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In the summer of 2015 several grassroots organisations implemented 
joint actions in response to the unmet basic needs of asylum-seekers tra-
velling through Hungary. The activities focused on supplying food, clean 
water, basic medical aid, clothing and blankets, but also included the pro-
vision of information, translation, shelter, and help with transportation.

With the rapid increase in the influx of asylum-seekers into Hunga-
ry (mainly from Afghanistan and Syria) and the rather obvious – and 
arguably, deliberate – inadequacy of state provision of their basic needs, 
a variety of grassroots groups emerged, most importantly, “MigSzol” (Mi-
grant Solidarity) in Szeged, and “Migration Aid” and the “Segítsünk együtt 
a menekülteknek” (Let’s Help the Refugees Together) group in Budapest 
as well as smaller similar initiatives in Debrecen, Bicske, Cegléd, Győr, 
Pécs and Szolnok). These were informal but well organised groups that 
relied solely on donations and volunteer work, and managed to provide 
basic services to large numbers of asylum-seekers.  



GRASSROOTS DIRECT AID PROVISION TO ASYLUM-SEEKERS IN 
HUNGARY

Case Study 
2

WHAT ARE THE SPECIFIC INNOVATIVE ELEMENTS 
IN YOUR PROJECT/SERVICE?
These informal organisations were fully based on 
(mainly small) donations of money and supplies 
and volunteer work, but nonetheless managed to 
involve large numbers of participants and serve 
in a mostly well-organised manner large number 
of asylum-seekers. Online communication was 
innovatively utilised in order to recruit volunteers 
(including volunteers with specific skills, such as 
medical personnel or translators from Arabic, Pashto 
and Dari to Hungarian and English) and mobilize 
donations. For example, the Let’s Help the Refugees 
Together group (which served hundreds of servings 
of hot meals in one of the large parks in which 
hundreds of asylum-seekers spent their nights in 
the summer) refused to recieve any monetary do-
nations, and operated an online spredsheet instead 
of the required food supplies. Those who wanted 
to support their work could check the spreadsheet, 
order food online at one of the food chains which 
provided home delivery, and send the details of the 
order and the confirmation code to the organizers. 
Another example of such innovative use of online 
technology was the management of train ticket 
donations: after around a thousand asylum-seekers 
staged a march from Budapest toward the Aus-
trian border in early September in protest of being 
denied the possibility to board the trains toward 
Germany (which included the temporary closure of 
one of the main train stations of Budapest and bla-
tant racial profiling at its entrances), asylum-seekers 
were again allowed to travel westbound on train. 

Those who wanted to support their journey (in or 
outside of Hungary) could buy train tickets to Vien-
na online, send the confirmation code in a text mes-
sage to one of the volunteers on the ground, who 
printed out the tickets at the vending machines and 

WHAT ARE THE LOCAL SOCIAL REALITIES? 
Right after the terrorist attack on French satiri-
cal weekly Charlie Hebdo in January, 2015, the 
Hungarian government launched an intensive 
xenophobic campaign against international mi-
grants which included a billboard campaign and 
a so-called “national consultation” in the form of a 
questionnaire sent to all Hungarian households on 
the topic of “immigration and terrorism”. Already at 
this point, there emerged an extensive grassroots 
direct action response as many of the billboards 
were over-painted or tore down by citizens while 
a group of sociologists publicly condemned the 
deliberately manipulative use of surveys by the 
government. Later on, as the Serbian-Hungarian 
border became one of the EU’s main entry points for 
asylum-seekers and the number of asylum-claims 
already in the first half of 2015 centupled in compa-
rison to the previous years’ figure, the government 
announced its intention to expel all asylum-seekers 
to Serbia which is declared a “safe third country”, 
the construction of a 175-kilometre-long, 4-me-
tre-high barbed wire fence along the Serbian-Hun-
garian border, and the tightening of criminal rules 
targeting refugees – all of which amounted to the 
undermining of the right to asylum and an outright 
renouncement of the state’s responsibility in solving 
an unfolding humanitarian crisis. At the same time, 
large number of asylum-seekers appeared in the pu-
blic spaces of Hungarian cities, mainly in Szeged (a 
major town close to the Serbian border) and Buda-
pest, who were provided with information, food and 
basic medical aid by various informal organizations, 
which quickly responded to their obvious need.
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WHAT ARE THE KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 
PROJECT/SERVICE?
• Target groups/users: asylum-seekers who 

were residing in the public spaces of Hunga-
rian cities (mainly in Budapest and Szeged)

• Principles: informal, horizontal organization, 
complete reliance on crowdfunding and 
volunteer work

• Drivers: urgent need for quick and flexible 
grassroots responses in face of state inaction 

• Outcome: of the aforementioned organiza-
tions, Migration Aid provided basic services 
to around 1600 asylum-seekers per day 
(or more than 100 000 in total) in the most 
critical months of July and August, with 
around 500 participants (and around 70 000 
volunteer hours), while at the same time pro-
viding an obvious and visible counterpoint 
to the punitive response of the state

Can this project be transferred to a larger context 
(a bigger region, the whole country, EU-wide)? If 
so, what is needed in order to transfer it (special 
structures, finances, common definition of stan-
dards...)? If not, why not? 
This spontaneous but nonetheless well-orga-
nised grassroots response to state inaction could 
easily be adopted to similar situations, though it 
should be kept in mind that in different poli-
tical contexts perhaps some of the resources 
might be rather devoted to pressuring the state 
into fulfilling its humanitarian commitments 
(which however many did not see as a realistic 
option in the Hungarian context). International 
cooperation emerged already in the summer, 
where volunteers from Austria organized cars to 
transport refugees through the border, and upon 
the closure of the southern borders of Hungary, 
many of the volunteers relocated their efforts to 

distributed them among the asylum-seekers cam-
ping around the railway station. Migration Aid also 
developed an application for mobile phones (adver-
tised among asylum-seekers) for the provision of up 
to date informations in several languages. 

While cooperation between the groups was not 
always without difficulties, often times it was also 
examplary. For example, the medical volunteers 
working in a large park near the Keleti railway sta-
tion were instrumental in finding the families most 
in need of shelter and directing them to one of the 
volunteer-run (and semi-clandestine) makeshift 
shelters (set up in two nearby community centers), 
whereas the Let’s Help the Refugees Together group 
which focused mainly on the distribution of food 
in the same park provided their temporary resi-
dents with food, clothing, blankets and bedsheets, 
whereas another, more political initiative (which 
involves migrants residing in Hungary more perma-
nently in advocacy work) helped in the provision 
of translators. Volunteer groups active in different 
cities also informed each other of the number and 
composition of asylum-seekers boarding the trains 
to another city so that the volunteers active there 
could adequately prepare.
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the bordering countries.

CONTACT
MigSzol (Szeged)
www.facebook.com/migszolszeged

Migration Aid (Budapest) 
www.migrationaid.net/english/
www.facebook.com/migrationaidhungary

“Segítsünk együtt a menekülteknek!” (Budapest)
Kalmár Szilárd, kalmar.szilard@gmail.com
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