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Local Autonomy Index 2.0 (2015-2020): Hungary (HUN)

Introduction
In 2010, Viktor Orbán and the Fidesz-KDNP party-alliance achieved a landslide national electoral victory with a two thirds majority in the parliament and quickly began to carry out reforms between 2010 and 2014, that fundamentally changed the functioning of the sub-national levels, and resulted in a significant drop of the Hungarian local autonomy level.

The main alterations of the local government system were implemented by 2014, thus only minor changes occurred in the 2015-2020 period. In this period, two main events can be identified that triggered changes in the system: the relative electoral success of the opposition parties in the 2019 local election and the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.
Self-rule

1. Institutional depth
Hungarian local governments have mandatory and voluntary (or entrepreneurial) tasks: mandatory tasks (like street lightning or waste management) have to be completed in every municipality. Local governments are free to take on any voluntary tasks that are not assigned to other levels of government based on Act CLXXXIX of 2011 (on Local Self-Governments of Hungary) Section 10. The only restriction is that the costs of voluntary tasks need to be covered by the own revenues of the local government.
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2. Policy scope
Education

Local governments are responsible for pre-schools, including service delivery, infra-structure, personnel and staffing.

Between 2013 and 2016, local authorities fulfilled support function in the primary school education as maintainers of the schools: they had the buildings, they were the employers of the janitors and cleaners (i.e. anything that was related to the education in professional manners was the task of the central government and anything that was merely a support function was the task of the local governments). Since 2017, central government is fully in charge of primary school education as it took over the infra-structure and the personnel from local governments. The 198 educational districts are coordinated by the central government’s institution, the Klebelsberg Centre.

Social assistance

Social assistance is coordinated primarily by the government offices. Although local governments usually offer social assistance to their citizens (e.g. in form of distress relief), these tasks are performed voluntarily. Local governments assume full responsibility neither for service-delivery, nor for personnel of social assistance.

Health

The local governments are responsible only for the operation of basic (primary) medical services with funds from the central government.

Land use

The local governments are responsible for issuing building permits and they are in charge of local zoning.

Public transport

In most local governments, local authorities are only responsible for the maintenance of the local public roads. Public transport is organized by local authorities only in a few cities. In Budapest, public transport is organized by the capital level, which is a middle-level institution. Furthermore, the public transport service in the majority of the county capital cities is provided by the public transport company of the central state (Volánbusz).
Housing

The social tenement system is operated by the local governments: the local authorities have flats that can be rented by the poor citizens (ca. 115000 flats in 2019).

Local governments are responsible for the town development as they create their own land-use plans.

Police

Since 2013, the local governments are authorized to establish and maintain ‘local government police departments’ (based on Act CLXXXIX of 2011 –on Local Self-Governments of Hungary). However, these departments have restricted competencies and they are under the professional supervision of the central government’s police departments, and the local governments are not ‘fully responsible’ for the police function as the main provider of the service is the central government.

Caring functions

The local governments are responsible for the operation of the kindergartens and they are also involved in elderly care.
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3. Effective political discretion

Education

Local governments have real decision-making competencies in the case of pre-schools.
Until 2017, local governments were somewhat involved in primary school education (see the ‘policy scope’ section), but did not have decision-making competencies.

Social assistance

Local governments have limited real decision-making competencies on the field of social assistance (in the case of additional social assistance services offered as voluntary local government tasks).
Health

The local governments are responsible for the maintenance of the local medical facilities and hiring personnel but cannot decide on professional issues.

Land use

The Hungarian local governments can decide on building permits. Furthermore, the local governments develop their own land-use plans. (Note: the county governments and the regional development councils create regional development plans, and the local land-use plans have to be harmonized with them.)
Public transport

In most local governments, there is no public transport. The few local governments that maintain public transport are fully in charge of the decision-making.

Housing

The local authorities have effective influence on the housing via the social tenement system and they are involved in the decisions on social housing supports.

Police

The local governments have no real influence over this function (see the ‘Policy scope’ section).
Caring functions

The operation of elderly care includes maintenance of the buildings and appointing directors. Although, the costs of operation are covered by transfers from the central state.
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4. Fiscal autonomy

The local governments dispose over several minor local taxes (property, communal, tourism and local corporate tax) based on the Act C of 1990 (on Local Taxes). The local governments can set the rates of these taxes – within the boundaries of the law. The proportion of local taxes in the local budgets is relatively low, around 10-15 percent (in 2019, 14 percent in average).

