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The full-scale invasion of Russia into Ukraine has resulted in over 120,000 displaced
Ukrainians, predominantly children, women, and older adults, seeking temporary
protection in Slovakia. Since the onset of this humanitarian crisis, securing adequate
housing has emerged as a critical challenge for Ukrainians within Slovakia. Slovakia
adopted various strategies in response to the urgent needs following February 2022. At
first, these included ad-hoc solutions like sharing private accommodation, providing
collective lodging options through hotels and hostels, and introducing a supportive
housing subsidy to help accommodate displaced Ukrainians and enable property
owners to rent vacant spaces. However, these measures have neither fully resolved
the problem of poor access to housing and marginalisation of the refugees nor
addressed the vulnerability of refugees stemming from the temporariness associ-
ated with the legal contexts of temporary protection status. Moreover, the housing
allowance for Ukrainians is still uncertain and subject to (continuous) change. Even
though the Housing Policy of the Slovak Republic until 2030 includes foreigners and
migrants among disadvantaged groups in the housing market, foreigners (including
Ukrainian refugees) are generally excluded from public (regulated) rental housing.
Such unequal access to public housing connected with an unaffordable private
market can lead Ukrainian refugees to unstable, precarious housing conditions and
affect their social integration, community ties, and personal agency.

Drawing from theoretical frameworks and concepts in the anthropology of home,
affordable housing and refugee studies, this chapter reflects on housing by examining
how displaced individuals and communities navigate complex social, economic, and
political landscapes to secure housing and a sense of belonging. Based on ongoing
ethnographic research on the implications of care in Ukrainian refugee families in
Slovakia, conducted between February 2024 and August 2024 in Bratislava, this chap-
ter explores the effects of temporariness and the implications of housing on the life
trajectories of Ukrainian refugees. The authors argue that the state, when categorizing
who deserves supported housing, acts rigidly by defining vulnerability within strict
boundaries. It neither bases regulations on data about potentially vulnerable groups
among refugees nor allows for individual consideration of an applicant's vulnerability
within the new housing allowance regulation, thereby further exacerbating social
vulnerability, insecurity, and the sense of temporariness in a liminal situation.




Introduction

The full-scale invasion of Russia into Ukraine has resulted in over 120,000
displaced Ukrainians, predominantly children, women, and older adults,
seeking temporary protection in Slovakia (UNHCR, 2024b). People searching for
protection from war represent a diverse population in sociodemographic profile
(UNHCR, 2024a), but also concerning their social identities, class, economic,
social, and cultural capital, and other social ties to a host country and the ability
to participate in society fully. With a predominant representation of women
with children and older adults, many of whom have severe disabilities, access to
affordable, stable, and safe housing’ became a critical precondition for their lives
in displacement. Alongside, people on the move, including ethnic minorities,
asylum seekers, economic migrants, and undocumented people, face heightened
vulnerability to various human rights abuses, with one of the most persistent
being the denial of adequate housing (Consoli, 2023; EWSI, 2024).

The search for stable housing was accompanied by a general underdevelopment
of housing solutions for international protection seekers and holders of asylum
and subsidiary protection, as well as the bad situation with affordable housing
in Slovakia. The state has developed diverse strategies to address the problem in
cooperation with other relevant entities, such as local authorities, legal entities,
state institutions with their housing facilities, and public or non-governmental
and international organizations. These developments included a financial scheme
and a housing subsidy to support the free accommodation of Ukrainians granted
temporary protection in Slovakia. The housing subsidy provides a monetary al-
lowance directly to owners of housing facilities who offer free accommodation to
Ukrainian refugees in apartments, guesthouses, hotels, or charity accommodations.

In the chapter, we center our focus on housing. Housing in a displacement
context is not merely a shelter or a habitable living space providing a secure,
healthy environment with privacy and dignity (George et al., 2023; Scott-Smith,
2024). Housing arrangements, which demarcate private from public life, function
as homes, not only as physical spaces but also as social spaces that symbolise

