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Born in 1981 in Targu Secuiesc (Kézdivásárhely), a small Szekler town in Romania - 
Szeklers are part of the Hungarian speaking minority. She finished her studies in 
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blog project, which aims to increase public awareness on environmental and social 
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Translation 

Orphans with parents: What happens to children abandoned at 
the hospital? 
 
Mothers temporarily or permanently give up their children due to poverty or the 
disability of the newborn child. [report] 
 
The infant cries inconsolably with her face contorted as three of her “roommates” watch, 
gravely silent. They then turn to look at us as we enter. We are in the paediatric ward of 
the Baraolt Hospital. There are drawings on the walls, it is warm, and pale mothers in 
dressing gowns or pyjamas bend over their newborn children or watch over their sick 
children, sleeping next to them. However, L and her roommates are not comforted by 
their mothers. 
 
L is only a few months old and was born with a disability. She was abandoned. She 
cannot move her head that has grown disproportionately large compared to her body. 
Not only will she be unable to learn how to walk or run, she will never even crawl. 
Nurses and doctors feed her and change her diapers, but otherwise she is located in the 
special paediatric home in Baraolt. According to Zsuzsa Ágoston, Paediatrician at 
Baraolt, 4-5 children are “forgotten” at the hospital in this small town in the county of 
Covasna. In most cases, these children are born with some disability. 
 
J is a different case: although he is not healthy either (he was born with a heart 
condition), he has a chance of survival. His mother does not want to give him up even 
though she has no other choice. She has no money to pay for the costs of heart surgery. 
We have come to the hospital for this child: I am accompanying Adél Sibianu, a social 
worker who deals with abandoned children in Covasna County. 
 
J is only a few months old too, but his file is already quite thick. New documents are now 
added to it: “handover-takeover documents” that certify that his case has been taken 
over by the Child Protection and Social Directorate of Covasna County [Direcţia 
Generală de Asistenţă Socială şi Protecţia Copilului Covasna]. Hospitals do not have the 
capacity to provide special care to abandoned children. They receive their medication 
and food, their diapers are changed, and that is it. J is being taken to the special home in 
Baraolt where he will be accompanied by a guardian to Tirgu Mures, where the state will 
pay for his heart surgery. 
 
During the next few days, we follow Adél to several hospitals, a child care home, and 
about ten families all over the county of Covasna. When a hospital informs the 
directorate that a child has been abandoned, a file is opened, the case is examined, the 
mother/family is contacted, living conditions and financial conditions are assessed, and 
then a solution for the placement of the child is worked out that meets the child’s needs. 
 
Foster Parents Are Available, But They Are Illegal 
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Children under the age of two can only be placed with professional foster parents. In the 
case of both J and L, the child in question is seriously handicapped, which means that 
they end up in special placement centres. However, there is only one such institution in 
the whole county and sometimes no place is available. The lack of professionals is also 
a problem as there are not enough foster parents, meaning that the placement of a child 
can sometimes be delayed for weeks or even months. Jobs in this position are, as 
everywhere else in the Romanian public sector, frozen, meaning that several people 
who have completed the foster parent course are waiting in vain to get contracts. 
Without such certification, it is illegal to place a child under their care. 
 
Social workers dealing with the various areas dispute the possible solutions to their 
cases even during cigarette breaks in the hallway of the Directorate. Since no new foster 
parent can be employed, they are forced to have older children relocated to family foster 
homes in order to make “room” for younger children. ‘Since, according to law, I can only 
have children under 2 placed with foster parents, they have the advantage. If there are 
many abandoned children, my cases are the first that need foster parents,’ explains 
Adél. 
 
Of course even a 5-6 year old child is traumatized if he is removed to an institution from 
a foster family he has been growing up with since his infancy, even if the institution is of 
a family home type. ‘We talk about this topic a lot. Try to imagine a situation where 
someone abandons a tiny infant, nobody shows any interest in him, and we have to find 
him a home. The baby is totally helpless and is at the mercy of the world. 
 The first few years are the most important in a person’s life, as this when we develop 
both mentally and physically. The more time the child spends in the hospital, the greater 
deficiencies and regressive development it starts to display, which later ends up 
becoming irreversible. So it is still better to choose the lesser of two evils,’ summarizes 
Adél. 
 
