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Judit Zeisler was born in 1981 in Budapest and has been a journalist since 2006. She 
graduated in international communication at the Budapest Business School College of 
International Management and Business Studies, then in cultural management at 
University of Pécs. 
 
Currently Judit is working for Figyelő, a weekly magazine, as a contributor since 2007. 
Judit writes about social and cultural topics, and often also about equal opportunities. In 
addition, she also works for the French-language ‘Journal Francophone de Budapest’ 
magazine. 
 



 

 
 
  



 



 

 
 



 



Translation 

Child poverty. Destined for No Future? 

Receiving a warm meal every day – that is what the start of the school year means 
to almost two hundred thousand children living in poverty. Because of a lack of 
funds, even the Hungarian strategy, unique in Europe, failed to ease their 
situation. A substantive solution would be to have their parents work. 

The row of Roma houses in Petőfi Street is only a few steps away from the centre of Magyargéc 
in the county of Nógrád, but local residents give it a wide berth anyway. Sixty people, including 
forty children who live mostly with parents that rely on disability pensions or public employment, 
live in seven ruinous houses on the row. Visiting the first house we see that lacking a table or 
even a chair, a little boy is sitting on the floor and spreading lard from a tin can onto some sort of 
flan. A large white rabbit scampers out of the entrance of the neighbouring house from the dark 
into the light. Even though it is late on a Monday morning, three children are sitting inside with 
their father, watching TV between walls that are shedding plaster. Only the cartoons of the 
Cartoon Network and a bag of chips left on the floor reminds us of the 21st Century. 

ISOLATED. ‘What most often happens is that the family buys basic non-perishable 
items, such as lard, potatoes, pasta, flour, and onions at the beginning of the month, and 
this is the basis of their sustenance for the whole month,’ explains Gábor Király, the 
Chairman of the Board of the Food for Children Foundation [Gyermekétkeztetési 
Alapítvány], which distributes food to nearly eighty thousand needy children. Every fifth 
child in Hungary currently lives under the poverty line, meaning a household where the 
per capita income does not reach 60 percent of the current median wage; the threshold 
limit is presently HUF 55,300. (Median wages are calculated by putting the population of 
Hungary in order according to wage per consumption unit. The wage of the unit at the 
middle of such a list represents the median, meaning that the same number of people 
make both more and less money.) Although there are TVs in virtually every household, 
data of the Central Statistical Office [Központ Statisztikai Hivatal, KSH] shows that half of 
the poverty stricken households with children lack heating and one fifth does not have 
bathrooms. Although approximately two thirds of the affected children are not of Roma 
descent, the research carried out by the TÁRKI Social Research Institute indicates that 
the ethnical aspect is strong. The ratio of the impoverished among the Roma population 
is high, and this minority has the poorest people.  

The problem of child poverty affects virtually every Member State of the EU.  

The Wealth of the Poor 

The provisions available to poor families with children naturally do not reach the national 
average in numerous areas. Below we are focusing on four of these areas, and also 
highlighting four other areas that displayed above average indices. 

BELOW AVERAGE 

Indoor bathrooms are lacking in four times as many cases 

A lack of running water is four times as common 

They eat a third less cheese 



Half as much yoghurt is consumed at the family table 

ABOVE AVERAGE 

They purchase more do it yourself hair dye 

They consume frozen and other preprocessed meals more often 

They also use more cooking oil 

Practically every household has a TV  

(which corresponds to the national average) 

 

Source: KSH 2007, GfK Hungária Consumer Scan 2010 

 

Therefore, the program of this year’s European Year for Combating Poverty and Social 
Exclusion also lays emphasis on the issue and it will also be handled as a prominent 
topic by the Hungarian Presidency of the Council of the European Union in 2011. 
Although the ratio of children living in poverty in Hungary is the same as the EU average 
(see pages 22-23), the situation is more difficult since the segments falling behind live 
for the most part on farms or in small settlements – as opposed to Western Europe, 
where groups made up of mainly immigrants converge in large cities. Due to this 
isolation, poor Hungarian families cannot make use of many available welfare services 
and their poverty remains unknown. ‘Family services should deal with more children in 
poor small settlements, but the social network operates in a different way,’ points out 
Zsombor Farkas, the coordinator of the Hungarian Network Against Poverty [Magyar 
Szegénységellenes Hálózat ]. The ratio of social professionals is the lowest in 
settlements with populations less than 1000. 