1 Apart from housing, we observed that many Ukrainian refugees face also other challenges: access to
information about the new regulations and their rights, access to healthcare, integration into work,
childcare services,education and the language barrier.
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and reinforce cultural values, social norms, and identity (Douglas, 1991), as well
as resilience, recovery, and security. We perceive housing as a central axis for
refugees' further life strategies, as without stable, affordable, and adequate
housing, it is impossible to live a fulfilling life, continue the integration process,
and adequately meet the needs of all household members (e.g., children). For
Ukrainian refugees, affordable housing is imperative to ensure stability, dignity
and adequate inclusion in their new community's social and economic sectors
(Habitat for Humanity, 2023). Ukrainian refugees develop housing strategies in
the situation of liminality and temporariness (Lazarenko, 2024) while taking
into account the needs of their (transnational) families (Maxwell et al., 2024)
dispersed across the national borders while maintaining the sense of familihood
(Bryceson & Vuorela, 2002; Cienfuegos-Illanes & Brandhorst, 2023). Housing in
displacement becomes a critical means of ‘anchoring’ for refugee populations,
serving as a foundation for the reproduction of transnational family connections
across borders (Silvius, 2020, p. 295). While some, due to the critical destruction of
infrastructure, including housing, in Ukraine, start life anew, for others, housing
in displacement transforms into a form of home where refugees are not entirely
uprooted (Glick Schiller, Basch, Szantom Blanc, 1994) but instead operate across
multiple homes simultaneously. Displaced individuals establish a sense of home
in the host country while sustaining ties and identities linked to their homeland,
allowing them to navigate and inhabit multiple ‘homes’ simultaneously. Rather
than experiencing displacement as a single, isolating uprooting, refugees engage
in transnational practices that blend and reinforce connections across borders,
forming layered and multifaceted concepts of home. Therefore, the core question
we pose in our analysis is how Ukrainian refugees experience the affordability,
stability, and security of housing within the complex social, economic, and
political landscape in Slovakia following their displacement after February 2022.

The chapter is structured into six parts. After the introduction, we present
the theoretical frameworks and conceptual basis underlying our thoughts. This
is followed by background information on the situation of Ukrainian refugees in
Slovakia, including broader housing governance, legislative contexts, and a reflec-
tion on the housing market in Slovakia. The fourth part introduces our research
methodology and ethical considerations, and the last section presents research
findings on the housing experiences of Ukrainian refugees and conclusions.

Our research aims to contribute to discussions on housing as a human right
and inform policies supporting sustainable and inclusive housing solutions
for displaced populations. Being positioned within the perspective of applied
anthropology, we use ethnographic insights to analyze the experiences of refugees.
One of our research goals is to bring its findings to a wider audience, discuss
the situation of Ukrainian refugees in Slovakia, and potentialy influence social
policy and improve refugee conditions, advocating for housing arrangements
that foster stability, integration, and dignity for displaced populations.
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O Theoretical framework and concepts

Houses and homes were the focus of many anthropologists' research. For some, it
encompassed the physical and ritual space, the relations and grounds for social
reproduction, or spaces where relations were reproduced and actively mediated
or focused on the house as an economic organisation (Samanani & Lenhard, 2019,
p- 3). Others looked at housing and home from the feminist and critical approach
as a domain of labour and creativity, as well as one holding the potential for
alienation or exploitation (Samanani & Lenhard, 2019, p. 7). In this text, we will
not list all the anthropological conceptualisations of housing (and home) but will
focus on housing as a human right, a basic need and a foundation for a stable and
secure life, as the site of reproduction. For people who reside in it, it contains a
range of social, cultural, and political goods (Marcuse & Madden, 2016). In our
research and our text, we consider housing to be a human right. From this point
of view, housing is not only a physical space or commodity but is an essential
component of human dignity, security, and social stability. By framing housing
as a human right, this perspective sheds light on the structural inequalities
inherent to refugee housing (Brown et al., 2024) and barriers to access and calls
for policy changes that prioritise housing as a central pillar of social justice.

Due to housing policies based on a market economy, housing has become a
commodity, and the concept of housing as a universal social service and a means
of fulfilling the population's basic needs has shifted to the concept of housing as
a commodity (Marcuse & Madden, 2016; G. Lutherovd, 2014). In this context, the
home has centred around the idea of a privately owned dwelling occupied by a
nuclear family (Samanani & Lenhard, 2019, p. 8).

The housing we have, our home, should provide us with a sense of ontological
security and stability. “Ontological security is the sense that the world's stability
can be taken for granted. It is an emotional foundation that allows us to feel at
ease in our environment and at home in our housing. Although the ontological
security is a subjective state, it depends upon several structural conditions...”
(Marcuse & Madden, 2016, p. 58). What if these structural conditions exclude
people from housing? What if the family does not have stable and safe housing,
as in the case of Ukrainian refugees who have been arriving in Slovakia since
2022? Even though the Housing Policy of the Slovak Republic until 2030 (Ministry
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of Transport and Construction of the Slovak Republic, 2021) included foreigners
and migrants among disadvantaged groups in the housing market, foreigners
(including Ukrainian refugees) are generally excluded from public (regulated)
rental housing by the local housing policies. Such unequal housing access
conditions can lead to so-called residential segregation, that is, the 'pushing out'
of foreigners to the outskirts of cities or unstable, precarious housing conditions
(Kapacity.sk, n.d.).

