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Hungary is enjoying strong economic growth and very low unemployment
levels. As a result, the number of people at risk of poverty and social ex-
clusion has decreased and there is currently a shortage of skilled workers
on the labour market. Unfortunately, not everyone is benefiting from this,
as income inequalities are on the rise. In an attempt to combat the short-
age of skilled workers, a number of flexibilisation measures, including
what is known as the ‘Slavery Act’, have been introduced, leading to a
deterioration of working conditions. The Hungarian education system is
not able to keep up with the demands of the labour market and preserves
already existing social divides between people of different socioeconom-
ic backgrounds and most notably between Roma and non-Roma. The
integration of both Roma and migrants remains an issue. The government
has recently ceased all programmes aimed at integrating immigrants and
made it illegal for CSOs to assist refugees. This was part of a reform pack-
age that also restricts the freedom of assembly and has drastically limited
civic space in Hungary.
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Gini Index: 28.7

Unemployment: 3.7%

Gender equality index: 51.9

Youth unemployment: 10.2%

AROPE: 19.6%

Social welfare spending (as % of GDP): 14%
Tax on labour as share of total taxes: 45.3%
In work poverty: 8.4%

CIVICUS civic space monitor: Obstructed

Equal opportunities and fair working
conditions

Our National Strategy Group reports that occu-
pational health and safety standards are regularly
ignored by employers and working rights in Hungary
are rapidly deteriorating, both as a result of legisla-
tive reforms and increased precariousness. A wide-
spread form of precarious work in Hungary is unde-
clared work, which includes both fully undeclared
work (black) and partially undeclared work, which is
formal work for which the wages are supplemented
‘under the table’ (grey). It is estimated that up to 17
per cent of the workforce does undeclared work.
The National Strategy Group warns that, although
the labour inspection has been making efforts to
decrease undeclared work, the enforcement of
existing labour law is seriously lacking.

Working conditions

The most striking example of undermining labour
rights are the recent changes to the labour code,
which are commonly referred to as the ‘Slavery Act’.
This act allows for employees to work up to 400
hours of overtime a year, equivalent to a full extra
day per week. It furthermore extends the reference
period over which the average working time is calcu-
lated to three years and gives the employer the pow-
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er to unilaterally start using the extended reference
period system. The adoption of this law sparked
large protests all over Hungary. Nevertheless, it

has been implemented in 2019, supposedly in an
attempt to compensate foreign investors for the lack
of skilled workers and the increasing wages.’

In terms of work-life-balance, Hungary has in place
a generous maternity leave system that entitles a
new mother to up to three years of (partially) paid
leave.2 However, because provisions for new fathers
are far more limited, and good quality formal child
care facilities are scarce, this also leads to gender
inequality on the labour market. Hungary has the
biggest adjusted gender pay gap of the EU® and a
gender employment gap that is higher than the EU
average.* Our National Strategy Group reports that
the gender pay gap may even widen further in the
near future.

Education

Hungary’s education system does not sufficiently
facilitate social mobility. A student’s socioeconomic
background has a stronger influence on their school
results in Hungary than in any other EU Mem-

ber State. This distinction is also visible between
students who go to vocational grammar schools
(szakgimnazium) and those who go to vocational
secondary schools (szakkdzépiskola). Drop-out
rates are more than twice as high in vocational
secondary schools and employment prospects and
future earnings are lower, perpetuating the same
socioeconomic inequalities over generations.®

Overall, the education system is underfinanced
and does not produce enough high-skilled people
for the labour market, which is desperate for more
skilled workforce. At the same time, many young,
highly-educated Hungarians leave the country to
find work abroad, making the lack of skilled work-
force even more pressing.® If recent graduates do
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find work in Hungary, this is often under precarious
conditions. In relation to this, our National Strategy
Group has recently identified a new trend; compa-
nies are increasingly making use of skilled workers
from Asia, most notably from Mongolia and Vietnam.
This is causing social dumping, as these immigrant
workers are willing to work for lower salaries and
under worse labour conditions.

Social protection and inclusion

Thanks to strong economic growth and a rise in
employment, Hungary has seen a decline in the
number of people at risk of poverty and social ex-
clusion.” However, due to low wages and precarious
work, in-work-poverty has been on the rise.® The
National Strategy Group reports that many social
programmes with the objective of poverty alleviation
have been abandoned over the past years, and
there has been a re-focus on work-related benefits
geared towards (middle-class) families. Unemploy-
ment benefits remain inadequate, covering less than
half of the unemployed population, for only three
months with a replacement rate that is far below the
poverty threshold.® Income inequality in Hungary

is increasing'®, at least partially because the flat
income tax puts pressure on the lowest incomes.