The most important one is the local corporate tax, which is about 70-80 percent of local taxes. After the 2019 local election (when the opposition parties could take over some urban areas from the Fidesz government), the Fidesz-led parliament altered the act on local taxes: from 2020, costs of public transport need to be covered from local corporate tax revenues. This provision obviously affects primarily the bigger cities, that are mostly led by the opposition parties.
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5. Financial transfer system
In Hungary, conditional financial transfers are dominant at the local level. Since 2013, the central government subsides the municipalities in an activity-based financial transfer system, local governments receive money based on a calculated cost of their activities.
The taxes that are given over by the central government (vehicle and land-borrowing tax) can be considered as unconditional transfers, but these take only a small proportion of the local budget. (In addition, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the central government forced the local governments to transfer their vehicle tax revenues to the central Pandemic Protection Fund in April of 2020.)
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6. Financial self-reliance

The Hungarian local governments are highly dependent on the transfers of the central government. The own revenues of the local governments add up to 20-25 percent of the local budgets (in 2019, the transfers from the central government added up to 77 percent of the local budgets in average). The sources of the own revenues are local taxes, fees and enterprises of the local governments. Local taxes are the most important own revenues for the local governments (in average, they are around 14 percent of the local budget).
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7. Borrowing autonomy

Since 2012, the conditions of issuing bonds and taking out credit are stern: the local governments have to ask for permission from the central government to take out credit unless it is for cover EU-related developments, ensure liquidity or settle debts – based on the Act CXCIV of 2011 (on the Economic Stability of Hungary) Section 10.
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8. Organisational autonomy

The representatives and the mayor of the local governments are directly elected by the citizens. The notary/town clerk (the supervisor of the executive structure) is selected and appointed by the mayor. The local authorities can hire their own staff, chose their organisational structure and establish legal entities and municipal enterprises. The basic salary of the employees is regulated by the central government.

The local authorities cannot determine the core elements of their political systems – the structure of electoral districts, the number of seats and the type of the electoral system are regulated in electoral laws of national parliament.
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Interactive-rule
9. Legal protection

In 2012, the new constitution (Fundamental Law of Hungary) altered the formerly high constitutional status of local governments: “In Hungary local governments shall be established to administer public affairs and exercise public power at a local level” (Article 31). The direct reference to local democracy and autonomy is missing. Instead, the Act CLXXXIX of 2011 (on Local Self-Governments of Hungary) declares that the Parliament recognizes and protects the local communities’ right to the self-government.

The Hungarian local authorities have recourse to the judicial system to settle disputes with higher authorities through constitutional, administrative or ordinary courts.
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10. Administrative supervision

The central government supervises the local governments’ legality through the county level government offices. Although government offices do not have the right to declare local government decisions null and void, they can turn to the court to annul local government decisions. Since 2011, county level government offices exercise legal supervision over local governments (instead of legal control), they have the right to fine local governments if they find irregularities and they can even issue local decisions if the local government did not issue a decision ordered by the court.

Furthermore, with the credit-taking conditions (see the ‘Borrowing autonomy’ section) the local governments fall under a rigorous supervision of the central government which determines the spending priorities of the municipalities: the local authorities have to get the permission to take out credit for certain activities.
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11. Central or regional access

Based on the Act XXI of 1996 (on Regional Development and Land Use Planning), a few local governments (cities with county rank – 23 municipalities out of the more than 3000) have formal positions in the county level development councils.

Furthermore, there are 8 different national associations of local governments in Hungary (e.g. for cities with county rank, for villages, for towns, etc.), ca. 70 percent of the local governments are members of one of these organizations. The presidents of these associations are members of the National Cooperation Council of Local Governments, which is a consultative body of the central government.
In sum, local governments have very limited influence on higher level policy-making.
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Additional questions (2020 only)
With these additional questions on the potential causal mechanisms and effects of local autonomy, we want to collect a current perception. More concretely, it means that it would be great if you could give us your answers to these questions directly here (i.e. no coding sheet), without considering any possible asymmetries in your country (i.e. national level only) or any changes over time (i.e. 2020 only). Any interesting (legal) indication may be also mentioned/added.
To better understand how an external shock may cause a change in local autonomy in a given country, a question is asked about the implication of Covid-19 pandemic.
The effects of local autonomy concern the satisfaction with local government service delivery, the importance of local government for citizens, the satisfaction with local democracy, the turnout at local elections and the trustworthiness of local politicians.
Implication of Covid-19 Pandemic
	Implication of Covid-19 pandemic
	The extent to which the autonomy of local government has been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic
	0-3
	0 local government autonomy has generally decreased with the Covid-19 pandemic