The housing challenges are interconnected with the legal status of Ukrainians,
temporary protection status, contributing to temporaryness and liminality. The
subjective perception that displacement is temporary results in liminality, thus
shaping refugees' personal agency and affecting future life trajectories. Liminality
represents a transitional phase, a threshold within social and cultural process-
es, where old structures disintegrate, and new ones are not fully established
(Turner, 1969; Horvath et al., 2017). Ukrainians are experiencing life conditions
where conventional normative orders are suspended or disrupted due to the
war and subsequent displacement, resulting in a state of constant uncertainty,
ambivalence, and tension, leaving them feeling ‘stuck’ in a limbo between
transitional phases (Stenner et al., 2017). New strategies are emerging in response
to specific social and psychological challenges associated with adapting to new
situations. Liminality is closely tied to temporality—where the experienced
conditions are perceived as having only a temporary nature. As time progresses,
Ukrainian refugees adapt and integrate, and the perception of temporality also
evolves. Temporariness is thus a continuum where diverse forms of temporariness
shape the adaptation patterns differentially for short-term and long-term stayers
(Chiu & Ho, 2023). Apart from perceived temporality, the legal status leads to
legally framed temporality. Temporary protection schemes, by definition, create
an uncertain liminal status—a legal ‘limbo’ (Hartonen et al., 2022; Goldring,
2014)—where protection enables relatively easy access to host countries but at
the same time introduces uncertainty regarding changing conditions (such as
the permitted length of stay, supportive measures, and social and labour rights).
However, it is essential to note that Ukrainian refugees have experienced more
favourable treatment, making their access to protection and society easier,
compared to responses to other refugee groups in Slovakia and other countries
alike.” The Ukrainian refugees faced less rejection when applying for rental flats
than other migrants, especially people of colour (Walther, 2024). These, however,
have not protected holders of temporary protection from vulnerability to changes

2 Selective approach to solidarity with refugees, a tendency to extend support and empathy selectively,
favoring particular groups over others based on perceived deservingness, political alignments, or cultural
similarities in responses to different groups of refugees or migrants (Ben-Nun Bloom et al., 2015; Scholten
et al., 2015), caused Ukrainian refugees to be treated differently, with higher acceptance and support (on
the policy level and in the society) which was reflected, for instance, in immediate access to protected
status (although with some limits for Slovakia, full public healthcare was enabled only from September
2023 or to self-employment from July 2024). Still, Ukrainians remained vulnerable to changes in legal
framework of temporary protection scheme (such as its duration or entitlements related to this status).
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in temporary protection schemes and consequent potential negative impacts.
At the same time, Ukrainian refugees' perception has changed over time and
feelings tied to the perceived cultural proximity between Slovaks and Ukrainians
as Slavic people diminished within six months, as refugee-related challenges
intensified following the energy crisis, increasing debt and decreasing incomes
among voters (Tuzinska, 2023; Szicherle & Kazaz, 2022).

The temporal nature of this type of protection inherently contributed to
a perception of uncertainty and temporality of displacement. An increasing
body of scholarship addresses the situation of Ukrainian refugees through the
conceptual lens of temporality and uncertainty (Hartonen et al., 2022; Lazarenko,
2024; Maxwell et al., 2024). These conceptualisations draw from earlier scholarship
addressing the experiences of asylum seekers as a liminal experience associated
with chronic uncertainty (Griffiths, 2014) and the construction of refugeeness
as a state of ‘permanent temporariness’ (Carciotto, 2018). Temporariness has
also been identified as a key element of migrant vulnerability (Goldring, 2014),
which may function as a disciplinary practice of the state that impacts migrants’
experiences and subjectivities (Robertson, 2014). Regarding liminality and
temporariness, the situation of Ukrainian refugees represents a particular
modality in experiencing space, time, and agency. It adds another dimension
highlighting the precarity of being protected ‘temporarily’, uncertainty about
the legal duration of temporality (Lazarenko, 2024), and subjective perception
of temporariness aligned to the end of the war. Ukrainian refugees in Slovakia
perceive their situation as temporary, and still, even more than two years
after the total war, they mainly intend to return once the war ends (SAV, 2024).
At the same time, they negotiate their everyday lives with respect to legal frame-
works regulating temporary residence and other welfare state regulations or
institutional practices. To analytically distinguish between the various layers
of temporality, in the chapter, we use adapted conceptualization by Chiu & Ho
(2023), where subjective temporality refers to migrants' subjective feelings about
their temporary presence and objective temporality refers to the legal definition
and set criteria by the state framing eligibility to stay within the particular
duration (Chiu & Ho, 2023, pp. 1288-1289). Moreover, the range of Ukraine-specific
support measures in Slovakia, including housing assistance, is closely tied to
the legal status of temporary protection. The personal desire of many Ukrainian
refugees to settle only temporarily has further complicated planning for housing
integration solutions (Haase et al., 2023).
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@ The situation of the Ukrainian refugees through
the lens of housing

