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General Comments

-  A word of praise: in terms of depth (references), ambition (cataloguing and quantifying the challenges) and sweep (the range of policy areas dealt with) this draft surpassed our expectations.

-  Focus on disadvantaged groups is not rigorously kept in all chapters, and this takes away the space from a more detailed analysis of the relevant problems. E.g. low activity of youth is explained by longer time spent in higher education while the unemployment and lack of skills of low educated youth is not mentioned and there is no reference to the minimum wage (one of the causes).

- Although most of the main conclusions in the diagnoses are right, the indicated measures do not always respond to problems and challenges described in the assessment of the current situation. E.g. the poor performance of job creation schemes is mentioned (although with no reference to any impact analysis), and section III.1 recommends the use of such schemes with no detail on what their current deficiencies are and how these can be corrected.

- More generally, most proposed measures are very vaguely defined. It is a definite improvement on typical government proposals that authors are aware of the potential deficiencies of most measures, but they offer no/few/superficial solutions. E.g. the recommendation that  "public works programmes" should be such that they do not hinder job search is a contradiction in terms. Once this inherent deficiency of public works is resolved - usually by adding training and mentoring - the programme becomes and is called a "job transit" or a "work trial" scheme.

- While most of the proposed measures are expensive and/or require scarce resources of expertise and staff, there are no priorities outlined, sources of funding are not assessed and specified, and we get strikingly short information on the 'how' – that is, on the way how the efficiency of government-level implementation shall be enhanced. This makes the whole draft less credible and involves the risk that implementation will focus on the cheapest programmes and not the most important/efficient ones, and therefore we will lack the necessary strategic coordination at the government level (again). 

- There is a glaring omission throughout the text: the new government has launched an ambitious strategy of economic policy, aiming at growth, strengthening the middle class and including, inter alia, a tax cut for the rich, radical reduction of unemployment benefits and criminalizing the homelessness. Far be from us to say that that is wrong. But there is a tension between those measures, likely to cause more inequality at least in the short run and the anti-poverty agenda of the draft. We are not saying the conflict between the two can be solved, but, we think that admitting the presence of a trade-off between social goals would still be better than silence. By the way, the advisor of the prime minister on the issue, Ms Hegedüs was nothing if not blunt: Competitiveness and social integration are contradictory. If the first has priority, less money will be available for the second - she said. ( „A versenyképesség és a társadalmi felzárkózás ellentétes egymással. Ha a versenyképesség a prioritás, akkor a felzárkóztatásra kevesebb pénz lesz.”) http://nol.hu/belfold/20110802-_azt_nezem__hany_ehes_gyerek_van_  

Specific Comments, page-by-page

p. 7 Reference to the World Bank study is great. Alas, that report does not cover Hungary in its calculations – an omission that should be mentioned and could and should be corrected. 

p. 12 („Legyen jobb a gyermekeknek!” Nemzeti Stratégia) It is not clear at all whether this strategy, advocated by left-leaning experts, is still alive in any way under the present government. If it is, it would be great to include some signals of that.

p.12 The document refers correctly to the government's task to report regularly on the progress of the related strategies (see reference to the government's monitoring report on the first period of the Roma Decade due to be submitted by 31 August 2010), but does not mention the lack of these reports, evaluation studies and provides no explanation for that.    

p. 13 The LHH33 programme was to some extent evaluated for OSI-LGI-MTM, cf. here: http://lgi.osi.hu/cimg/0/1/3/9/1/Microsoft_Word___LHH_foanyag_vegleges_jun20.pdf  building on those insights would be swell.

p. 28 The reference to the ÁSz findings in 2005 should be extended with reference to this 2008 report: http://www.asz.hu/ASZ/tanulmanyok.nsf/0/79ED5720B293EBC9C12574F30031B5C7/$File/t206.pdf 

p. 45 It is important to note, however, that the authors repeatedly quoted here also show, that these tragic differences are explained by the socio-economic background of the child, health, parenting, etc. not by her being Roma: http://www.aeaweb.org/articles.php?doi=10.1257/aer.101.3.519

p. 47 “A halmozottan hátrányos helyzetű, köztük cigány gyermekek korai beóvodáztatását – a férőhelyhiány mellett – számos esetben gátolja az is, hogy a szülők nem motiváltak arra, hogy gyermeküket óvodába járassák, mert nincsenek tisztában az óvodai nevelés jelentőségével,” – also, right or wrong, they may expect discrimination in the kindergarten.

