaz.hu/

A limited social base and the need for renewal

The Pécsbanya Cultural Association

has been working for many years to
rebuild community life in this historically
disadvantaged neighbourhood and to
organise programmes to improve the
quality of life of local residents. Although
the organisation has had many successful
initiatives, it became clear after a while that
one of the weaknesses of its operations
was its narrow social base. The circle

of volunteers, supporters and active
participants was relatively small, which
limited the potential for development.

In addition, according to one of the
organisation’s representatives, there
was a strong need for a kind of ,internal
self-diagnosis®. As it had been about ten
years since the previous comprehensive
local research, there was a need for a
new, accurate picture of the situation,
providing systematic information about
the problems, needs and motivations
that characterised the community.

This knowledge was crucial for the
organisation to gain new momentum and
connect more effectively with local people.

Research, community participation and preparation of forums

The Pécsbanya Cultural Association
decided to go beyond feelings and
experiences and start a wide-ranging,
data-based research project. The goal
was twofold: to get a fresh, objective
picture of the situation and to get locals
involved and active.

The research consisted of three main
elements:

= Statistical data collection: The
organisation requested data from
three census cycles (2001, 2011, 2021)
from the Central Statistical Office,
which were interpreted with the help
of the Department of Sociology at the
University of Pécs.

= Questionnaire survey: Online
questionnaires were used to assess



the opinions, habits and needs of local
residents. The questionnaire not only
provided information but also helped to
build relationships. Around 15 per cent
of the population of the district took
part, encouraged by local volunteers
and with their help and that of staff
members. The organisers ultimately
allowed more time for completion than
originally planned, giving respondents
three months to respond. It isimportant
to note that this was a professionally
designed questionnaire, containing not
only questions to assess needs but also

questions relating to demographic data.

= In-depth interviews: Five interviews
were conducted with local residents
from different social backgrounds in
order to complement the quantitative
data with personal stories and
experiences.

During the process, the members of
the organisation encountered a number
of issues that they had noticed in their
everyday work but had not previously
consciously systematised. As one of
them putit:,, These issues come up all
the time on the bus, in shops or in our
clubs. But until now, they hadn‘t been
put together in a coherent way.“ The
research helped to do this: it provided a
structure and a basis for the next steps.

Based on the responses and interviews
received, five to six main topics
emerged, around which the organisation
built the Pécsbanya Forums. These
forums were a new type of eventin

the organisation’s history: whereas
previously they had organised cultural,
leisure and educational programmes,
now public and advocacy discussions
came to the fore.

Advocacy in practice and community learning

The aim of the forums was to give

local residents a voice to express their
problems and find solutions together.
They were organised every two months
to allow time for concrete progress to be
made on each issue and for feedback

to be gathered. A new feature for the
organisation was that it sought to involve
local government representatives

and public service providers in these
discussions. They managed to establish
contacts with representatives of the
local public transport company, the
constituency representative, experts
responsible for green spaces, and city
experts involved in the issue of rainwater
runoff. The participants were involved to
varying degrees: some were consulted
at the negotiating table, while others
were invited to participate in the forums

as experts or as speakers to kick off the
roundtable discussions.

The first priority issue was the inadequacy
of public transport. Infrequent bus
services caused numerous problems:
elderly people were unable to get

to the doctor, children had difficulty
getting to school, and workers faced
serious difficulties in getting to work.
The organisation felt it was important

to emphasise that the residents of
Pécsbanya were full citizens of Pécs,
yet they were disadvantaged in terms of
access to public services.

To solve the problem, the organisation
started collecting signatures. They put up
forms in shops, kindergartens, temporary
homes for families and the community



centre. In the end, they collected more
than 190 signatures, wrote a letter

and arranged a meeting with the city‘s
transport officials. Several local residents
accompanied them to the meeting, which
in itself was an important sign that the
community was active and organised. The
details of the meeting were recorded in a
detailed memorandum to ensure that the
process remained transparent and did not
fade away.

The local government experts and
transport company staff were open

to dialogue, partly because they had
already been aware of some of the
problems raised by the citizens and had
been working behind the scenes to find
solutions. However, if the Pécs residents
had not been sufficiently determined and
willing to negotiate, it is likely that their
problems would have been addressed
only later, sometime in the distant and
uncertain future - if at all.

The efforts were ultimately crowned with
success: the general assembly passed

a resolution to increase the frequency

of Saturday bus services, and several
smaller but important changes were also
implemented. For example, the last bus

in the evening now waits for the late IC
train, and night buses stop in the district on
demand.

In addition to transport, the maintenance
of green spaces has also become a focus.
Biokom employees responsible for the
city‘s green spaces regularly participated
in the forums, where they presented their
tasks, the official procedures and the
challenges of urban management. The
direct dialogue helped residents to dare
to ask questions and report problems.
According to the head of the organisation,
one of the greatest achievements of the
forums is that Pécsbanya has become
increasingly visible to the authorities as

an active community that is entitled to
meaningful answers and solutions.

Capacities, challenges and long-term lessons

The forums and advocacy required
significant organisational and
communication capacity. It was essential
to have a paid staff member to coordinate
postering, writing newsletters, organising
meetings, taking minutes and collecting
signatures.

Of course, there were also difficulties.
The authorities were slow to respond,
and letters sometimes had to be sent
again. When collecting signatures, many
residents were distrustful and did not
want to give their names to the initiative.
In addition, the organisation's increasingly

strong public role also brought new local
tensions. This was because they took on
tasks that should have been carried out by
elected representatives.

For the organisation's leaders and
members, the most important lesson of
the process was that active community
participation and persistent advocacy
can bring visible, tangible results - and
attract new volunteers and supporters
in the process. The long-term strategy
developed as a result of the forums
and the strengthening of internal



communication laid the foundations for
lasting development.

As one representative of the organisation
summed it up:,, The sense of achievement
is important. When we see something
happening, it confirms that it is worth
investing energy in community issues.
And when others see this, more and more
people get involved.”



Keep your data up to date: If no
local research has been conducted
for years, start with that. Interviews,
questionnaires and statistical data
will help you understand the needs
of the community.

Don‘t just state the problem

- suggest a solution: The key
to successful advocacy is to
formulate a specific request and
have a plan for how to achieve it.

Don‘t be afraid to negotiate with
authorities: Collect signatures,
send reminders, and show that
you represent an organised
community. This puts pressure

on the authorities and builds
partnerships.

Be responsible for all tasks:
putting up posters, taking minutes,
sending newsletters, coordinating
- clearly divide who does what.

Expect mistrust: Be prepared for
some locals or decision-makers
to be sceptical at first. Don‘t take
it personally; their attitude may
change over time.

Show examples of community
success: When people see that
change is possible, they are more
likely to join in.

Have a long-term strategy:
Forums and actions should not be
one-off campaigns, but should be
integrated into the organisation’s
annual plan.

It is difficult to operate
sustainably without paid
capacity: Calculate that you will
need at least one employee who
can devote time and energy to
coordinating the processes.






