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EMERGING SETTLEMENTS

The Emerging Settlements Programme initiated in 
2019 is the result of a longer process One of the earlier 
programmes is the “Children’s Chance” Programme 
where social inclusion measures are implemented in 
the 31 least developed districts of Hungary with spe-
cial focus on children. This programme has already 
been running for ten years with the coordination of 
the Hungarian Charity Service of the Order of Malta 
(HCSOM). The “Unlimited possibilities” programme, 
also financed from European funds, is focusing on 
social inclusion with a wide range of measures in the 
five  most disadvantaged districts. This programme 
is  implemented by five  big charity organizations un-
der the coordination of the HCSOM. The Hungarian 
government also launched settlement-level social in-
clusion programmes in Tiszabő and Tiszabura in 2016, 
which were concrete predecessors of the recent 
country-level initiative. The above mentioned pro-
grammes served information to the identification of 
the most disadvantaged settlements and in the field 
of cooperation among charity services in territorial 
social inclusion programmes. 
Having gained these experiences, the Hungarian Gov-
ernment launched a comprehensive programme in 
February 2019 in order to facilitate the catching-up of 
the 300 most disadvantaged settlements of Hungary.
The Emerging Settlements programme is an unprece-
dented form of cooperation. It is an initiative that ac-
companies the inhabitants of these settlements from 
the moment a child is conceived till the day young 
adults take up employment in order to achieve that 
decades-long problems are replaced by solutions, and 
hopeless misery cede its place to long-term self-sus-
tainment. The primary focus of the programme is 
children and creating a chance for them so that they 

would not necessarily inherit their parents’ destiny but 
would have a chance to live a different life. There are 
more than 310,000 people living in these 300 settle-
ments, and 5,000 children are born each year.
The foundations of this programme have been laid 
down by the Presence programme launched by the 
Hungarian Charity Service of the Order of Malta, which 
has demonstrated in numerous locations over the past 
decades that it can offer a real chance for change. The 
Presence programme is based on the most basic mean-
ing of this word: we are present, we are there, we are 
by their side. We become a part of the everyday lives 
of people living in these communities; it is not from the 
distance that we try to help, and it is not from an office 
that we tell them what to do and how. The Presence 
programme takes stock of the locally emerging prob-
lems and prepares a diagnosis, on the basis of which it 
then offers a solution. This sort of work demands long-
term commitment from both parties.
What can the continuous presence of the helpers 
change in the poorest settlements? For instance, 
more and more people go to work in the morning. The 
rate of school failure decreases. The heaps of garbage 
disappear from the streets; clean clothes are drying on 
the fences. People visibly start yearning for a differ-
ent kind of life. It is no longer the helpers that want to 
change them: it is the locals that want to live different-
ly. They think about the future because they know that 
their future is also up to them.
The Emerging Settlements programme is overseen by 
the Ministry of Interior and directed by Miklós Vecsei, 
Vice-President of the Hungarian Charity Service of the 
Order of Malta, who has been appointed as the Prime 
Minister’s commissioner in charge of this programme.
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A CAUSE THAT HAD NEVER RECEIVED 
SO MUCH ATTENTION BEFORE