The óvodáztatási támogatás, a pathbreaking conditional cash transfer scheme, should also be put in international context here with reference to: http://www.tarki.hu/en/news/2010/items/20100510.pdf 

The sad story of the „tanodas” many of which were bankrupted by the inexpert and tardy administration of the 2004-2006 HEFOP grants should also be reflected on here.

p. 49 A recent book by János Köllő discusses the processes discussed here in way more detail: http://www.osiriskiado.hu/hu/konyv.html?k=527 

p. 50 As mentioned in our comment to p. 47, reality w.r.t. the tanodas is more sinister. Cf. https://papirorszag.wordpress.com/vesztesegeink/ 

(p. 52-53) The international comparison of total employment rate is far too vague, would be better to present the employment rates of the uneducated labour force (eurostat) or of the low skill population (Köllő 2009).  

p. 52 The reference to a CEMI 2006 paper as a source of data on the roma population should be replaced or supplemented by the likely original source, the 2003 roma survey of Kemény (Kemény I.–Janky B. - Lengyel G. (2004): A magyarországi cigányság 1971–2003. Budapest: Gondolat. http://www.mtaki.hu/kiadvanyok/kemeny_janky_lengyel_moi_ciganysag_main.html )

pp. 56-57 The three tables on health outcomes take up a lot of space while problems on the input side (e.g. living conditions, food, smoking and substance abuse – the latter is not mentioned at all – and regional variation in the provision of health services, most importantly the “védőnő” network) are only briefly mentioned. Perhaps consider removing the time series and merging the three tables into one. 

p. 59  Reference to rate of disabled workers among the roma should be specified (in what age group? data source? year?) and compared to the average.

p. 72 This is a great list but what about implementation planning: what will be a the conditions that make it possible to follow these maxims? 

Praise to the conditionality of EU financing on “felzárkózási terv” is well-deserved. It should be stressed though that this ex ante effect will come to naught if  carrying them out is not also considered a hard success criterion: that is, those who only do it for window dressing and never implement it should be punished.

p. 76 The text box discusses a „framework agreement” between the govt and body that is anything but a credible representative of the Roma. What about taking seriously the principle of Roma participation above and going beyond an organization that consists of Fidesz finger puppets? We are not saying it is easy to identify who would the government go to but going beyond ORÖ would be a powerful sign that the government means what is in this strategy.

p. 79 The hope that becoming an entrepreneur could be an important way out of poverty looks to us, at this point, unfortunately a pipe dream, unless a lot is done concerning red tape and the like, if what little we know about efforts like this: http://www.kiutprogram.hu/  is any indication.

p. 81 Goals here are disturbingly void of hard numbers.

p. 84 There is a glaring mismatch here between diagnosis and therapy. The education economists quoted above say that the problem of inequality in education is systemic: free school choice, small municipalities running schools, etc. are the cause. Free lunches will not set that right. Neither will school inspectors.

p. 84 Microcredit may by a solution but a previous effort by Autonómia Alapítvány failed and the „Kiút program” has not yet yielded convincing positive results and therefore should be further investigated before extending. (note: no references are given to any impact analysis).

p. 84 It is not explained why and how flexible forms of employment may help the target population. 

pp. 84-85 The proposed incentives to „whitening” black employment is a dangerous tool as it is likely to reduce employment opportunities (unless it is coupled with large cuts in the wage costs or well-targeted and long-term wage subsidies) though it may improve th e wages (and future pensions) of those who keep their jobs. Its justification also seems mistaken: the single most important cause of poverty in Hungary is the lack of employment, not low wages. Also, if low wages were the problem, that could be more efficiently remedied by offering in work benefits  than by administrative / regulative efforts to increase wages (and in the longer run, by raising levels of education).

