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PRAGUE (AP) -- After the fall of communism, many visitors who fell in love with Prague dreamed of the same thing: buying a perfect and inexpensive apartment in historic Old Town. 
    Real estate agent Maria Mihinova said people wanted apartments with great atmosphere and a terrace with a view of Mala Strana, a cobblestone row of Baroque palaces and churches along the Vltava River. 
    "It was the fashion after the fall of communism ... all wanted to live in a romantic rooftop apartment," said Ms. Mihinova of the Prague-based V.I.P. Homes real estate agency. 
    But the days when property in former communist states was cheap by Western standards are long gone. And more than a year after the Czech Republic became a member of the European Union along with nine other mostly former communist countries, tastes and expectations have changed among househunters in Eastern Europe. 
    A location in Old Town and a breathtaking view of the Hradcany Castle are no longer the only determining points for prospective buyers and renters in Prague. 
    Clients, either newcomers from abroad or locals who are becoming more affluent, want the comfort and perks of 21st century living along with the medieval charm. 
    A nearby garage, sufficient amount of bathrooms and larger bedrooms, often in newly built complexes, are becoming a must. 
    Apartments in the historic part of Prague are scarce and expensive, with a price at times around $5,240 per square meter, Ms. Mihinova said. 
    "I have a client who wants to spend $806,400 on [an apartment] there, but it must have a garage," she said. "But there are not many of those." 
    Some of the most coveted addresses in Prague are around the 14th-century Charles Bridge below the Castle Hill or in residential areas like the upscale Hanspaulka, with its early 20th century villas. 
    One of the most expensive properties in the city these days is the recently renovated Palace Beethoven, where the German composer stayed in 1796. That apartment, No. 13, is on sale for around $2.8 million. 
    "We're after quality, not quantity," said Bohuslav Vendolsky of the developer Unistav, which has renovated and owns this real estate. "It's the type of living for those who feel the spirit of history." 
    Prague is not the only Central European capital previously underdeveloped, with shortages of modern offices, apartment buildings and shopping centers that has been getting a facelift. 
    Budapest's luxury housing market took off several years ago when the more well-off started to leave the recently created satellite towns and move back into the city. 
    Like the quest for modern amenities in Prague, developers in the Hungarian capital have added large terraces, roof gardens, swimming pools and saunas to their projects to lure people back. 
    "Hungary's luxury market is still narrow, but it is constantly expanding," said Lenke Polya Liska, head researcher at Ecostat, the Institute for Economic Analysis and Informatics. 
    Also just like in Prague, few of the luxury apartments exceed 1,400 square feet, and even in this segment of the market the tendency is to build a larger number of small flats. 
    For high-end apartments in Budapest, prices per square meter are around $2,100 to $3,300, with some unique projects going for as much as $4,700 per square meter. 
    However, historic buildings are not the only magnets for top-end housing buyers. 
    Marina Part, a project under development by real-estate developer Autoker on the shores of the Danube River just outside the Budapest city center, offers a yacht port, a sports complex, restaurants and shops. 
    Another case in point is the Central Park Praha development in Prague, which aims to create a modern community reminiscent of that around the New York park, with American features including a concierge and a fitness club. 
    "I've imagined that this property ... is large enough to create a small Central Park here," said Milan Ganik, managing director of CPP. "We aim to give top standard to successful people." 
    While top-end projects are out of reach for many -- the average Czech monthly salary being $760 -- even the less affluent have been improving their living standards. Mortgages have increased from $2.1 billion in 2002 to $4.89 billion in 2004 nationwide. 
    Still, Mr. Vendolsky said people are at times surprised by the skyrocketing prices. 
    "They say that we have prices just as in Hamburg," he said of some German buyers. "And we tell them that they are in Prague, not in some harbor." 
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