The outbreak of the total military invasion of Russia into the territory of Ukraine
on February 24, 2024, resulted in an unprecedented humanitarian situation, with
millions of people being either internally displaced or seeking international
protection abroad. Nowadays, two and a half years after the outbreak of the war,
more than 6.6 million Ukrainians have left Ukraine and live outside their country
of origin (UNHCR, 2024b), out of whom 123,809 have applied for temporary
protection status in Slovakia until July 15, 2024 (Ministry of Interior of the SR,
2024). These developments have broadly affected the country in many aspects, as
it was a feminised experience (Andrews et al., 2023; Dutchak, 2023; Lazarenko,
2024).° Since the beginning, it has primarily been women with children and older
adults who fled—in Slovakia constituted adult women 75.3% (61,649 people) and
adult men 28.56 % (23,380 people) of the adult population. Children up to 17 years
represented a 31.32 % share (38,780 people), and persons older than 60 had an 8.11 %
share (10,048 people) of the total number of Ukrainians with temporary protection
in mid-July 2024 (Ministry of Interior of the SR, 2024). The highest representation
of Ukrainians in the country is in the two biggest cities and regions—Bratislava
(37,7%) and KoSice (12,63%)" as they offer better life opportunities—services and
employment, although more difficult access to housing. This specific composition
and the extent of displacement posed a significant challenge to housing governance.
Slovakia is among the countries with limited experience accommodating
refugees in general (Hegedyis et al., 2023; Tuzinsk4, 2023), with few institutionalised
structures to receive migrants seeking protection and persisting challenges about
refugee housing before February 2022 (Hlinc¢ikova & Sekulovd, 2015). Slovakia,
with its deep-rooted history of emigration and immigration, is now emerging as an
asylum destination, still navigating the transformation of its asylum infrastructure
(Tuzinska, 2023). The situation compelled the country to manage the significant
inflows of persons fleeing the conflict area and develop the legal framework
3 With a predominant share of women with family dependents, the forced migration of Ukrainian refugees
represented specific, gender-determined challenges for receiving countries. These challenges included
facilitating access to education for children, ensuring the availability and affordability of child-care services,
and providing healthcare services for the elderly, among others. Issues such as limited access to education
and healthcare remain pressing concerns in the Slovak context.

4 InZilina Region it was 10.25% and other parts of the country regions have less than ten percent (Ministry of
Interior of the SR, 2024).
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for support, including managing access to short-term housing for those with
temporary protection. The introduction of the housing subsidy for the provision of
housing to Ukrainian refugees by the government in March 2022 was an important
step in access to stable and safe housing.” The housing subsidy, referred to by our
interview partners as ‘program’, was at the momentum of its introduction as a
monetary allowance paid directly to housing facilities owners, private owners, and
non-profit legal entities,” including business legal entities,” who offered Ukrainian
refugees free accommodation in apartments, guesthouses, hotels, hostels or
other types of accommodation. Thanks to housing subsidies, Ukrainians with
temporary protection status had accommodation free of charge. The governance
of the Ukrainian refugees, similarly to other countries, was recognised as primarily
a housing challenge (Haase et al., 2023, p. 213). With ongoing conflict, the country
developed attempts to transform urgent response to a mid- and longer-term
solutions, including addressed long-term support for vulnerable persons.

The ‘story of housing’ for Ukrainian refugees in Slovakia
The ‘story of housing’ for Ukrainian refugees represents a dynamic adaptation
process and the complexity of challenges in the general and local housing contexts.
The circumstances and pathways to housing arrangements varied depending on
the refugees’ length of stay in Slovakia, their motivations before fleeing, and the
presence or absence of social networks and ties. The UNHCR's Multi-Sectoral Needs
Assessment (MSNA), conducted in summer 2023, highlighted a significant reliance
of Ukrainian refugees on supported housing and a high prevalence of collective
housing in Slovakia. The report shows that up to 84% of Ukrainian refugees lived
in subsidized housing. At the same time, from a typological perspective regarding
forms of housing, 7% of Ukrainian refugees lived in apartments and flats, 23% in
reception centres, 18% in shared accommodations (guesthouses), 10% in hotels
or hostels, and 2% in other types of accommodation. Common issues they experi-
enced included a lack of privacy, overcrowded households, and inadequate living
conditions (UNHCR, 2024a). Simultaneously, earlier research highlights ongoing
challenges related to housing Ukrainian refugees, including ensuring dignified
accommodations for larger families and addressing children's educational needs
(SAV, 2024). Additional issues include the lack of cooking facilities, inadequate
sanitation, and limited living space in housing arrangements (UNHCR, 2024a).

In many European countries, similar patterns regarding housing solutions for
accommodating Ukrainian refugees are observed (Hegedyiis et al., 2023). During

Act No. 92/2022 Coll. of March 22, 2022 on Certain Additional Measures in Connection with the Situation

in Ukraine.

6 The housing subsidy for private and non profit legal entities was administered via the local authorities on
whose territory the accommodation was provided.

