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lic discourse and in the national media. The Southern part of Baranya county 
at the Croatian border is a disadvantaged area with complex social problems 
emerging in the past 25 years of capitalism, and it also received significantly 
higher public works employment quotas than other parts also affected by un-
employment. Several stigmatized regions in the national public discourse which 
are often depicted as areas in which people are not working, lazy, or even wel-
fare scroungers – such as the former industrial centre of Ózd and its vicinity 
(Northwestern part of Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén county), or the middle part of 
Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok county – received higher proportions of public works 
employment, seemingly with the intention to discipline those regions.

It is also obvious from the comparison of the two maps that on the map 
below, larger cities with higher numbers of unemployment do not stand out 
from the upper map showing public works employment. Larger municipali-
ties with larger (absolute) unemployment receive relatively smaller quotas of 
public works employment, or to put it differently, people living in larger set-
tlements have a significantly lower chance of entering into the programme 
once they become unemployed. This tendency is also shown on Figure 2.7.3 
which compares the distribution of public works employment, unemployment 
and population according to settlement size categories.

Figure 2.7.3: Distribution of public works employment (full-time-equivalent person-
days), unemployment and population according to settlement size categories 

(2013)

* Population: 1.7 million.
Data source: Databank of the Centre for Economic and Regional Studies, Hungar-

ian Academy of Sciences; Regional Development and Spatial Planning Information 
System.

The public works employment scheme is primarily a programme running in 
smaller municipalities. The divide lies at settlements around 10 thousand 
inhabitants – in smaller municipalities than that unemployment is higher 
than in larger municipalities and this is not compensated for by a larger par-
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ticipation in the public works scheme. The situation in cities above 50 thou-
sand inhabitants is most striking: unemployment is present, but public work 
employment opportunities are scarce. Further qualitative studies are needed 
to find out whether the legislative environment (the responsibilities of the 
different scales of public administration) or the local government’s manage-
ment capacities limit the available public works in this category. For example, 
it might be assumed that large municipalities have neither personal resourc-
es, nor infrastructure, nor organisational knowledge of how to offer public 
works for several hundreds or thousands of unemployed people – the result 
being that these settlements do not apply for large quotas. The case of Bu-
dapest is unique in the sense that firstly, both the 23 districts and the city of 
Budapest offer public works employment, and secondly, the unemployment 
rate is rather low as there are more opportunities of waged labour on the pri-
mary labour market. It is also clear that in Budapest individual portfolios of 
securing livelihoods might be more diverse than in smaller settlements (cf. 
Smith–Stenning–Rochovská–Świątek, 2008). Despite these circumstances 
it is obvious that the public works scheme does not offer a viable policy solu-
tion for offering a large number of jobs for unemployed people in Budapest.

A larger scale public works programme has been organised and executed 
by the local governments since 2001. Unevenness of this public policy meas-
ure is not a new phenomenon emerging after the 2011 relaunch, but it is 
certainly true that broadening the programme in 2009 resulted in growing 
inequalities among municipalities (Keller–Bódis, 2012). These inequalities 
might be analysed in a breakdown according to different instruments of the 
programme. Full-time-equivalent person-days combined in public works em-
ployment were 19.7 million in 2011, 39.4 million in 2012 and rose to 46.8 
million in 2013. The shares of different instruments have constantly changed 
during the three years: the short-term public works, the so-called value-pro-
ducing public works and the wage subsidies offered to companies employing 
public workers were all ended in 2011. So-called Start model programmes 
were launched in 2013 (Table 2.7.1).

Different instruments of the programme contribute differently to change 
employment locally. In the following we analyse whether the person-days 
of public works employment correspond to the principle that counties and 
municipalities with higher unemployment should receive more funding and 
more public works quotas. To measure this question the distributions of pub-
lic works employment and unemployment between municipalities were com-
pared using the widely used inequality measure, the Hoover index.13 If the 
distribution of public works employees and that of unemployed persons is 
similar (i.e. the Hoover index is small and decreasing) then the programme 
reduces spatial inequalities of unemployment.14 Calculations were made both 
for the whole country (to measure the inequalities within the country), as 

13 Hoover index (H) measures 
the deviations of two distribu-
tions (xi, f i): 

             
The range of the index is be-
tween 0 and 100%; the higher 
the index value, the higher is the 
difference of the two distribu-
tions. The measure also shows 
what percentage of one distri-
bution has to be re-distributed 
throughout municipalities in 
order to achieve the same distri-
bution as that of the other one.
14 There is a methodological 
problem, of course, inasmuch 
as public works employment and 
unemployment are in a complex 
causal relation. Growing public 
works employment decreases 
unemployment. If the distri-
bution principles of quotas are 
followed, this decrease in unem-
ployment also leads to decreas-
ing public works employment.
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well as for the counties. This latter might refer to the role of government of-
fices at the county level in distributing public works employment within the 
counties. Results are shown in Table 2.7.2.