The cause of social inclusion, or catching-up, had never 
received as much attention in Hungary as throughout 
the programme launched in 2019: ministers, ministers 
of state, ambassadors accredited to Hungary, officials 
and businessmen have travelled on site to observe the 
signs of change, and gain a personal impression of the 
positive trends that have been generated there. The 
fact that they have come to visit is a message in itself: 
it shows that the Emerging Settlements programme 
is not only a task to be executed, not only a social or 
economic issue, but rather, a cause affecting the who-
le of society the implications of which will influence 
the future of the country. Interest in the programme 
is further augmented by the role played by the Minist-
ry of Interior; the authority of the Ministry in charge 
of the programme has given an unprecedented weight 
to the local initiatives. In the universe of disadvanta-
ged settlements, words and shared experiences carry 
a completely different meaning. The basic experience 
of people living there is general hopelessness felt over 
the lack of opportunities and tools to act. The prog-
ramme facilitating catching-up shows a way out, and 
support for the programme gives reassurance that 
these people will not be left alone with their problems. 
The Emerging Settlements programme is a genuine 
way of turning to those people who live in areas falling 
behind and who struggle with difficulties that seemed 
unsurmountable for decades.
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The Presence methodology developed by the Hungarian Charity 
Service of the Order of Malta rests on social work based on a con-
tinuous helping presence and trust. Thanks to that, socially exclud-
ed people, often in dire need, can also have access to community, 
social, educational, health and other services that had been inac-
cessible for them before – a situation that not even the European 
development policies have been able to change so far.
The aim of the Presence programme is to create a living com-
munity in these socially atomized places, to launch development 
projects adjusted to the condition of the given segregated com-
munity, to build bridges between the mainstream society and the 
segregated communities, to stand with those living in the slums, 
and to achieve that with time, the community of the segregated 
settlement would be able to face the challenges on its own and 
tackle its own problems.
In the Presence programme, there are no one-size-fits-all prede-
fined solutions. On the contrary, the core idea and uniqueness of 
the programme derives from the fact that following a meticulous 
mapping out of the situation, a unique, diagnosis-based solution 
is offered to the problems. Naturally, there are permanently re-
curring problems and tasks that crop up in nearly all of the set-
tlements, but the programme offers a customized solution to the 
particular problems of these communities. Therefore the array of 
tools necessary for the Presence programme cannot be limited 
to mere social work; the development of each segregated area 
requires a complex approach. The first phase of the Presence 
programme is the creation of trust (i.e. continuous presence and 

“open doors” to everyone living in the settlement) so that the local 
inhabitants accept and include the helpers who come to help them 
on site. Then, based on this trust and through the assessment of 
the local conditions and needs, a diagnosis is set up about the nec-
essary interventions. 
In other words, the Presence programme is the launching and oper-
ation of a complex and all-encompassing community rehabilitation 
process that has an effect on everything in these segregated areas.

THE PRESENCE PROGRAMME
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THE ROAD TO THE DECISION

The Emerging Settlements programme was launched in 2019 with 
31 settlements. 36 additional villages joined in 2020, whereas with 
51 new adherents in 2021, the number of the settlements involved 
has grown to 118, and it will reach 300 over the next few years. 
The professional programmes are carried out by 20 implementing 
agencies under the direction of the Hungarian Charity Service of 
the Order of Malta. 
The settlements set up groups composed of 5 to 9 villages, whose 
work is followed by a group leading team under the direction of 
an expert of the Hungarian Charity Service of the Order of Mal-
ta. The leading team is composed of the representatives of the 
implementing agencies and the regional staff member of the Hun-
garian Charity Service of the Order of Malta. The group leading 
team directs the programmes of the settlements belonging to the 
given group, performs the tasks related to their implementation, 
and makes proposals for using the diagnosis-based funding. Oper-
ation in groups of settlements makes it possible to learn about the 
other settlements, to set up cooperation between the different 
implementing agencies, and to network between the colleagues. It 
also encourages the exchange of experience, the sharing of best 
practices, and common thinking.
Applications for funding are evaluated by the group leading team 
during their monthly consultations, when the members examine 
the alignment of the applications with the local needs and the di-
agnosis, their professional and financial grounding, and then de-
cide by a simple majority about whether to recommend the ap-
plication for support. Applications recommended for support are 
immediately forwarded to the Hungarian Charity Service of the 
Order of Malta Model Programs electronically, where a commit-
tee composed of the Presence experts directing the group leading 
teams, and the programme manager and the professional and fi-
nancial leaders of the Programme decides about the applications.
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PRESENCE DURING THE CORONA-
VIRUS