7 The housing subsidy for displaced persons in facilities of legal entities operating in the accommodation

services sector was regulated by various legislative amendments by the Ministry of Transport of the Slovak

Republic. Starting from July 1, 2024, legal entities operating in the accommodation services sector will no

longer be entitled to receive a housing subsidy for displaced persons.

o
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the first phase of the reception of refugees, ad hoc solutions were predominated
(accommodation in reception centres, collective sites, and solidarity housing
offered by private persons) (Hegediis et al., 2023). In Slovakia, state institutions
and ministries have made their accommodation facilities available to Ukrainian
refugees (Ministry of Interior of the SR, 2022), those aimed at asylum seekers
and international protection holders, but also additional ones. Additionally, local
authorities were actively involved, not only in joint activities but also in developing
their humanitarian ad-hoc solutions. For instance, the Bratislava municipality
operated an assistance centre of help (City of Bratislava, n.d.) and set up humani-
tarian collective housing in Pasienky for one and a half years. As the number of
new arrivals was unprecedented, with safe and dignified accommodation being a
key priority, hospitality and solidarity initiatives were developed across all societal
levels.® Later, professional coordination (joint activities of local and regional
authorities, NGO sector, and international organisations’) and volunteers helped
people move to housing facilities, collective or rental private flats, supported by the
housing subsidy. Even though Ukrainians were expected to stay in hotels, hostels,
or collective institutional facilities only temporarily, this accommodation has
become long-term for many. There are various reasons why this is so: the private
rental sector is expensive, there is a housing shortage in the rental sector, most
UKkrainians are still hesitant and unsure about their stay in Slovakia, and the interest
and solidarity of the receiving countries' populations to offer their flats for rent
decreased. Remarkably, the most vulnerable people, especially mothers with small
children or older adults who could no longer work and, apart from accommodation
within housing subsidy and Ukrainian pensions, do not have income, feared for
their future and housing and therefore preferred to stay in collective housing. Also,
the collective housing offered them social support and the presence of a wider
Ukrainian community, and it has been a source of mutual help and solidarity.

At the same time, Ukrainian refugees' housing situation was inseparably tied to
the general housing situation in Slovakia. Slovakia, like many other countries, is
experiencing a housing crisis. Housing is expensive,'’ and the number of individuals
and families living in inadequate, temporary, and unstable housing is growing. Rental
prices per apartment within the private rental sector have been rising in Bratislava
(and in other Slovak towns) in recent years," and the number of apartments for rent
is decreasing. The average price in Bratislava is 12€ per square meter (Dedinsky, 2023).
With the very low number of municipal rental housing (0,99%) (Markovi¢ & Sedovic,

8 Forinstance the initiative of NGOs under the umbrella of online platform “Who Will Help Ukraine”(Who Will
Help Ukraine?, n.d.).

9 NGOs and international organizations IOM, UNHCR, UNICEF) have been playing a crucial role in support
for refugees (counselling, collection and distribution of donations, practical help with looking for
accommodation, jobs, education, legal support etc.).

10 Inthe Slovak Republic, households spend on average more than 27% of their gross disposable income on
housing, which is one of the highest values in the OECD, where the average is 20%. (OECD Better life index,
Slovak republic: https://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/countries/slovak-republic/)

1 Thisis due to inflation and high interest rates in the banks (RTVS, 2024), coupled with an insufficient public
rental sector and the absence of price regulation of rental housing.
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2021) and in the ‘homeowner society’ (Consoli, 2023, p. 196), there are almost no other
options for housing left. This issue affects not only the socially disadvantaged and
vulnerable groups but also the middle class, which is becoming increasingly indebted
and burdened with mortgages. The proportion of ownership,"” rental, and publicly
regulated housing speaks a lot about the critical housing situation. In 2020, the total
housing stock in Slovakia comprised of 92.3% ownership housing and only 7.7% rental
housing (of which 6.1% was commercial, and 1.6% was regulated rental housing)
(Eurostat, 2022)."”* Currently, the average rental housing in the European Union ac-
counts for approximately 25% (Eurostat, 2022). Slovakia has an above-average share
of overcrowded and multigenerational households compared to other EU countries
(Kubala & Peciar, 2019, p. 9). Even before the COVID pandemic, up to 40% of the
population lived in overcrowded households, and nearly 70% of young people (18 - 34
years old) lived with their parents (Kubala & Peciar, 2019, p. 10). This situation is partly
due to housing policy development and housing conditions after the regime change
in the 1990s. The country transitioned from state-managed housing construction
and housing care to a market economy, with the rise of private and decline of public
ownership, and it has all evolved during a rapid societal change."" After 1989, living
has become a subject of supply and demand, and the responsibility for ensuring
housing has changed from state and public administration to individuals (Pelikanova,
2009). Previous research (e.g., G. Lutherova, 2014) suggests that in countries of the
former Eastern Bloc, the principle of meritocracy is very strongly present in the hous-
ing sector (Sandel, 2021), and the culture of deservingness forms an invisible but firm
barrier to improving housing for the poorest (Kusa, 2023; Kus4, 2018). In Slovakia,
regulated rental housing is currently so scarcely (financially and physically) affordable
that people only consider it when they cannot help themselves otherwise.'” The
policy framework for public rental housing sets thresholds and boundaries for many
vulnerable groups, including refugee populations, thereby normalising a situation
where some deserve to live in such housing while others do not. Normalisation is the
endpoint and outcome of a process in which a specific configuration of inequality
appears as ‘normal’ or even ‘natural’ so that the very notion of (un)deservingness is
sedimented into ‘common sense’ (Streinzer & Tosic¢, 2022).