FATE REPEATS ITSELF. A significant number of children drop out of primary school, 
usually as a result of the setbacks they encounter or because of their missing supplies or 
even a pair of shoes. As a coordinator in Magyargéc phrases it, “absences due to 
subsistence” are also common, when children miss classes to help their parents make a 
living from seasonal agricultural work. For example, they collect firewood or pick 
mushrooms. The school schedule in this Nógrád town therefore encompasses the whole 
day to include the children’s after school activities as well.  

OECD's PISA surveys also indicate that the performance students display is greatly 
influenced by the education of their parents and the circumstances of their households. 
‘In the case of impoverished families, parents cannot help their children study even in 
the higher classes of primary school, not to mention the fact that there is no place to 
study when six people live in the same room. They cannot even imagine their child 
continuing their education,’ notes Zsombor Farkas. Fifteen percent of people between 18 
and 24 in the North Hungary and the North Great Plain Region leave school early, 
meaning a primary level education at best. However, Hajni, who is raising 9 children in 
the Roma district of Magyargéc with her husband who receives a disability pension, 



proudly tells us that their oldest son finished primary school with an A average and has 
been accepted to the vocational high school in Szécsény. We can only hope that Roli 
will successfully finish his studies. The drop out rate of disadvantaged children is highest 
in high school since travel is also a problem that has to be overcome to reach the 
generally urban institutions.  

The third generation of impoverished people is currently growing up without anyone in 
their close environment having regular work. The limited job opportunities in these small 
settlements were further decreased by the recession. Many try their luck in the cities. 
‘The majority of people we encounter leave their homes in hopes of finding work,’ says 
György Tárnok, the Manager of the Transitional Home for Families in Békásmegyer 
[Békásmegyeri Családok Átmeneti Otthona], maintained by the Hungarian Maltese 
Charity Service [Máltai Szeretetszolgálat]. The ten families currently residing in the home 
share a single kitchen and bathroom for six months in the free shelter. This is the last 
opportunity for people arriving from the countryside after they have stayed with all of 
their friends and relatives and have rented cheap apartments. The child protection 
authority takes action immediately if a family with children has nowhere to go. ‘The home 
has telephone and internet access, it is obviously better than living under the bridge,’ 
lists the advantages a resident. This mother of two comes from the outskirts of the town 
of Ózd, and at the time of our visit her husband just managed to find employment in a 
supermarket after long months of searching. 

ABSENCES. The national strategy was extended this year to include the provision of 
free meals to seventh grade students, providing the families of 300,000 children – from 
preschool to primary school – with this possibility from September. However, 
professionals feel these results are insufficient. The plan until 2032 is unparalleled in 
Europe and is registered by the Child Program Office [Gyermek- program Iroda] made 
famous by Zsuzsa Ferge, sociologist of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. However, 
it has never been converted to numbers in the budget. ‘The strategy against child 
poverty ended up not receiving the frame of 80 billion HUF planned for the first three 
years,’ declares Zsombor Farkas. One of the most important objectives has also been 
forgotten, namely that the social web should be adjusted in accordance with the degree 
of poverty and not the number of the population. 

The possibilities for receiving aid have since diminished. For example, child care 
benefits have not been indexed since January 2009. According to an amendment 
passed by the Parliament at the end of June, if a child is absent without leave from 50 
school classes in a school year, the town clerk can have the benefit revoked.  

The American House Foundation – Milk and Bread Every Day 

Richard Field, an American businessman living in Hungary and the President of the 
American House Foundation, is helping with the work of the Hungarian Red Cross. The 
Foundation purchased non-perishable food items at the end of 2009 to be distributed 
among 120 families every two weeks, which corresponds to an amount of HUF 1500 per 
family. Later, in cooperation with the Red Cross, they jointly organized a program to 
provide two primary schools with food and fruits. The cost of the program is EUR 1 per 
day and child. The Foundation also contacted numerous Hungarian and internationally 
owned companies and from this autumn will help another four or five schools in 
Budapest. A further 19 institutions are still looking for “sponsors.” Outside of Budapest, 
in cooperation with the Red Cross organization in Szolnok and nine local governments, 



they are helping 200 families out with a kilogram of bread and two litres of milk every day 
(the cost of the program is HUF 4 million per month). The Foundation is distributing food 
with a total worth of HUF 60 million this year. ‘The majority of the money originates from 
the donations of American private persons, including many of my relatives,’ explains the 
President. Field now hopes that he can expand the programs in Hungary with the 
support of American-Hungarian organizations. 

