HUNGARIAN CIVIL LIBERTIES UNION
DISABILITY RIGHTS PROGRAM
Project Description
1. Validity of the Program
Approximately 100 thousand intellectually disabled, autistic or severely disabled
people live in Hungary. They are one of the most excluded and most isolated
groups of Hungarian society. Most intellectually disabled persons live with their
families. The state and municipalities do not provide services which would help
them adapt to local communities or find jobs. In most cases, their families
provide care, which often means giving up jobs, resulting in the family’s
impoverishment and isolation. 75% of families caring for their intellectually
disabled relative live under the subsistence level. A smaller rate of intellectually
disabled live in institutions. These institutions are mainly located in poorer
regions, in old castles, army barracks and even grain depositories. The
intellectually disabled are potentially exposed to mass rights infringement and
abuse, which in most cases often remains unexposed. Most intellectually
disabled people are deemed legally incapable by the court system, are put under
guardianship and are legally treated as children. They are unable to make
choices in all walks of life, are sentenced to passivity and do not even hold the
right to vote. As a result, the intellectually disabled remain unseen by Hungarian
society. Their situation is one of the greatest and one of the most severe of
human rights challenges.
2. Goal of the Program:
The primary goal of the Program is to bring change to the above situation by:
Exposing exclusion and the continuous rights abuse suffered by the
intellectually disabled;
Enabling intellectually disabled individuals, who are currently constrained
to passivity, to become active citizens, who are able to represent their own
interests;
Changing the current exclusionary public policy and instead realizing a
social policy which is able to prevent the exclusion of the intellectually
disabled and supports them in becoming active citizens and working, taxpaying members of society.
The HCLU’s Disability Rights Program deals with issues, which are all
individually necessary for inclusion into society and to secure equal citizenship
rights. The Program’s activities fall into one of the below thematic blocks:
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3. Basis of the Program:
1. Guardianship vs. supported decision-making. Currently in Hungary, 50
thousand people are partially or totally incapacitated. This system of
guardianship disproportionately and unduly restricts the right to selfdetermination of the intellectually disabled and also infringes Hungary’s
international commitments. The HCLU regularly drafts proposals to advance
the reform of the guardianship system, participates at civil society, and if
possible at government negotiations, produces films and publishes articles.
The HCLU was an active participant during the work process to reform the
guardianship system. However, after elections, the planned Civil Code did not
come into effect in 2010. The HCLU continues to urge change with every
available tool.
2. Voting rights of those under guardianship. Those placed under guardianship
lose their right to vote. According to the new Constitution effective from
January, 2012, courts have to decide during the guardianship hearing whether
or not to restrict voting rights. Restriction of voting rights is a regular topic of
the HCLU’s films and articles. The HCLU finds it important to participate at
meetings and negotiations whenever possible.
3. Deinstitutionalization, promoting community-based services. One of the
Program’s most significant issues is urging deinstitutionalization and
propagating community-based services. In 2009, the HCLU was successful in
organizing a civil network, which prevented Hungary from spending the
European Union Structural Fund on building long-stay institutions. The
HCLU continues to monitor spending of funds and tries to influence its use.
We monitor the procedures of policy-making relating to deinstitutionalization
and try to influence the process. In 2011, the ministry responsible for social
issues established a national committee coordinating deinstitutionalization,
but did not aptly allow for participation by organizations working in the
interest of the intellectually disabled. The HCLU publicly objected the
procedure and called the attention of the government to the unlawful
situation. We continually strive to bring the public’s attention to the problems
of long-stay institutions and the advantages of community-based services. In
the framework of this activity, the HCLU pioneered the first Hungarian social
policy proposal package, which analyzes the economic and financial effects
of deinstitutionalization based on international scientific findings.
4. Civil control of long-stay institutions. The HCLU is the only Hungarian
human rights watchdog organization, which monitors the rights of the
intellectually disabled in institutions and publishes reports on its findings.
Since there is no law in Hungary guaranteeing this type of monitoring activity
for civil organizations, it is extremely difficult to be allowed inside
institutions. In 2010 and 2011, the HCLU was able to visit 7 institutions and
prepare reports, which were made public.
5. Right to education of children living with severe and multiple disabilities.
Children and youth living with severe and multiple disabilities represent the
only group whose right to education is not guaranteed by the Hungarian state.
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This extremely small group of 3500 children is almost incapable of
representing its own interests. The HCLU regularly calls attention to this
abuse of rights, makes proposals and cooperates with organizations working
to benefit these children. The HCLU produced a film about this issue and
joined to assist families demonstrating for the rights of the intellectually
disabled children in December 2011.
6. Media and investigative journalism. The HCLU strives to receive as much
media attention as possible and regularly finances investigative articles. In
2010 and 2011, the HCLU financed independent investigative articles in all
areas relating to the Program and has published a number of articles of its
own in Hungarian dailies and periodicals. In cooperation with the HCLU’s
Video Advocacy Program, the Disability Rights Program compiles short
films, which are often shared on popular Internet sites. In 2011, a
comprehensive documentary on the family situation of the intellectually
disabled and the defenselessness of those living in institutions was made. The
film is also available in English language.
4. Social innovation in advocacy
It is a scientific fact and international experience that without service user
movements, it is difficult to bring significant change to public policy. Social
history of disability is proof of this and Hungary is not so lucky in this regard.
Disabled citizens live in great poverty and are so isolated that most of their
energy is utilized in their efforts to sustain themselves. It is the HCLU’s goal to
empower the intellectually disabled and their families with the ability to
advocate their own interests. We make an effort to build close partnerships with
families caring for children with severe and multiple disabilities. From 2012,
media and video tools were put in the hands of the concerned: families are
supplied with the technology and the know-how in order to document significant
chapters of their lives, to film rights abuses and make those public on the
internet. It is our goal to make their experiences available to the public and to
enable families to speak to the public. Another important element of supporting
participation is building a close and steady relationship with a town or small
city’s organizations, which deal with the intellectually disabled. We aim to assist
in advocacy issues in their area (education, employment, cases of discrimination,
etc.), organize trainings and provide legal assistance and try to be present in the
local media.
5. The Programs organizational structure, timeframe and funding
The Program is part of the HCLU’s Patients’ Rights Program. One full-time and
one half-time staff member works in the Program, which was launched in 2009.
The HCLU sustains, expands and continuously develops its Disability Rights
Program. The Program is funded by the Open Society Institute and Concorde
Securities Ltd. The total cost of the program for the year 2012 is 25 000 000
HUF (ca. 83 000 EUR).
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