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Tomasz, 31 years old, graduated from a journalism degree at the University of Warsaw. 

During 1999-2003, he worked at the sports department of the daily newspaper 

“Rzeczpospolita”. In 2003, he moved to Germany for a year, where he worked as a 

volunteer with people intellectually disabled and the mentally ill. 

 

After his return, he supported the unemployed and socially excluded in the Community 

Initiative EQUAL project. He also went back to journalism. Since 2006, he writes about 

lives of people with disabilities for the journal "Integration" and the portal 

www.niepelnosprawni.pl. 

 

In 2008, he won the national of the contest for journalists "For Diversity. Against 

Discrimination”. 
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Translation 

Not to have, but to be  

Lidia Lewandowska hardly has anything; a pension of just over PLN 600, plus her 
disability allowance of PLN 500 and her son’s care allowance. 33-old Jarosław 
suffers from Down’s syndrome. 

Their flat costs them PLN 400 each month, plus PLN 100 for electricity, PLN 40 for TV 
and Internet and PLN 25 for the telephone. Apart from that she spends at least PLN 150 
on medicine, since neither her nor her son have been feeling too well recently. Her son 
has lost 25 kg in the last 18 months. Nobody knows exactly why. You have to wait for 
months before you get a medical practitioner visit and medical check-up financed 
through the National Health Fund (NFZ); they have already been waiting for 18 months 
for an ECG stress test. It was only thanks to their own resourcefulness that they 
managed to visit an endocrinologist. 

‘He needs to go to a gastroenterologist, neurologist and cardiologist, but all these 
specialists are beyond us,’ sighs Lidia, who knows she can’t afford to go private.  
 
She can’t even afford all of the medicines, so she has to make a choice and ask for 
what’s cheaper. 
 
‘I’m not healthy myself actually,’ she explains. ‘I’m receiving treatment all the time. I’m 
not classed as invalid but I still have to pay for treatment.’ 
 
However, she does not regard herself as being impoverished. ‘Impoverished people 
can’t afford bread. I can still afford that,’ she explains. ‘But I definitely feel that there are 
more and more things that are making me feel increasingly excluded from society.’ 

They exclude her and her son, for whom, despite her applications, she has not been 
able to obtain financial aid for the last seven years. Financial aid would permit him to go 
on a rehabilitation stay, which would help improve his health a little. Lidia lodged an 
appeal this year; but all to no effect, except that she felt she had given the impression of 
someone making demands. That was the last thing she wanted. Despite her problems, 
she does not go begging to welfare services. She couldn’t bear that. 

Saying no to surveillance 
‘I know many people whose dignity quite simply doesn’t allow them to participate in 
interviews which require you to divulge even the most obvious things,’ says Ewa 
Wiśniewska, President of the ‘Maja’ Association of Family and Friends of the Severely 
Disabled [Stowarzyszenie Rodzin i Przyjaciół Osób Głęboko Upośledzonych ‘Maja’]. 
‘They’re virtually X-rayed and subjected to surveillance, so they decide not to go ahead 
with that kind of procedure. But they still have to manage. How, I have no idea.’ 

http://www.niepelnosprawni.pl/ledge/x/71631


According to Ewa Wiśniewska, it is very likely that families with disabled children will 
start experiencing real financial problems. 

‘It also depends on the kind and the level of disability,’ she explains, ‘but if, for example, 
it involves constantly looking after the disabled child, taking care of them, being with 
them, accompanying them at all times, even when it comes to education, going out with 
them virtually everywhere, it’s obvious that a family member will have to find time to do 
this.’ 

Most often this means leaving your job. Because Poland does not give enough support 
to families in these situations, financial difficulties are always close at hand. 
Ewa Wiśniewska’s opinion is confirmed by GUS [Central Statistical Office] research from 
2008. As many as 11.5% of households with at least one disabled child were at risk of 
extreme poverty (see information in the box); the risk for the Polish population as a 
whole is 5.6%. 