In the years 2004-2005, the number of children abandoned annually exceeded one 
hundred in the county of Covasna alone. This number has since decreased and has 
remained under 50 in the last three years. In half of the cases the child is returned to 
their biological families. According to Katalin Szász, Assistant Director of Child 
Protection, in order for these cases to be taken care of appropriately without the other 
children under their care suffering as a result, 10-15 new foster parents would have to be 
incorporated into the system annually. 
 
As a result of the cutbacks implemented by the government, foster parents in Covasna 
County requested their early retirement en masse. Their employments will be terminated 
and the children they had been taking care of have to be relocated. ‘It will be difficult for 
everyone, including us, to find the proper solution and ensure that the children are 
traumatized to the slightest possible degree. The cutbacks will probably cause further 
damages to the child protection service and its dependants,' Katalin Szász explains her 
opinion. 
 
The Grandmother Solution 
 
Under given circumstances, it is considered very good if someone else from the family – 
generally the grandparents – undertake to provide care even if the mother does not. 
M.P. chose a similar solution and cares for her daughter’s twins in addition to an other 
grandchild with her husband in their ground floor apartment in the town of Sfântu 



Gheorghe in the Ciuc region. ‘We accepted the task because our daughter is unable to 
do it: she was not in a good “condition,” she explains. Her husband adds, ‘We raised the 
older child from infancy too and now the child would never leave us. The child is our 
blood, almost our own. We would have been sorry if they had relocated the child (to 
foster parents – ed.). 
 
Both are pensioners and receive a total of RON 700, which is supplemented with the 
support received for the children. ‘We make sure it turns out well – nearly all of our 
grandchildren grew up with us.’ 
 
True, there are cases, although few, when the mother is willing to move in together with 
her child to a maternal care facility. This is only a temporary solution for a period of six 
months or a maximum of one year. This possibility is available mainly to single mothers 
and teenagers, since such an institution would be unable to accommodate a mother of 
eight. 
 
‘You Don’t Have To Count the Rooms' 
 
‘If the mother agrees that the child be placed with foster parents, I have to tell her to 
make sure she maintains contact with the child. Not only so the child will know its mother 
and because it is beneficial for the child, but also because it is an important aspect in the 
eyes of the law when the possible custody request is being debated. The parent has to 
be able to prove that he or she maintained contact with the child and visited regularly. In 
addition, proper conditions also have to be provided for the child, which also has to be 
proven. It is not as simple as going after the child and taking it home. The child needs a 
clean home and room, it needs clothing, a bed, and the family has to have sufficient 
income,’ explains Adél. 
 
In some cases, the mother wishes to regain custody of the child even though the 
conditions are not suitable. If it can be guaranteed that the child’s health will not be 
endangered, she can do so. The social worker will make this decision based on the 
experience of similar past decisions. 
 
‘You don’t have to count the rooms at my clients. The apartments generally have one 
room. They usually have wood heating and there is rarely running water. I do expect the 
home to be warm. I can overlook the fact that water is brought from a well and heated on 
the stove to make bath water. A child can grow up in these conditions, but he does have 
to be warm. That is basic. The other important thing is basic hygienic conditions. There 
are problems in a place where I can’t stay seated for more than five minutes. This is 
luckily rare. In more serious cases, it is impossible to separate the dishes from dirty rags, 
spoons, or food,’ says Adél. 
 
‘I have been to very many houses and I can tell where it is dangerous to give them the 
child. I have had cases where I gave the mother second and third chances to take the 
child home. But when I became sure that the mother was incapable of raising the child, I 
had him relocated to foster parents. The mother put up a fight, saying she wanted to 
raise and feed her child and would do anything for him. But the child had to be returned 
to the hospital. You can not play around with his health. If the child’s life or health is in 
danger, returning the child to his parents is out of the question. If the biological parent 
does not grant consent, a court will pass a decision based on my report.’ 
 