Lack of systematic long-term housing solutions (not only) for Ukrainian refugees
In these contexts, access to housing for people from Ukraine in Slovakia can be
considered very problematic. Although Ukrainians could apply for public municipal

12 In Slovakia, housing culture is deeply rooted in the aspiration for homeownership, with the family house and
garden as the ultimate ideal. (See more Podoba, 2013, Buzalka, 2023.)

13  “At the beginning of 1990s, ‘a massive privatisation of flats’ took place. Consequently, within a few years,
originally state flats or cooperative flats turned into flats under private ownership (as their original ‘tenants’
bought them for residual value)” (Spirkova, 2018).

14  Sonia A. Hirt speaks of privatism that represents a general cultural condition of mass tendency towards a
private ownership (Hirt, 2012).

15 See also: Hlin¢ikova, M. 2024. Homeless Families in the Circle of Continuous Change. Housing Crisis in the
Slovak Context. In Slovensky narodopis / Slovak Ethnology, vol. 72, no.3, pp. 288-306. 1339-9357. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.31577/SN.2024.3.24
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(social) housing, long waiting lists and strict eligibility criteria governing who could
or could not request it in the towns requiring several years of permanent residence
excluded refugees with temporary protection or foreigners with temporary residence
permit in Slovakia. Such requirements contribute to the production of social vulner-
ability (Pozzi et al., 2019, p. 1). On one hand, these conditions define the residents of
towns who are ‘eligible, and on the other hand, they exclude certain groups from hous-
ing, such as low-income households, homeless people, and foreigners (migrants and
refugees). We observed an effort of some municipalities to refine the conditions defining
access to public housing (fe. ig. Bratislava); however, without a deeper structural focus
on increasing housing affordability in Slovakia, these changes do not yet represent
an effective solution. In Bratislava, due to the state's insufficient systemic approach to
the expansion of the public housing stock and housing issues for vulnerable groups
and the political decisions of the previous city administration, based on which many
municipal apartments were sold into private ownership (Markovi¢ & Sedovi¢, 2021),
the city magistrate has been working on revising the conditions for municipal rental
housing and expanding the pool of eligible applicants. Therefore, eligible applicants
could be, among others, migrants or refugees who can prove their actual residency'®
in Bratislava. However, due to the limited capacities of public municipal rental
housing, other systematic long-term solutions are also needed on local, regional,
and nationwide levels.

In September 2024, Slovakia is still missing the vision for providing long-term
affordable housing for refugees from Ukraine, partly because of the war's unclear
development (Hegediis et al., 2023). Also, there is no plan or system for preventing hous-
ing loss or providing social services, as refugees can face a high risk of homelessness.
In Slovakia, if a family or individual loses housing, people are typically forced to rely
on informal ties or utilise social services with temporary accommodation (shelters,
hostels). Those Ukrainian families and individuals who do not have family or other
social networks and ties in Slovakia are in even more vulnerable positions than other
Slovak citizens, resulting from their legal status of temporary residence, language
barriers, and discrimination.”” The Slovak welfare system does not guarantee that the
cost of standard housing for low-income families will be covered (Hegediis et al., 2023).
In general, there is a lack of financial support for low-income households in the form of
a functional housing allowance, which is currently very low and limited only to recipi-
ents of material-need benefits.”® This means that people with employment, parents on
maternity/paternity leave, or individuals receiving various pensions cannot access it.

16 If the applicant does not have permanent residency, he/she must provide a document proving his/her actual
residency in Bratislava prior to submitting the application (e.g., a photocopy of an employment contract
from an employer, a housing contract, a rental agreement, proof of school attendance, etc.).

17 Despite stronger 'solidarity' resources overall, housing options have varied for some sub-groups. In Slovakia,
alongside general discrimination against foreigners in the rental market, racially driven discrepancies
exist, particularly in the differing treatment of Ukrainian nationals and the Roma population from Ukraine
(Hegedis et al., 2023, p. 57).