The Covid-19 pandemic has transformed life in the Emerging 
Settlements as well, but despite the suspension of the commu-
nity programmes, the social workers have been continuously 
present in the life of the settlements and communities. The Pre-
sence houses operating as social crisis points have provided sup-
port for the locals; moreover, they have been monitoring families 
through active fieldwork so that no child or adult is left without 
care. In several settlements, the maintenance of catering and the 
reaching of children due to distance learning have been ensured 
by their personal efforts. The talent support centres have conti-
nued to operate as well, offering tutoring classes online. Shaping 
the local population’s attitude about the pandemic and calling 
attention to the danger and responsibility has become a part of 
everyday work because in these settlements, it took a long time 
for people to understand that they, too, have a role in preven-
ting the spread of the pandemic. Nevertheless, the pandemic has 
had a positive impact: thanks to the common efforts, the ties of 
cooperation could be bound faster and more efficiently with nu-
merous professionals and municipal institutions.
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ACCOMPANYING FROM CONCEPTION

One of the key criteria for selecting the settlements to be included 
in the programme is the rate of childbirth. The majority of these 
children face constant and serious difficulties, often from the very 
moment they are conceived. Our strategy against deep-rooted dis-
advantages is to support parents in better helping their children: if 
children can grow up in a predictable, reliable and caring environ-
ment, if they join communities that can offer a perspective and can 
give them the feeling of belonging, and if their teachers and the 
professionals surrounding them formulate realistic expectations 
for them while providing support for them. In this way, they have 
a greater chance to exploit the talents they were born with so that 
they would be successful in life.
We consider children’s development from conception to the end of 
secondary school and employment as a single, uninterrupted flow of 
events. It is on this curve that we need to find the possible points of 
positive intervention. The period leading up to the school years, and 
within that, the first 1000 days are especially important with respect 
to development; it is in this life stage that the process of social exclu-
sion can be best reversed. In cooperation with one another, parents, 
health visitors, GPs, kindergarten teachers, primary school teachers, 
teachers, mentors, and social workers have an opportunity to come 
to play a crucial role in the individual children as adults, and by small 
steps, just by offering their supportive presence, they have a chance 
to change the life path of these children. Research on brain devel-
opment has shown that early experiences have a fundamental role in 
the acquisition of capacities with a life-long importance: this is when 
bonding is created, when self-regulation, perseverance, curiosity, 
optimism, conscientiousness, compassion, self-confidence, the tol-
eration of frustration and failure, and commitment to goals become 
grounded. All of these have a significant influence on the role that 
children will later on play at school, the development of cognitive 
abilities, social competence, compassion, the focus of attention, and 
the life-long development of self-control. With adequate assistance, 
the parents themselves are able to internalize these development 
techniques, which is especially important because successful inter-
ventions are the most efficient when they are done in cooperation 
with the parents. It is our priority goal to change the culture of child 
expectancy, perinatal period and care and education in the long run, 
both with respect to parents, and professionals and institutions. 
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VISION SCREENING BUS

In order for children to develop in a healthy manner, it is indis-
pensable to have good vision. Visual impairment can influence 
their general mood, their ability for social insertion, and it also 
affects their school results and their health. If we want to ensure 
the appropriate development of children, we must detect and 
diagnose any potential visual impairment at an early stage. If this 
does not happen in due time, children may suffer from concentra-
tion difficulties, hyperactivity and headaches, and they may also 
fall behind in their studies. Based on international professional 
experience, as a new initiative, help basically travels to people’s 
home in Hungary. The vision screening bus transports qualified 
professionals to a selected settlement where they examine 150-
200 children per day on average (entire schools and kindergar-
tens). The screening consists of two parts: a pre-screening and 
a complex child ophthalmological check. The pre-screening in-
volves a vision test with equipment, a visual acuity test and spatial 
awareness screening. If necessary, further examinations can be 
carried out on the spot, in the child ophthalmological office set 
up in the screening bus, during which it is possible to consult a 
child ophthalmologist at once via a video system. Those children 
who need glasses can choose the appropriate frame right then, 
which is adjusted to the children’s head by the pre-screening 
medical staff, and then the glasses, equipped with a hard glasses 
case and cleaning wipes, are delivered to the children by post. 
Training children to wear their glasses, popularizing the wearing 
of glasses, and the replacement of broken or lost glasses are also 
part of the programme. 
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MOBILE PLAYGROUND