1 local government autonomy has not been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic

2 local government autonomy in health has increased with the Covid-19 pandemic

3 local government autonomy in health and in other fields related to the Covid-19 pandemic has increased


In the COVID-period, local government autonomy has clearly decreased. It can be traced (1) in the pandemic-related communication between the national and local levels (anti-COVID actions are highly centralized and local governments cannot have information even about the local situation) and in the decreasing financial autonomy: the local governments got extra tasks (in connection with the elderly care) without resources; the central government introduced free parking in every municipalities (which primarily affected the opposition-led cities); the central government deprived the municipalities of important revenue sources (vehicle tax and local corporate tax). In addition, a law about “special economic zones” was approved, which enabled to redirect the tax revenues of investment projects (costing at least HUF 5 billion) from local governments to county councils (in practice, one special economic zone was established so far, transferring the control over the Samsung factory to the Fidesz-led county council from the opposition-led city of Göd).
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Satisfaction with local government service delivery

	Satisfaction with local government service delivery
	The extent to which the citizens are satisfied with local government service delivery
	0-3
	0 citizens are generally not satisfied at all with local government service delivery

1 citizens are generally moderately satisfied with local government service delivery

2 citizens are generally mostly satisfied with local government service delivery
3 citizens are generally entirely satisfied with local government service delivery


Based on a report published in 2018 (LINK), a survey with representative sample was conducted about the citizens satisfaction with local government service delivery. According to this, citizens are generally satisfied with the service delivery: on a scale from 1 (“not satisfied at all”) to 5 (“very satisfied”), the average satisfaction of 10 public service deliveries is 3.84. The citizens are most satisfied with the pre-school and the water supply while they are the least happy with the maintenance of the local public roads.
Although there are no data available in the COVID-period, there were no news about the drop in local public service quality, thus one can assume that the satisfaction remained more or less the same.
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Importance of local government for citizens
	Importance of local government
	The extent to which local government has an important role in the daily life of citizens
	0-3
	0 local government is not important at all in the daily life of citizens

1 local government is somewhat important in the daily life of citizens

2 local government is important in the daily life of citizens

3 local government is very important in the daily life of citizens


No data available. My guess would be, that local government is somewhat important in the daily life of citizens.
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Satisfaction with local democracy
	Satisfaction with local democracy
	The extent to which the citizens are satisfied with local democracy
	0-4
	0 citizens are not at all satisfied with local democracy

1 citizens are rather not satisfied with local democracy

2 citizens are neither dissatisfied nor satisfied with local democracy

3 citizens are rather satisfied with local democracy

4 citizens are entirely satisfied with local democracy


No data available. My guess would be, that citizens are neither dissatisfied nor satisfied with local democracy.
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Turnout at local elections

	Turnout at local elections
	Electoral turnout at local elections (approximately, last general elections)
	0-4
	0 no elections

1 between 1 and 25 %

2 between 26 and 50 %

3 between 51 and 75 %

4 between 76 and 100 %


Turnout at local elections is relatively low. Turnout at the last three local elections: 46.6% (2010); 44.3% (2014); 48.6% (2019).
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	Electoral participation on local level compared to electoral participation on national level
	The extent to which electoral participation on local level is higher than on national level 
	0-2
	0 electoral participation on local level is generally lower than electoral participation on national level

1 electoral participation on local and on national level are very much the same

2 electoral participation on local level is generally higher than electoral participation on national level


Turnout at local elections are always lower than at the (respective) national elections (with 18.3% in average). [In 2018-2019: 70.2 (national) – 48.6 (local) = 21.6]
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Trustworthiness of local politicians
	Perception of trustworthiness of local politicians
	The extent to which local politicians are trustworthy
	0-4
	0 local politicians are not at all trustworthy

1 local politicians are rather not trustworthy

2 local politicians are moderately trustworthy

3 local politicians are rather trustworthy

4 local politicians are very much trustworthy


No data available. There were no surveys conducted about local politicians (with the exception of local level politicians who are also key actors at the national level). My guess would be, that citizens think that local politicians are moderately trustworthy.
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	Perception of trustworthiness of local politicians compared to national politicians
	Whether local politicians are more trustworthy than national politicians
	0-2
	0 local level politicians are generally less trustworthy than national politicians

1 local and national politicians are similar in terms of trustworthiness

2 local level politicians are generally more trustworthy than national politicians


No data available. My guess is that local the citizens perception is that local level politicians are generally more trustworthy than national politicians.
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