18 The housing allowance is € 95.20 per month for a household with one member, € 161.60 per month for a
household with two members, and € 205.10 per month for a household with three members (Ministry of
Labour, Social Affairs and Family of the Slovak Republic, n.d.).
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© Research methodology

The chapter is based on qualitative research that involved semi-structured interviews
with Ukrainian refugees (mainly) in vulnerable situations and public institution
representatives, participant observation, and informal conversations. We conducted
the research with 14 Ukrainian refugees with temporary protection status, nine
women and five men aged between 35 and 72, in two primary phases in Bratislava:
the first from February to March 2024 and the second in June 2024. In August 2024,
we interviewed two representatives of public institutions working with Ukrainian
refugees. Each phase of the research reflected the evolving situation in Ukraine and
changes in housing policies for Ukrainians in Slovakia. We carried out interviews
with the assistance of an interpreter translating from Ukrainian to Slovak, in English
and Slovak. As the research was in Bratislava, the findings reflect the local context of
opportunities, limits, and trajectories with nationwide implications.

The interview partners were selected based on the diversity of the regions
of origin, be it Eastern Ukraine and areas under occupation, Central Ukraine,
the South or Western part, and Transcarpathia. Moreover, the sample reflects
different stages of integration, where some interview partners arrived in Slovakia
immediately after the outbreak of the total war, while others came in winter
2023 or spring 2024 only. While each story is unique, collectively, they reveal the
structural contradictions and unjust social arrangements that shape their lives.
The stories of the people's everyday lives we interviewed capture their struggles
to secure stable and safe housing. We have intended to provide a space where “the
experiences and knowledge of the marginalised can be given epistemic authority,
be legitimated and taken seriously” (Samzelius, 2020, p. 25).

The research sample also involved refugees in different life situations and
positions in the life cycle and reflected single-parent households of Ukrainian
women with children when the husband stayed in Ukraine, single-parent
households with children with severe disabilities, full-size families with both
parents and children present in Slovakia; grandparents with grandchildren
and lone older adults. Also, on purpose, the research sample included different
living arrangements in Slovakia—renting commercial apartments outside of
the ‘program’, renting a room and sharing the apartment with other tenants,
renting an apartment with the support of housing subsidy, and shared collective
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institutional housing where, besides the accommodation, daily meals are
provided for free. The sample does not include Ukrainian refugees currently
living in homestay accommodations for refugees (Bassoli & Luccioni, 2023)
and Ukrainians living in reception centres. However, many of our interview
partners had such an experience before finding their current accommodation
arrangement. Last but not least, the research sample reflects different aspects of
vulnerability based on traumatic war-related experiences, capacity to participate
in the receiving society, caring commitments, healthcare situations, social and
cultural capital, or (un)availability of supportive social networks.

Ethical considerations
The research approach in refugee studies requires specific reflexive, methodological,
and ethical considerations due to the vulnerability of the sample. Interview
partners experienced traumatic war-related events in their home country and
during their flight, and it was likely that other family members were still exposed
to war in Ukraine during the fieldwork. Our methodological approach adhered
to ethical standards for studying vulnerable refugee populations (American
Anthropological Association, 2012; Diivell et al., 2010; Jacobsen & Landau, 2003).
We applied the ‘dual imperative’ principle (Jacobsen & Landau, 2003), which
links academic knowledge with ethical action to improve the lives of refugees
and forced migrants (Souter, 2013). Research situations'” were designed to be safe
spaces for sharing information relevant to interview partners. At the same time,
we were self-reflexive about our positionality as researchers, power asymmetry,
and the vulnerability of interview partners to reduce bias and increase
transparency and trustworthiness (Amelina, 2021; Cassell et al., 2018; Dahinden,
2016; Tuzi, 2023). We also considered aspects of ‘caring reflexivity’ (Rallis &
Rossman, 2010), an approach embracing the centrality of relationships to ethical
and credible research. Thus, care for interview partners, their well-being, and
avoiding re-traumatization were prioritized throughout the research process.
Given the vulnerability of the research participants, the interviews were
highly emotional and involved strong feelings from both sides. Interviewees
expressed various emotions, including sadness, fear, anger, and very often crying.
Questions about housing frequently triggered these emotions, particularly
in contexts involving the loss of homes or wartime circumstances and all the
people and places they had to leave behind. The topic of housing and home
also raised questions in people's minds about their unclear and temporary
situation in Slovakia. Although we were trained in handling social research with

19 Allinterview partners received comprehensive information in Ukrainian about their rights during the
interview, including the possibility of not responding to questions, the right to withdraw from the interview
at any point, explanation of the purpose of the research, data use, and data protection, and signed the
written informed consent. We did not ask questions regarding traumatic experiences related to their flight
from Ukraine unless the interview partner mentioned them spontaneously. All names, as well as specific
contexts, are subject to anonymization in order to protect the interview partners.
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traumatised individuals to ensure safety, the interviews remained challenging.