Table 2.7.1: Distribution of full-time-equivalent person-days among  
public works employment instruments (%)

Instrument 2011 2012 2013

Short-term public works 37.47 0.10 0.00
Long-term public works 26.46 64.97 28.42
Wage subsidies for companies 3.05 0.00 0.00
National programme 28.48 35.03 21.04
Value-producing public works 4.55 0.00 0.00
Start model programmes 0.00 0.00 50.64
Altogether 100.00 100.00 100.00

Data source: Databank of the Centre for Economic and Regional Studies, Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences.

Table 2.7.2: County level inequalities of public works employment  
and unemployment, according to the instruments (Hoover indices, %, 2011–2013)

County

2011

Public 
works 

employ-
ment total

Short-term 
public 
works

Long-term 
public 
works

Wage subsi-
dies for 

companies

National 
programme

Value-
producing 

public 
works

Budapest 16.3 18.5 19.6 31.3 43.7 73.9
Baranya 28.4 18.6 30.5 47.7 57.5 72.0
Bács-Kiskun 16.3 14.7 20.3 60.3 35.1 94.2
Békés 16.6 13.4 16.0 52.2 34.9 68.0
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén 20.8 16.6 19.8 34.9 52.5 73.2
Csongrád 25.1 18.7 21.1 57.1 35.2 79.0
Fejér 20.3 19.8 18.3 44.2 49.2 88.9
Győr-Moson-Sopron 25.8 21.5 23.7 55.4 50.6 60.3
Hajdú-Bihar 19.2 16.9 21.5 29.5 37.6 64.8
Heves 22.9 20.7 25.8 48.5 46.0 91.4
Komárom-Esztergom 17.7 18.0 18.8 45.6 31.3 75.9
Nógrád 11.5 12.2 19.9 38.9 37.3 79.2
Pest 28.9 25.1 26.1 59.2 47.2 81.5
Somogy 21.5 16.5 18.2 62.6 50.0 68.0
Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg 22.2 17.3 21.6 37.6 39.7 73.9
Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok 18.8 17.8 18.5 38.7 37.3 91.7
Tolna 24.8 17.9 20.2 55.9 45.1 60.0
Vas 25.4 19.2 20.0 48.2 48.7 77.5
Veszprém 20.7 22.1 20.7 41.3 47.1 87.0
Zala 25.2 20.0 16.0 47.9 54.5 93.9
Total Hungary 25.8 22.9 27.0 48.7 47.1 77.7
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County

2012 2013

Public 
works 

employ-
ment total

Long-term 
public 
works

National 
pro-

gramme

Public 
works 

employ-
ment total

Long-term 
public 
works

National 
pro-

gramme

Start 
model 

pro-
grammes

Budapest 12.6 12.4 17.5 11.1 10.4 22.3 22.9
Baranya 39.2 40.2 50.6 32.3 25.9 44.9 37.4
Bács-Kiskun 26.3 30.1 32.7 27.9 17.8 34.1 54.8
Békés 24.7 27.5 30.9 23.5 15.0 30.2 30.9
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén 27.6 29.4 38.4 33.1 23.3 41.5 40.4
Csongrád 27.5 33.5 27.0 23.6 17.2 24.4 42.7
Fejér 27.8 34.3 32.1 26.3 12.0 27.9 72.4
Győr-Moson-Sopron 29.3 34.6 35.3 29.4 25.4 35.3 88.8
Hajdú-Bihar 32.4 35.7 31.8 34.1 21.9 29.9 46.7
Heves 33.3 41.7 35.6 28.9 16.2 31.2 63.8
Komárom-Esztergom 18.8 17.6 24.4 22.4 13.3 25.3 84.3
Nógrád 26.0 33.1 39.0 29.9 25.1 36.1 50.0
Pest 32.7 27.0 43.0 26.7 20.9 40.9 80.4
Somogy 29.2 33.5 39.0 25.4 22.1 34.5 39.5
Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg 27.4 28.8 35.0 26.3 19.7 31.2 35.6
Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok 26.6 32.1 30.1 31.4 22.6 29.7 45.5
Tolna 31.3 38.2 33.1 37.3 22.6 33.5 66.3
Vas 30.2 37.7 34.3 30.5 27.4 32.2 85.2
Veszprém 28.4 34.8 33.2 31.0 25.7 34.9 83.4
Zala 35.5 39.8 41.9 35.1 17.7 38.0 73.6
Total Hungary 32.9 37.6 38.2 34.7 22.4 37.5 53.8