Approximately 80 million people face poverty throughout the European Union, though 
this figure is calculated somewhat differently (see information in the box) than that for 
extreme poverty. In order to make society aware of this problem, 2010 has been 
proclaimed the European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion. The 
European Commission has focused on children and the elderly. 

‘Poverty among children and the elderly is higher than the European average,’ explained 
László Andor, Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion to 
‘Integration’. ‘These are therefore key examples for us. These examples are also 
important because the percentage of children and elderly people in the population as a 
whole is quite significant. But we are interested in other groups as well. We also 
consider people with various degrees of disability. This is clearly a factor which 
increases the risk of poverty. This does not necessarily mean that if someone is 
disabled, they will also be poor, but the risk is greater. We are also interested in the 
working poor, in other words people who are in employment but who do not earn 
enough. If we only concentrate on the elderly and children, that won’t give us a full 
picture. However, these constitute the main examples because of the seriousness of the 
problem.’ 

By 2020 the European Commission plans to extricate 20 million people from poverty. 
Each Member State will work out its own strategy regarding this matter. Meanwhile, 
another of the objectives of the European Year for Combating Poverty and Social 
Exclusion is to counter stereotypes. There are many such stereotypes concerning 
poverty.  

Poverty and its shadow 
Poverty may affect people who would never have suspected that they would have to 
face this problem. In order to encounter difficulties, it is enough to lose your job and be 
unable to find new employment for a while. This is particularly the case if you cannot 
count on your family or friends for support. 
 
‘It is often the case that domestic resources are eaten up by treatment and rehabilitation 
expenses, because a member of the family which had been doing well suddenly 
becomes ill. It turns out that there’s not enough money and the entire family, not just one 
member, ends up on what is known as the other side,’ explains Małgorzata 



Lelonkiewicz, Director of the Federation of Polish Food Banks, one of the organisations 
associated in the Polish Committee of the European Anti-Poverty Network. 

The ‘other side’ has various faces. Poverty may have the face of a child, an elderly 
person; poverty may be rural, urban; it may be visible to the naked eye or hidden in 
shame. Despite common opinion, poverty is frequently not the outcome of the failure to 
be resourceful, alcohol abuse or a matter of choice. It may be brought about by 
someone breaking down or plain bad luck, as recently witnessed by the floods. It is often 
characterised by helplessness. For this reason, it is impossible to generalise and to say 
that, after all, there is a lot of work, and that social welfare clients are swindlers. Each 
person has his own story to tell; it’s worth hearing it before blurting out a damaging 
opinion. This is important because it’s only in these cases that it’s possible to offer help 
effectively and individualise support. Inadequate support only deepens the problem. 
 
Poverty casts a long shadow – the shadow of social exclusion. Simplifying things, one 
can say that socially excluded persons are the kind of people who, for reasons beyond 
their control, cannot engage in what the rest of society engages, though they would 
really like to. Exclusion may be brought about by lack of money, unemployment, health 
conditions, disability, discrimination, lack of access to medical care, as well as education 
and modern technologies – computer and the Internet. 

For these reasons, help is required quickly. This is because the longer the condition 
exists, the greater the damage is. It is also important to help without humiliating and 
stigmatizing. 

‘Some people can be helped and supported in a manner that permits them to emerge 
from the borders of poverty, but it might be impossible to do anything with others apart 
from helping them out with benefits and food,’ says Małgorzata Lelonkiewicz. ‘Many 
people say: ”no point giving fish, it’s the fishing rod that’s needed.” That is true, but of 
course even these people have to learn how to hold it, set it up, and use it. Sometimes 
psychotherapy is required – there are various kinds of addictions, various psychological 
problems.’ 

According to Małgorzata Lelonkiewicz, each and every one of us can help. Help does 
not necessarily mean giving money to people begging on the street. It’s better to offer 
financial and material support and to do volunteer work for NGOs which help the 
impoverished. 