When participants faced particularly distressing situations and their traumatic
emotions resurfaced, we deviated from the pre-defined script, either shifting to
different questions or ending the interview altogether in two instances.

Last but not least, all interviews were transcribed (if audio-recorded) or
documented with extensive notes. We examined the research data using deductive
coding and thematic analysis. For each interview, a ‘research medallion’ was
created. This medallion, a condensed information source, included off-record
details, reflexive notes, and notes on emotional reflection, which served as a
critical empirical resource for the analysis.
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O Experiencing housing: Ukrainian displaced
populations in Slovakia

Trajectories of housing

Refugees arriving in Slovakia in the initial weeks and months after the outbreak
of the war faced a somewhat chaotic situation as diverse ad-hoc housing
solutions were being developed. In these cases, securing temporary housing often
depended on random factors and the collaboration of volunteers, NGOs, state
institutions, local authorities, civil society, charities, international organisations,
and the business sector. During the early weeks of the war, the humanitarian
crisis inspired extraordinary acts of hospitality, emphasised and appreciated
also by our interview partners, with citizens reaching out to refugees and offering
housing—such as houses and apartments—directly in public spaces and through
social networks (Hrabovska Francelova, 2022).

Vira, who fled with two children, lived in north-central Ukraine and left to
search for the safety and well-being of her two children and husband (who could
not finally cross the borders due to mobilisation law in Ukraine). She came directly
from the border to a city in Slovakia because her former husband's friend knew
someone there and asked for shelter for her. This instance highlights the crucial
role of personal ties and contacts in providing housing solutions for refugees.
However, at the borders, Vira also met volunteers eager to provide homestay
accommodation for refugees and allow refugees to live in unused apartments.
After two days with their husband's contact's friends, she moved to the apartment
offered by random citizens wanting help. (Vira, 37 years, rented apartment)

As Vira's experience illustrates, for our interview partners, it was typically a short-
term homestay accommodation upon arrival, where they shared an apartment or a
house with owners. Our interview partners narrated that pathways to humanitarian
housing and the search for immediate safety were at the forefront of these strate-
gies, focusing on physical security and shelter.

Another interview partner, Alisa came to Slovakia with her friend and stayed in
a homestay for three months. She remembers her time there with sentiment and
gratitude, as the owners helped her with her first job in Slovakia, which aligned
with her background and expertise. They stay in touch (calls, meetings) even after
two years. Later, with the support of the accommodation allowance, she rented
aroom in a shared three-room apartment with two other Slovak women she did
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not know before. She has lived there for more than two years. Since July 2024,
she has not been eligible for renting a room with a housing subsidy for Ukrainians
anymore as she is economically active and does not fulfil the criteria for age
eligibility. She wants to return to Ukraine as her mother, with severe disabilities,
stayed in Ukraine and needs her care. (Alisa, 42 years, shared rented apartment)

While some of our interview partners arrived in Slovakia by chance, others
followed pre-existing social ties. Social networks significantly influence migra-
tion decisions by providing valuable support, including assistance in finding
accommodation and employment and offering financial aid (Bertoli & Ruyssen,
2018), especially for Ukrainians fleeing the conflict (Best & Menkhoff, 2022).
Support from the Ukrainian community was crucial in accessing housing, both
from those already established in Slovakia before February 2022 and from newly
arrived refugees helping others. Some interview partners had family in Slovakia
before the war, who provided accommodation upon arrival. This network also
extended help to the broader Ukrainian community, with initial refugees later
assisting their family members, friends, or acquaintances in relocating.

Valentyna endured over a year and a half under Russian occupation in Eastern
Ukraine. After a harrowing journey through Russia, Valentyna joined her son's
family in Uzhhorod. Then, she travelled directly by night bus to Bratislava in
November 2023 to a collective institutional facility. Her niece, who had arrived in
Slovakia in February 2022, facilitated this housing arrangement and provided the
necessary support. Although Valentyna is eligible for long-term housing support,
she wishes to return to Ukraine as soon as possible as she has difficulty mentally
adapting to displacement at her age. (Valentyna, 71 years, collective institutional
housing facility)

In new social contexts, refugees leverage various capacities to shape their
lives, including accessing housing according to their needs. Given their specific
situation and vulnerability, some interview partners required more targeted
and long-term support (not only concerning housing), while others navigated
the receiving society, its welfare regime, and infrastructure more successfully.
In connection with that, they took active agency in independently creating
their housing arrangements based on their needs and the needs of their family
members. The aspect of refugees' engagement in creating their life trajectories
highlights subjectivity and agency, expanding discussions around migrants and
integration processes, which are often marked by normativity, outdated societal
imaginaries, methodological nationalism, harmful objectification of migrants
as the 'other,' and a narrow focus on migrants and refugees when identifying
the factors shaping integration outcomes (Spencer, 2022). Simultan






