AmCham Foundation – Collection by County 

The Foundation of the American Chamber of Commerce has given donations to more 
than 55 children’s institutions in a value of approximately HUF 270 million. From the 
experience of President Péter Komáromi, companies managed from or owned oversees 
are the most helpful – be it financial donations or voluntary work. Every year in 
November, at Thanksgiving, they kick off their Charity Drive, in the course of which they 
collect donations for the children’s institutions of a select county. 

The All Children Should Have Their Fill Foundation [Minden Gyerek Lakjon Jól 
Alapítvány] – Weekly Packages 

Zsuzsa Hegedűs, sociologist and the political Head Consultant to the Prime Minister, 
established the Foundation last year to provide weekly food packages to those 
kindergarten children and young students who are eligible to free subsidized meals and 
who live in disadvantaged regions. According to her plans, they will issue tenders 
starting this fall from budgetary sources for the non-profit reorganization of school meals, 
beginning with the 45 most disadvantaged sub-regions. Conditions for funding include 
local governments having to employ local unemployed people in their kitchens and using 
locally grown food products in at least a 50 percent ratio. 

‘In the short term, welfare transfers could be a solution. However, only the creation of 
jobs can help us reach our long term goals,’ states András Gábos, the Senior 
Researcher of Tárki. The institution prepared a survey together with the Belgian 
research centre Applica. The survey sheds light on the relation between working 
mothers and the spread of child poverty. The high rate of activity among women in 
Cypress, where the rate of childhood poverty is extraordinarily low, is due to a developed 
system of informal child care: grandparents play a large part in the supervision of their 
grandchildren. The number of children living in poverty decreased in the Netherlands 
and in Austria as a result of the emergence of part time job opportunities. 

EXPERIMENTS. Although the long term plan for Hungary has been stalled, there have 
been attempts at supplementing and strengthening the social web. For example, such 
an attempt is the program that has been operating in the sub-region of Szécsény since 
2006. The daytime care of children between 0 and 5 are aided by Safe Beginnings 
Children’s Houses [Biztos Kezdet Gyerekház] and a school coordination network has 
also been implemented. Clubs and programs are available for young people in danger of 
falling behind, and health care screenings are also held regularly. ‘An important part of 
the Szécsény program is to expand the dwindled opportunities in the region and to 
mitigate societal conflicts,’ says Mihály Simon, the leader of the project. To further this 
cause, children from all strata of society were invited to participate in their summer camp 
held in Bükkszék, although the majority of invitees were those who had never had a 
chance to travel outside their immediate environment.  



The unemployment rate among families with children in the Szécsény sub-region is 20 
percent. The last multinational company in the area, a candle factory, only recently shut 
down. For the present, the availability of EU aid will determine whether 40 people can be 
employed by the social organization established for the purpose of mitigating the 
situation that has developed in the job market. The experimental program is funded by 
the EU and supported by the Norwegian Civil Support Fund, similarly to the other 
comparable projects in five further sub-regions that are kicking off this fall. 
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Orsolya Mezei 

Report title: "Hajléktalanok" (“Homeless”) 

Published in: Corvinus Radio, 29/08/2010 

Orsolya Mezei was born in 1984 in Mezőkövesd, and later studied in Győr. After 
graduating she worked for a community center in the countryside, where encountered 
the everyday problems of the people. Since 2009 Orsolya has worked in the field of 
journalism. Currently, she is the news editor of Corvinus Radio in Sopron. Beside this 
activity, in the past year and a half she has also made magazines about drug prevention, 
public life and on the theme of the European Year.  
 

Summary: "Hajléktalanok" (“Homeless”) 

Negative stereotypes abound about the homeless. Most people think that they 
are the sole responsibles for their predicaments. Reality is, however, more 
nuanced. 

After the death of his wife, István has completely lost his grip and ended up on 
the streets. Thanks to a social programme, he managed to get out of the vicious 
circle of homelessness, drinking and hopelessness. The programme helped him 
learn how to save from the social benefit he receives and now he is renting a 
place on his own.  

Zsolt is a more troubled man. He was jailed for breaking up cars, he has no 
family, no money and drawing is the only thing the offers him some comfort in his 
life. He is unsure about his future, and hardly sees any way out of his situation. 

Estimating the number of homeless people in Hungary is not an easy task. The 
legal definition of being homeless does not cover everyone without a home or a 
place to stay. The first step in tackling the issue should therefore be trying to offer 
tailor-made solutions and challenge the stereotypes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The national winners were selected by a national jury which consisted 
of: 

- Izabella Márton, Director, Hungarian Anty-Poverty Network 
- Bódis Kriszta, National ambassador 
- Katalin Bársony, AV journalist 
- Mónika Gündisch, Print journalist 
- Kálmán KáliHorváth 
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