Although Hungary was one of the first European
countries to surpass its renewable energy goals for
2020, since 2013 the share of renewable energy
has actually been in decline." The National Strategy
Group points out that energy poverty also remains a
problem, with many people still heating their homes
with wood and the prices of firewood tripling since
the beginning of the decade. Wood is considered
biomass, and therefore a renewable fuel, but burn-
ing wood is causing high levels of air pollution, both
in urban and rural areas, leading to health issues
including lung cancer and respiratory diseases.?
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Integration of migrants and Roma

Refugees are facing significant problems integrating
into Hungarian society. Since 2018, the govern-
ment has stopped all formal integration policies for
refugees, leaving legislation granting equal rights

as nationals as the only protection. Informally, state
authorities cooperate with various Civil Society
Organisations, who assist refugees with housing,
finding work, language courses and access to social
security and health care.' Especially housing poses
a significant problem, as there is a severe lack of
social housing in Hungary.' In contrast to finding
housing, refugees tend to find work relatively quick-
ly, mainly thanks to the fast-growing economy.'®

Good practice

CSOs helping migrants

As the Hungarian government has stopped all
formal state assistance for refugees, Civil Society
Organisations have stepped up. They cooperate
with the state in an informal way to help migrants
integrate into Hungarian society by assisting them
in finding work, housing and medical care. They
are also providing language courses and helping
migrants get access to the social security they are
legally entitled to.

Although it is formally illegal, both Roma adults and
children also face severe discrimination. Our Na-
tional Strategy Group for Hungary reports that for
children and youth, this is apparent mainly from the
education system that in practice segregates Roma
(and other disadvantaged) students from others.
The state allows church schools to refuse Roma
pupils and a large number of Roma children unnec-
essarily end up in special needs schools.’ Conse-
quently, 80% of Hungarian Roma of working age
have not completed eight years of primary educa-

(444




SOCIAL RIGHTS MONITOR 2019

COUNTRY MONITOR - HUNGARY

NOVEMBER 2019

v

tion, compared to 20% of non-Roma Hungarians."”
Since the compulsory school age was dropped from
18 to 16 in 2012, participation of 17- and 18-year-
old Roma in secondary education has declined
sharply.1®

Roma adults face very limited possibilities for
upward social mobility. In 2018, 67.8 % of Roma
were at risk of poverty of social exclusion'®, almost
four times as many as non-Roma Hungarians.2°
Although employment rates for Roma are on the
rise, Roma are still overrepresented amongst the
unemployed.2' Only 30 per cent of Roma women
are formally employed, compared to 59 per cent of
non-Roma women.?? A third of Roma who are em-
ployed work in the Public Work Scheme, which has
been known to be ineffective at helping people back
into the primary labour market. The wages for those
in the Public Work Scheme have decreased signif-
icantly over the last years;in 2018 they constituted
only 59.1 % of the minimum wage, exacerbating
in-work-poverty.23

Civic space

Civic space in Hungary is restricted; CIVICUS clas-
sifies it as obstructed®* and Hungary has become
the first EU country to no longer be considered ‘free’
in the Freedom House index.?® In 2018, freedom of
association was drastically limited by the ‘Stop So-
ros’ bills, which curtail Civil Society Organisations’
funding and freedom to operate. They specifically
target CSOs working with migrants and ‘facilitating
illegal immigration’, which includes activities such
as assisting with submitting asylum claims, distribut-
ing leaflets about asylum and organising a network.
The bills also introduce a new 25% tax for CSOs
financing ‘acts that support immigration’.26 Our
National Strategy Group warns that the government
furthermore provides funding for organisations that
favour its policies and stigmatises other organisa-
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tions, which becomes evident also from the name of
the aforementioned bills. These developments are
all the more worrying because Civil Society Organ-
isations have stepped in and taken responsibility

for a wide range of social services that are usually
provided by the state.

In addition, a bill constraining the freedom of peace-
ful assembly was passed in 2018. It states that
protests must not violate private life and peace of
mind®” and widens the set of conditions that can
constitute a police ban.2® The freedom of press has
also been limited, with many press outlets being tak-
en over by the government or friends of the govern-
ment. Hungary currently has over 500 press outlets
that have links to the governing party.?

Our Nation Strategy Group reports that there is

no meaningful civil dialogue with CSOs and that
the platforms which had been at the basis of such
dialogue have disappeared. Trade union density

in Hungary is low, with only 9% of the workforce
belonging to a union.®® The NSG deems the Nation-
al Consultations that are organised occasionally
manipulated to produce outcomes that favour the
government.

Comparison to Country Specific
Recommendations

The country specific recommendations for Hungary
focus on improving social inclusion and investing

in research and innovation. Although the recom-
mendations also mention the state of the judiciary

in Hungary and the issues with corruption, both the
recommendations and the Country Report fail to
address the limitations the current government has
put on civic space and the freedom of the press. The
acceptance and integration of refugees into Hungar-
ian society is also ignored, despite skilled migrants
being a possible solution to Hungary’s lack of skilled
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labour force. Finally, the Country Report claims that
there has been an increase in the use of renewable
energy in Hungary, whereas data from Eurostat
clearly show that the share of renewable energy
sources has in fact been in decline since 2013.°!
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