Note: Grey background of cells indicates instruments with higher inequalities than 
the total public works of the respective year. Public works employment was meas-
ured by full-time-equivalent person-days.

Data source: Databank of the Centre for Economic and Regional Studies, Hungar-
ian Academy of Sciences; Regional Development and Spatial Planning Information 
System.

Let us commence the analysis of the table with the yearly totals. It has al-
ready been shown that the distribution of the financial resources was highly 
uneven between municipalities in 2013. As the value of the Hoover index 
rose constantly between 2011 and 2013 (from 25.8 to 34.7 per cent), the pro-
gramme was less and less successful in channelling public money to munici-
palities with higher unemployment – despite the successive reforms of the in-
struments and the changing legislation regarding the implementation of the 
programme. The Hoover index of 34.7 per cent means that out of 10 person-
days in the country 3.5 were to be located elsewhere in order to concentrate 
resources into municipalities with higher unemployment. There have been 
large differences between specific instruments of the programme regarding 
the unevenness of their spatial distribution. The national programme (cover-
ing one-fifth to one-third of the person-days) was expected to fulfil the prem-
ise of even distribution (as it is co-ordinated at the national level, knowing 
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the socio-spatial trends of the whole country), but in fact, it has been more 
unevenly distributed than the total number of the public works employment 
(the Hoover index of the instrument exceeds that of the total).

Some of the instruments cancelled at the end of 2011 – such as the short-
term programme – were allocated broadly evenly, in concordance with the 
spatial distribution of unemployment. Despite the even allocation, the in-
strument itself was not able to help those people in need in securing liveli-
hoods, as it only offered employment for a very short period of time (Cseres-
Gergely–Molnár, 2014).

Wage subsidies paid for companies employing public workers, and the so-
called value-producing public works (the latter including municipal pro-
grammes) mobilised a small number of people (Table 2.7.1). Their spatial in-
equalities were high – in the case of the latter out of 10 person-days 8 were not 
in municipalities facing higher unemployment (Table 2.7.2). From this perspec-
tive, ceasing these instruments at the end of 2011 was a meaningful decision.

Long-term public works employment quotas differed significantly from year-
to-year. For 2013, however (perhaps because of a more thoughtful planning 
of the instrument) a spatial distribution was found which resembled spatial 
patterns of unemployment. Further qualitative research is needed for figur-
ing out whether the county and district government offices have played a role 
in this quite successful allocation of the financial resources.

Start model programmes were launched in designated ‘backward’ areas of 
the country in 2013. Although according to its name it is a model programme, 
its share became rather large in 2013, representing half of the total public 
works programme. The allocation of the financial resources is highly uneven 
(see the high Hoover index value). The cause of this unevenness might be that 
municipalities suffering from the most complex social problems have neither 
the organisational capacity, nor a viable agenda on how to tackle (mostly 
long-term) unemployment in their jurisdiction, thereby they were not apply-
ing for these financial resources. What follows then is that this instrument 
is biased towards municipalities which are more entrepreneurial (cf. Harvey, 
1989) than others; not eliminating the uneven geographical development of 
capitalism, but actually reproducing it.

Looking at county-level data it becomes obvious that even within counties 
public works employment is not concentrated to municipalities in which un-
employment is higher. In 2013 out of 10 person-days 2–4 (Komárom-Esz-
tergom 2.24, Tolna 3.73) go to settlements non justifiably if we make a com-
parison with the actual unemployment numbers. There are only a few cases 
in which the distribution of the financial resources have become (slightly) 
better – such as in Csongrád county. The same is true for Budapest and the 
surrounding Pest county, in which low and decreasing public works employ-
ment have become more even (but the total number of public works partici-
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pants is minimal compared to the number of unemployed). In some counties 
the spatial unevenness of the allocation has drastically increased, such as in 
Nógrád (11.5% to 29.9% between 2011 and 2013) – 3 out of 10 person-days 
were to be allocated elsewhere if a distribution fitting to the unemployment 
were to be considered. Among ‘winner’ counties of the programme (those 
with relatively high resources) it is only Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg in which the 
unevenness of the person-days did not increase – contrary to the situation in 
Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén or Hajdú-Bihar.