Blunt axe 
Very often there’s no point counting on the local authorities who theoretically should be 
responsible for addressing the issue of poverty and social exclusion. It turns out that 
what’s more important for them is, say, the building of bridges. That means that 
strategies for solving local social problems are nothing more than fiction. These 
strategies are in place but they are not implemented, whilst those in need of support are 
left neglected in a state of apathy. In Poland, obsolete, ineffective methods of help are 
often applied to those in need, such as the long-term offering of benefits. This approach 
does little to motivate people towards change. Social workers become frustrated as they 
stop believing that anything can be changed. 

‘It’s like the guy who uses a blunt axe to fell trees in the forest,’ explains ironically 
Professor Julian Auleytner, social policy specialist, Chancellor of the Higher School of 



Pedagogy of the Society of Public Knowledge in Warsaw. ‘Someone says to him: ‘Hey, 
why don’t you sharpen that axe, it’ll make work easier’, but the lumberjack says: ‘Stop 
pestering me, look how many trees I’ve still got to fell, I’m too busy.” 

According to Professor Auleytner, the best way of fighting poverty and marginalisation is 
activity. There’s always some work wherever we are. We can’t do much on our own, but 
we can organize groups, look for different kinds of portals and discussions, and unite 
people with similar interests. You can learn through the Internet as well. 

‘Education broadens prospects, adds to the discussion, and gives a feeling of being 
included,’ believes Professor Auleytner. ‘Our Higher School already has more than 100 
disabled students engaged in distance learning via the Internet. Thanks to this approach, 
we can activate these people, give them an opportunity to educate themselves and to 
feel that they are citizens of our country. This is a system which works perfectly all over 
the world. This is not about educating the elite, but rather the masses. Those who are 
interested in elitist education have got the money to do so and go abroad to study. But 
we have to look at education for the disabled, poor people, and that includes the elderly, 
starting from the grassroots and not from the top. 

Voluntary work is another way of stimulating activity. Virtually anyone can participate. 
People get involved in anything at all. Professor Auleytner gave an example of the 
Florida Aquarium, where senior volunteers explain to children about the dolphins and 
fish in the aquarium. The elderly find much sense in this, they are overjoyed that 
someone wants to listen to them, that someone needs them and that their knowledge is 
not going to waste. 

‘We stimulate entrepreneurship through voluntary services,’ believes Professor 
Auleytner. ‘That refers to those people who were previously in a state of apathy, 
helplessness and were unable to act. Voluntary services suddenly present them with 
new prospects. This is the first step in the battle with poverty and marginalisation. 

Activity means living 
Lidia Lewandowska is perfectly well aware of this. As a volunteer, she is active wherever 
she can be. She does this with her son in mind so as to ensure that he is always active. 
Thanks to her, Jarosław has played in the theatre, learned to use the Internet, and 
participated in tourist and historical circles. But Lidia doesn’t want anything for free. In 
return she tries to give her work. Not just to take things. Recently, she was offered 
financial support amounting to PLN 100 from the Association in Żychlin to help cover her 
prescriptions. That was the first time she accepted help, but that was only because the 
Association owed her a debt of gratitude. 

‘I’ve got friends in Associations, I draw up projects and in exchange my son can 
participate in, for example, international exchanges,’ she explains. ‘It’s thanks to my 
work that Jarosław participates in the trips and various events.’ 

As a result, they have been to the Czech Republic and have gone sailing in Rajgród. 
Recently, Lidia drew up an exchange project with Spain. Its contents were assessed 
very highly. However, it wasn’t selected because of a trivial formality. However, she is 
active on many fronts. She is one of the faces in the European Year for Combating 
Poverty and Social Exclusion; in June she was part of a group of delegates that travelled 
to Brussels for the European meeting of persons experiencing these kinds of problems. 



She also wrote a voluntary project on senior-junior intra-generation integration for the 
Dzierżoniów Pensioners Association. She encourages everyone to be active and to 
participate in volunteer work. 