For example, the twin’s mother wanted her children to be returned to her after their 
hospital stay. She lives with her life partner, the partner's parents, son, and in-laws in a 
small house on the edge of the forest, but the two babies did not receive enough to eat. 
They were returned to the hospital in a malnourished condition. 
 
The law dictates that it is in the best interest of the child to grow up with his family in his 
own environment. However, there are cases where this is not possible. ‘Many mothers 
who abandon their children understand that they are not capable of raising their child, 
especially if it is not an only child. But it is important for them to know that the solution is 
only temporary and is neither permanent nor irreversible as adoption would be. Their 
hope that the child can be returned to them never dies,’ she adds. 
 
However, it could be disastrous to the child's entire life if he is returned to his biological 
family. We met a 17 year old mother of three who married at the age of 12 because her 
father was a drunkard and beat her. She was forced to flee from her own family. There 
are cases when the child is left with the family and the child protection service does not 
know of the situation. ‘The local governments' social offices should keep track of these 
threatened and disadvantaged families and help them. There should be a municipal 
financial fund for social problems, because social benefits are not enough. They do not 
solve the problem,’ feels Adél. 
 
A Lack of Professionals, Unbearable Loads 
 
Following the field work, one of the most surprising facts I learned was that virtually none 
of the families we visited received social benefits: they did not submit applications simply 
because they did not know how. Even if the family does receive social benefits, it is 
mostly of such a small amount that it does not make much of a difference. 
 
Local social offices should inform people of their possibilities. We once again return to 
the freezing of jobs in the public sector: local social workers, or to be more exact, the 
people fulfilling these tasks are generally untrained, since municipal offices are unable to 
hire a separate professional to fill this position. The task is forced upon an employee 
who has to deal with it outside regular obligations. 
 
Not counting certain cases, these people do not visit the families but sit in their offices 
and have them “summoned” or “send them messages” saying that they are to appear at 
the town hall in case of, for instance, child abandonment. An excuse for not visiting the 
families is that they do not have cars. The county social directorates cannot influence the 
selection of people employed by municipal offices to deal with social cases, although 
they do organize campaigns and trainings on a regular basis. 
 
‘We have to get to even the most desolate corners of the county. Even though we have 
only two cars, we manage to organize the field work from Sfântu Gheorghe,’ explain the 
social workers of the county seat. The Sera Foundation, which is based in Bucharest 
and popularizes birth control methods in several counties, provides a lot of help. 
Covasna County is also included in the program, thus the car provided by Sera is used 
by Adél’s colleague, Zsolt Rákos. Since their target group of poor mothers with many 
children are practically the same, Adél often accompanies him. 
 
There are not enough professionals in the county seat either, and the available 
professionals are overburdened and have to deal with an immense number of cases. ‘It 



would be great,’ says Adél and Zsolt as we drive along, ‘if the system worked as it does 
in Western Europe, where a social worker visits the same person that requires aid 
several times a week or even every day and gives the mother practical advice, helps 
prepare the child for kindergarten, packs sandwiches, cooks, changes diapers, and 
teaches the mother everything that is necessary. But in this case, where families receive 
only benefits but no help, they often spend it on things other than the child. I have seen 
adults eat spoonfuls of the free powdered milk they received. Many people sell the food 
– sugar, flour – they receive. 
 
There are cases when clients do not willingly allow the social worker into their home. ‘It 
does not matter who I am and that I want to help: they do not want an outside institution 
telling them what to do.’ There are out of the way villages where Adél visits with a police 
escort, since there is no other solution. This does have a certain intimidating feeling, but 
there is no other choice when communication has to be established with the family or 
parents. ‘I have to gather information, take statements, I have to asses the home,’ she 
lists. 
 