Speaking of the specific instruments, the value-producing scheme and com-
panies’ wage subsidies were allocated by considerations of low efficiency. The 
short-term public works instrument was directed to settlements more in need 
in 2011 in a majority of counties, the long-term employment programme dis-
tribution, however, was rather uneven. In 2012 two instruments compensated 
for each other, except for four counties and Budapest. In 2013, Start model 
programmes were introduced. However, there was not a single county in Hun-
gary in which funding was primarily allocated to settlements with higher un-
employment. Apart from Budapest, 3–9 out of 10 person-days were utilised 
in municipalities in which it was not duly justified by unemployment figures. 
Long-term public works instrument runs smoothly, and unevenness has sig-
nificantly decreased in the counties (inequalities are the highest in Vas county 
with a Hoover index value of 27.4%). The co-ordination of the national pro-
gramme has led to a rather uneven spatial allocation – both among counties 
and within counties.

In sum, public works employment is unevenly distributed among counties, 
districts and settlements. One might conclude that this policy measure is un-
able to decrease unemployment differences within Hungary. The legislative-
organisational environment involves sub-national level of governance in the 
implementation of the programme. It is clear, however, that these units of 
public administration have not been able to concentrate public works em-
ployment into settlements with the highest unemployment – thereby pub-
lic money is used for maintaining uneven geographical development in the 
country. More detailed analysis would be needed to discover whether this 
inequality is a consequence of deficiencies in the hierarchical, power-laden 
allocation mechanisms or ‘simply’ a management problem. The first expla-
nation might cover controversial causal relations: decentralisation might be 
the cause of uneven allocation of funding, but it might also represent a tool 
which would help in allocating the resources more evenly. The second expla-
nation might result from the fact that all counties and districts are fighting 
for more public works employment, thus interests at different scales of the 
public works governance leads to spatial inequalities.

One cannot fail to consider the scale of the individual either. Local social 
hierarchies are reproduced through the public works programme; the em-
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ployability criterion is decisive in establishing new tensions – in-line with 
current social policies making a distinction between deserving and undeserv-
ing poor. If unemployment exceeds the number of public works employment 
quotas (which is the case in most of the municipalities), it is the ‘employable’ 
people who get the jobs. Thereby, individual skills become more important 
in public policies than structural problems of the economy (cf. Peck–Theodore, 
2000), reproducing neoliberal capitalism on the individual, the local and the 
national scale. Entrance and exit chances in relation to the programme are 
highly differentiated (Cseres-Gergely–Molnár, 2014) and social inequalities 
are reproduced. These trends are covered in other chapters of In focus in detail.

Conclusion

Public works employment broadened at the culmination of the 2008 crisis, 
and re-shaped in 2011, reproducing socio-spatial inequalities of labour. Public 
works employment is, however, not a single public policy intervention which 
might be analysed independently from other labour market policies (such 
as flexibilisation of the labour force) or social policies (shift from welfare to 
workfare). The public works programme is an important element in (and a 
symptom of) not only reproducing social inequalities, but also marginalis-
ing spaces and places. In spite of the legislation that resources should be con-
centrated on areas with more severe unemployment, data from 2011–2013 
shows that this goal was not achieved – in fact, the allocation of the financial 
resources has become spatially more uneven. One critical reason for this un-
evenness is the nature of the legislation which does not provide a clear struc-
ture concerning how to deconcentrate funding and employment numbers to 
counties and municipalities. How allocation proceeds directly at certain spa-
tial scales of public administration was not analysed in this paper; the main 
goal was to describe unevenness at different geographical scales. What fol-
lows from the analysis of the data is that public works employment seems to 
be a public policy tool in which public money is spent less efficiently. For ex-
ample, re-allocating money from the programme to provide unemployment 
benefits for a longer period of time would mean a more just allocation of the 
funding, probably also needing less administrative capacities. However, it is 
certainly clear that public works employment is ‘effective’ in several other re-
gards: in reproducing and increasing socio-spatial inequalities and effectively 
supporting subsequent governments’ class politics.
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