‘It’s important that the poor and those with disabilities are particularly active. That’s 
because activity means life for us,’ she believes. ‘My son, who suffers from considerable 
disability, also wants to help. He says that he’ll help other children.’ 

According to Lidia, it’s better to give than to wait for help. Of course, you need money to 
live, but it is not true that you cannot do anything without it. 

‘In those cases you have to give something from yourself,’ warns Lidia. ‘You have to act. 
Things won’t come to you on their own.’ 

6.5 million Poles on the poverty line 
What is extreme poverty? This expression refers to the so-called subsistence minimum, 
also referred to as the biological minimum. It includes monthly expenses which permit a 
person to only just survive; anything less means that development and life are in danger. 
In 2008 the subsistence minimum in Poland for a single-person working household was 
estimated at PLN 413.20, a two-person household was estimated at PLN 690.50, whilst 
PLN 1804.70 was the amount estimated for five-person households. The subsistence 
minimum for single-person pensioner households was estimated at PLN 389.50 and at 
PLN 643.20 for two-person households.  
 
Poverty, not regarded as extreme, is measured in a number of ways. The European 
Union calculates it on the basis of average revenue of household inhabitants in a given 
Member State. According to the EU, the threshold of the poverty line in Poland in 2008 
was a revenue of EUR 207.75 for a single-person household, corresponding to 
approximately PLN 830 monthly. The equivalent for a four-person household was 
estimated to be approximately PLN 1750. If EU indicators are considered, poverty 
threatens 17% of Polish people, in other words a population of almost 6.5 million. 



Winner AV 
Joanna Kreto-Wójtowicz 
Report title: "Łotr Kazimierz" (“Kazimierz the villain”) 
Published in: Religia.tv, 27/08/2010 

Joanna is a gaduate of the John Paul II Catholic University of Lublin and the J. Schiller 
Polish National Film School; Television and Theater in Łódź. Since 2002 she has worked 
as a journalist, and from 2008  as co-director of the Religia.tv channel; associated with 
the series of programs, “Portraits”, “Picture with the Pope”, and “Identity Card”. 
 
The main subject observed in her films is ‘man’; his destiny, passions, and motives, and 
these are the areas she seeks to explore implementing reports and documentaries. In 
2010 she was awarded with the ‘audience award’ at the Magnificat Festival in Minsk, 
Belarus, and received a second prize at the V Jubilee Multimedia Polonia Festival 
"Polish Homeland 2010." 
 
Selected filmography: “Break the Silence”, “Another Life”, “Easy Way”, “Opaque”, 
“Promises Fulfilled”, “Ten Commandments of Adam”, “Brother Little Prince”, “Villain 
Kazimierz”. 
 
Summary: "Łotr Kazimierz" (“Kazimierz the villain”) 
 
The short film tells the story of 46 years old Kazimierz Pawłowski who after 35 years of 
homelessness found his faith in God and managed to change his life. He is now 
dedicated to help other people who suffer from poverty and he runs a shelter for 
homeless people in Rzeszów. Some of them manage to find a job leaving space for 
other people in need. 

He addresses issues mainly of homeless people and prisoners. Once in prison, he 
launched a prisoners’ fraternity Arka and later helped founding other organizations 
dedicated to help prisoners after they are released from prison. 

He travels around Poland visiting prisons and trying to explain that a fair life outside of 
prison walls is possible. His dream is to open a social care shelter for prisoners to help 
them in reinsertion in society and to start a new life.  

When he discovered his faith in God he started to paint pictures which he uses to his 
religious activities. He does not keep his painting home; he gave away over 300 of them.  

His passions are electric guitar and amateur documentary movies. With his story and his 
life he wants to show that life after prison is possible and finding new passion brings a lot 
of joy. 

 

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

- Bożena Diaby, Ministry of Labour and Social Policy 
- Kamila Płowiec, EAPN (NGO) 



- Jolanta Fajkowska, National Ambassador/TV and radio journalist 
- Rafał Rudnicki, EC Representation 
- Stefan Truszczyński, Polish Journalists Association 