Games constitute one of the most important tools in understand-
ing the deeper dynamics of a community. In addition to that, they 
also prepare the way for the creation of a trust-based relationship 
with the children and their parents, and typically, they signal the 
beginning of cooperation with the on-site professionals. Besides 
building trust, the Mobile Playground also facilitates the exposure 
of problems and the preparation of the diagnosis. As the staff 
members of the mobile playground bus visit the villages partici-
pating in the programme on a regular basis, they serve as anchors 
in the lives of the children, and they can formulate a deeper rela-
tionship with the parents. These occasions provide an opportunity 
for setting up cooperation with the institutions of the settlements, 
thanks to which they can also help indirectly to solve the mental 
blocks of the children. During the classes, the bus staff teaches 
children, their parents and the professionals working with them 
games that they can later on play on their own, as well as learn-
ing games that are key to promoting the socialization of disadvan-
taged children. The Mobile Playground is a source of joy and is syn-
onymous with well-spent leisure time; it helps the development of 
motor skills, and the games facilitate the imperceptible internali-
zation of collectively adopted rules and community norms. The ex-
periences gathered during the collective games are an important 
feedback for the staff members about the condition of the local 
community, and these observations are then integrated into the 
planning of the programmes designed for the given settlement.
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SPORTS

One of the special and indispensable tools of the Presence pro-
gramme is sport. Sport can provide children with a perspective and 
satisfaction, and it can improve their school achievements. Since 
the Presence programme focuses on the children of the most vul-
nerable families, it employs unique and unusual solutions: trainings 
begin with a common meal and conversation instead of a warm-up 
because many come to the training without having had enough to 
eat. The leaders of the sports classes monitor the children’s condi-
tion, clothing and school achievements, and presenting one’s home-
work is a prerequisite to being allowed to participate in the training. 
Average sports associations are unable to undertake such a huge 
commitment and such attention to detail, but this is precisely the 
mission of the sports programmes of Presence.
Thanks to the Hungarian Football Federation and the Ministry of 
Interior, synthetic polyurethane sports grounds are continuously 
being built in all those settlements that submit their application. 
Moreover, the National Crime Prevention Council is also a com-
mitted supporter of sporting events, and uses the classes offered 
by the programme as a preventive tool. Sports and healthy living 
had not been in focus in the life of these settlements, thus it is 
important that children living in deep poverty and their parents 
would get a chance for a more useful and healthier pastime that 
builds both character and community.
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SYMPHONY PROGRAMME

Music is an important tool of integration, especially as a community 
tool. It gives satisfaction, offers a useful leisure activity, and can also 
shape the community. The aim of the musical-social programme is 
to reach out to disadvantaged children, moulding the youth into a 
community in which the retaining force, the joy of playing music 
together and the depth of the personal relationships help solving 
the problems of children and youth arising from their socialization, 
and spurs them to do better in school. As human development is 
the fastest in early childhood, it is essential that we begin this kind 
of development already among the youngest: those children and 
youth who are involved in this programme receive continuous mu-
sical input, and the constant attention and satisfaction give them 
a lasting experience. These experiences also appear in their home 
environment, so the enthusiasm reaches all members of the fami-
ly. The musical classes are prepared by a central mentoring group, 
which takes into consideration the local musical-artistic needs and 
possibilities, and tailors the musical programmes to the community 
of the given settlement, organizes the training, and provides help 
for its implementation and organization. 
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HOUSING 

The programme places a great emphasis on complex housing interven-
tions during which human development also have a role in addition to 
infrastructural interventions. Most of the families live in untidy and, in 
many cases, dangerous housing conditions, and the ownership of the 
properties is unsettled. In the framework of this programme, we create 
transparent conditions, and by involving local workforce, we carry out 
refurbishment and comfort-enhancing works, even building new homes 
if necessary. During the implementation of this programme component, 
the improvement of the urban landscape and the spatial development 
of disused and decayed properties are paramount. The housing projects 