A Final Decision 
 
E and her mother, K, live on the edge of a village in a small wooden house that was 
once tidy. The local social worker cynically refers to them as “regular clients” that bear a 
child almost every year. There is no husband or life partner. 
 
E is around twenty but gives the impression of being a thin teenager with scared eyes. 
She plays with a puppy and answers the questions tersely and without meeting our 
eyes. She is, however, adamant in one respect: she renounces all of her rights and 
wants to give her son, born this year, up for adoption. 
 
According to Adél, the case of little Sz is going well, since he will probably end up with 
the same family that adopted his older brother. The waiting list of people wanting to 
adopt is long, but there is “smaller demand” for Roma children or children born with 
disabilities. 
 
From the perspective of the social worker, it is even easier if the father's name is not 
included on the birth certificate: this means that only the mother has to grant her consent 
to the placement of the child, to the adoption, to any possible surgery. By visiting the 
same place several times and taking statements more than once, a file is slowly 
compiled that is then submitted to a court of law. Even if the mother had previously 
renounced the child in writing, adoptability is defined by a court decision, since the 
mother may change her mind up until the very last minute. 
 
K did not give up her three children: they are presently being raised by foster parents. 
Pictures of her daughters are hanging on the walls, since the foster parents are 
obligated to maintain relations with the biological mother and they sent her pictures. But 
she does not even visit them because, she says, she does not have the money to go to 
town. During the questioning, she suddenly lowers her head on the dirty, worn tablecloth 
and starts crying. Meanwhile, the radio plays manele in the background. The shelves 
have toys on them. K says they belong to the children, but they won’t visit her, so she 
will sell them or throw them out. 
 



We have to visit the paediatric ward of the Târgu Secuiesc Hospital to see Sz. He is a 
dark haired little boy. The doctor picks him up, laughs and plays with him. He is growing 
strong and healthy. According to Adél, the Târgu Secuiesc Hospital is the best equipped 
in the county. It is clean and the doctors and nurses are friendly. There are drawings, 
paintings, and cartoon characters on the walls. There is even a separate playroom. 
 
Before she removes a child from the hospital, Adél selects clothes from the “warehouse” 
of the social directorate in Sfântu Gheorghe, which is a collection of boxes located atop 
a cabinet. The clothes are donated by employees or are received from elsewhere. The 
stock requires a constant resupply, especially if the child is returned to his family and the 
parents have nothing to put on the child. All institutions have their own inventories. The 
hospital’s paediatric ward is also provided for through donations: it needs not only 
clothes, but a limitless supply of diapers. 
 
If the child is transferred from one institution to another, the baby is stripped and the 
clothes are folded and put away. They are returned to the boxes where they came from, 
since they will be needed by the next baby. The baby is then dressed in the clothes of 
the institution where he arrived. 
 
Under the Poverty Line 
 
This year is the European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion in the EU. 
According to Eurostat, a larger percentage of children live in poverty than the population 
average: the percentage of impoverished children in Romania is 33%, 26% in Bulgaria, 
while Hungary represents the EU average of 20 percent. This statistic is based on 2008 
data. 
 
Child poverty in its bare numbers is scary enough: according to the data published in 
June by World Vision Romania, the number of children in very poor financial conditions 
has reached 350,000. Social issues are manifest in a cumulative degree in the poorest 
families that generally have many children: parents are unemployed or have very little 
income, generally have a very poor education, have no access to health care, and often 
do not even have health insurance. 
 
Few people receive information about the methods of contraception and “family 
planning” takes place in an ad hoc manner. As soon as the child is born, he starts to 
“earn his bread” as a result of the RON 200 support that is due for children under the 
age of two. The opinion of those that are not clear about the situation can often be 
heard: the “children's money” is a good source of income for those in need: the person 
probably never faced the fact of how well a family of 6-10 members lives from monthly 
income of RON 700-800, already including child support. 
 