p. 85 The new benefit system is defined very vaguely, and no reference is made to the „Nemzeti Szociális Koncepció”, which seems to be the blueprint of what this government has in mind in terms of social transfers and which includes a fairly clear plan on this.

p. 85 details on how to improve rehabilitation for disabled workers are not given.

p. 86 The training on discrimination for government officials is a very good and welcome measure. Just as important would be to introduce standard procedures and monitoring in the assessment of claims to social benefits, which are currently administered by local governments who apply rules with considerable discrimination (see e.g. Nagy Gy. (2008): Önkormányzati szociális segélyezés, in: Nagy Gy. szerk.: Jóléti ellátások, szakképzés és munkakínálat, MTA-KTI. )

p. 87 (top of page) On whitening: it would be very important to set priorities here: whitening threatens low wage jobs and should perhaps be place second to improving access to jobs.

p. 87 Old public works are rightly described in section 3 as inefficient. No explanation is given in this section though on how their deficiencies can be corrected.

p. 87  “Mindent meg kell tenni annak érdekében, hogy a hátrányos helyzetű, köztük roma fiatalok eljussanak a közép- és felsőfokú oktatásba.” Like getting rid of early selection points in the education system at 10, 12, even 14? Cf e.g. http://www.springerlink.com/content/v935753k35370293/ 

pp. 87-88 A cross reference to the part on education stressing the importance of limiting drop-out and setting up „second chance schools” would be in order. The idea, apparently strongly held by the government, that low educated youth should be offered suitable jobs, rather than education seems to be incredibly short sighted – all labour market analyses confirm that the long term prospect of uneducated people are very poor and basic skills are a precondition to adaptation to changing labour market needs (see eg Köllő 2009). No youth should be allowed to enter the labour market without these skills.

The role of wage costs and travel costs are not given enough weight. See e.g. recommendations by Köllő in Fazekas et al 2008, pp. 278-281. (begins by: reduce wage costs for the low educated, improve the targeting of wage subsidies, replace the third year of the maternity benefit with a voucher that can be used to cover travel costs, child care or to supplement part-time earnings, improve public transport access from villages to the first and second local centre, etc.)

p. 85 and p. 90   cross reference should be made to the sure start programme which may be an efficient tool both for providing day care services and health information to parents.

VI.2. Attitudes - This is a very important section! 

p. 94 It is rightly noted that direct campaigns are not the best tool – it may perhaps be important to mention that they can even backfire.

9. Indicators

1.1.1. Should consider level of education by age group, rather than total (total is affected by differential mortality rates, among other external factors) and also to use data on skills as well, e.g. of the national competence test (which is in fact mentioned in 2.1.3), IALS or other international tests where Hungary was or is a member.

1.1.2. This indicator seems too narrowly focused and should be replaced by the employment rate of the low educated population aged 25-64 (esp. of those with no completed primary education). Note also that the proposed data sources are unlikely to be large enough for the required detailed breakdowns (also, KSH MEF currently has no info on ethnic origin).

1.1.3 Data source should be the KSH MEF, which has a panel element, i.e. can compute outflow from the unemployment register to paid employment. The job centre data is likely to underestimate this outflow. Should also add another indicator to measure access to services:  ratio of registered / non employed population aged 20-64, ratio of those who visited the job centre during the past month / registered unemployed (both can be computed from the MEF).

1.1.4  Participation in public works is not measure of the quality of the programme. Should use reemployment rate of programme participants instead, or the ratio of long term unemployed in the non-employed population ( regional breakdown)

1.1.5 Should use reemployment rate, not number and MEF, rather than NRSZH (see 1.1.3 above)

1.1.6 This is a good measure.

1.2. The number of large surveys is not a measure of the quality of information and evidence base. A minimum requirement is that there are surveys that allow longitudinal analysis and international comparison – which is an indirect indicator of quality. Could in fact set participation in OECD and Eurostat surveys as a measure.

2.1.4 Use rate, rather than number (rate of disadvantaged and other children denied access to day care). 

 Disclaimer

This is a long and complex draft, time was short and we were busy working on other projects, so our comments are rather uneven across the text in frequency, depth and style.
 http://www.budapestinstitute.eu 
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