– construction, refurbishment, public utilities and energy developments 
– are carried out in line with the strategic development of the urban 
landscape, and the goals include the involvement of local workforce as 
well. The housing units constructed are allocated to the needy through 
a public and strict application scheme as tenements. The requirements 
imposed on the new residents include prescriptions regarding the main-
tenance and proper use of the property as well as the cultivation of the 
garden, and these are constantly monitored by the staff members of 
the Presence programme. The application scheme and the maintenance 
of the properties are handled within the same system. It is important 
that each inhabitant of the settlement feel that they have the possibility 
to make progress, thus the system also supports – through supplemen-
tary applications – the elderly and the comfort-enhancing of the homes 
of families with children who live in their own property.
Families suffering from housing poverty or even living among 
life-threatening conditions are supported by the so called roof com-
mando, a group of professionals helping with the most urgent refur-
bishment of the houses, with a special focus on families with children. 
Healthy and safe living environment is not taken for granted  for children 
living in the poorest families. Bad hygenic conditions, the accumulation of 
waste and consequently the spread of parasites and rodents cause pub-
lic health problems, which the programme shall also handle. Frequently 
stray dogs in the streets are threatening pupils and professionals that 
is why a programme element was initiated  to promote responsible pet 
ownership. A dog spaying mobile vehicle was launched, where dogs are 
vaccinated, get worm treatment and get chipped, besides the operation. 
If the dog has  no owner, they are offered for adoption.  
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SOCIAL POWER PLANT

The settlements included in the programme are characterized 
by energy poverty, the non-secure and non-legitimate use of 
electricity, as well as extremely outdated and health-damaging 
heating practices. Since children are in the focus of the Emerg-
ing Settlements programme, it is a priority goal to achieve that 
in all those households where children are being raised, there 
should be at least one room with healthy heating.  Electric hea-
ting panels could be a simple and environment-friendly solution, 
but their operation implies substantial costs. This is why the first 
social solar plant was started in 2020 in Tiszabő as a pilot model 
programme, which helps the families in need with locally produ-
ced energy. The underlying concept is that the money collected 
from selling the energy produced by the solar panel park instal-
led in the village goes into a support fund, from which the credit 
necessary for the operation of the electric heating panel is uplo-
aded to the prepaid meters of the families during the winter. In 
this way, the programme offers a long-term, sustainable solution 
to the heating problems of the families through a one-off invest-
ment. Coupling the electric heating panels with the social solar 
panel park is favourable from the perspective of climate change, 
and by installing prepaid meters, it becomes possible to use both 
energy and money in a planned and conscious way.
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POTAGER GARDENS, DEVELOPMENT 
OF LOCAL ECONOMY

Around the villages involved in the programme, typically, large-scale 
farming is only pursued, which provides employment to very few 
people nowadays. In this environment, we must be grateful for all val-
ue-creating work providing self-sufficiency, especially if the locals do it 
voluntarily. The cultivation of potager gardens is one such opportunity: 
even in the most remote villages, there is some free space where basic 
crops can be grown. 
At the same time, the Potager Gardens programme is social work be-
cause many families sort out their garden on their own, without having 
the necessary tools, knowledge, or experience. The aim of work car-
ried out together with them is to boost in these families their capacity 
of self-sustainment and the sense of responsibility felt for themselves 
and their environment. The packs of seeds are available for everyone 
if the family takes the first step, that is, digs up their garden. During 
the implementation, a continuous relationship is established, which is 
not only an opportunity to give professional help with the gardening 
tasks, but it is also the beginning of a dialogue and cooperation, when 
the social professional can start working on other areas of the family’s 
life. What is more, gardening is a year-long investment that one must 
continuously tend to; it involves regular jobs in the garden, and that 
has a significant mentality-shaping impact. Besides satisfying one’s 
own needs, it is also possible to produce for sale, so the local public 
kitchens and small processing plants can buy locally produced vegeta-
bles that are sold by local inhabitants.
On the other hand, we put great emphasis on strengthening local eco-
nomic structures, and on improving employability and as a result of 
this several small production units were established in these settle-
ments. The locally grown products and handicrafts are very popular 
among conscious buyers thus some of our products are already avail-
able at big supermarkets.