The paradox of the Romanian social system is that while the middle and upper classes 
organize indignant TV debates in which they declare that they will not settle for the RON 
600 minimum amount of child support, the poorer segments of society that have no 
chance to express their opinion do not even receive this amount: they are due RON 200 
if the mother was not employed prior to giving birth. 
 
All children have the right to adequate living conditions that help their development, to 
food, shelter, safety, education – but all this remains only theoretical for families trapped 
in the vicious cycle of poverty. These children do not or only seldom go to school and 



live with their parents and siblings under atrocious conditions in small and unhealthy 
apartments. They have practically no opportunities for breaking out of this situation. This 
results in a recurrence of deep poverty. And Roma people are overrepresented in the 
poorest strata both on a European and on a Romanian level. 
 
According to a 2005 UNICEF report, the number of children abandoned in hospitals 
immediately after birth was alarmingly high in Romania (1.8 percent). Although a 
decrease was felt in the past years in this respect because of the normative support that 
is granted to such children, the number of children put under state care has not 
decreased. At the end of the two years that is supported by the state, parents with small 
incomes immediately put the child “in the orphanage.” 
 
As a result of the economic and financial recession, the number of parents who choose 
not face the task of raising their own children is expected to increase. Edmond 
McLoughney, the Romanian representative of UNICEF, called attention to the fact in an 
interview last year that funds all over the world are decreasing for the aid of the poorest. 
Governments spend billions of dollars on supporting banks while social benefits are paid 
from funds set aside in previous years or even smaller budgets. UNICEF recommends 
that money spent for social goals should be spent in more effective ways with less waste 
and also advises closer monitoring of the poorest people in order to ensure they receive 
health, education, and social services. 
 
For the purposes of privacy the names of persons and settlements have been omitted 
from the report. 
 

 



Winner AV 

Gabriel Butnaru 

Report title: "Calatorie fara sfarsit" (“Endless journey”) 

Published in: Radio Europa FM, 24/08/2010 

Gabriel Butnaru started working in 1991 at Radio Terra Piatra Neamt. From 1993 to 
1996, while studying journalism in Bucharest, he wrote for some newspapers, before 
returning to audiovisual media, as a news editor of Radio Contact. In 1997, he went to 
the Romanian military camp in Bosnia-Herzegovina, to help building the first private 
Romanian radio station abroad. One year later he returned to Radio Terra as Editor-in-
Chief and local correspondent for BBC Romania. 

He moved to Europa FM in April 2000; since 2005 until October 2010, he was Editor-in-
Chief and also conducted two educational programs: “Europa FM & JTI Scholarship” and 
“UBB Radio”.  

Gabriel Butnaru was one of the founding members of the Association of Romanian 
Journalists and vice-president of the organization. In 2008 he became assistant lecturer 
at Babes-Bolyai University. 

Now he is a freelancer, developer of some online projects, and also a passionate 
traveler. 

 
Summary: "Calatorie fara sfarsit" (“Endless journey”) 

The report begins with an introduction to the context: the expulsion of Roma from France 
and their intention to return there as soon as possible. 

Then, on gipsy-style background music, it continues describing the history of the Roma 
people as a never-ending journey across Asia and Europe, including how they received 
their name. 

The report presents afterwards what the life of Roma people looked like in Romania, 
from the times of slavery in the 14th century to the deportations during WWII, until they 
were able to leave the country once again after the Revolution in 1989. 

Some Roma individuals are interviewed briefly to exemplify what they have been doing 
around Europe. They declare openly that they have no intention to stay in Romania 
where nothing but poverty awaits them and that if France rejects them, they will simply 
go to another country. 

The report concludes that Roma people will continue their journey in the modern world 
whatever the obstacles. 

 



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

- Nicoleta Popa, Ovidiu Rom Association (NGO) on behalf of National Ambassador 
Leslie Hawke 

- Ioana Avadani, Center for Independent Journalism - National Journalist 
Association and EY2010 JA partner 

- Petre Dumitru, EC Representation 

- Dana Deac, AV journalist, TVR 

- Toma Seghedi, NIB Representation 

 


