
 

 
Comments 

on the draft Hungarian Economic Development and 
Innovation Operational Programme (GINOP Plusz)  

for the programming period 2021-2027 
 
 
The Hungarian government uploaded the draft Economic Development and Innovation 
Operational Programme (GINOP Plusz) to the website palyazat.gov.hu on 20.01.2021.1 
 
 

1. SOME REMARKS ON GINOP 2014-2020 
 
Clean Air Action Group had formulated its assessment of the predecessor of the GINOP Plusz 
programme, pertaining to the 2014-2020 GINOP programme2. Much of the concerns about 
public procurement, clientelism, shortcomings of monitoring, as well as the code of conduct 
of administrative behaviour remain effective for the 2021-27 programming period as well. 

The analysis of past projects is made impossible by a lack of access to relevant data on the 
dedicated official website “palyazat.gov.hu”. 

 
 

2. PROGRAM STRATEGY 
 
The overall strategy is very brief and is not formulated in a clear and comprehensive way. 
Instead, there are references to Hungarian domestic strategies and general EU goals. 

The detailed situational analysis is also rather brief, and often does not contain enough 
analysis and evidence in order to justify the proposed interventions. 

 

Employment 

While Hungary’s employment trends have indeed been positive in the recent decade, it would 
have been worthwhile exploring some of the causes of these trends. This would have revealed 
that Hungary was in an employment trough a decade ago due to the economic crisis. A major 
cause of improvement has been free movement of labour within the EU, mainly to Austria, 
Germany, and ex member state United Kingdom (Figure 1.). This is estimated to be around 
300 000 persons. Another major form of improvement has been due to unsustainable and 
highly problematic public works programmes, involving some 230 000 persons at the peak 

 
1 https://www.palyazat.gov.hu/gazdasagfejlesztesi_es_innovacios_operativ_program_plusz#  
2 Comments of Clean Air Action Group on the Operational Programmes of Hungary for 2014-2020, submitted 
to the European Commission (Budapest, 28 August 2014), https://www.levego.hu/sites/default/files/op-
comments-caag-2014aug28v.pdf  

https://www.levego.hu/sites/default/files/op-comments-caag-2014aug28v.pdf
https://www.levego.hu/sites/default/files/op-comments-caag-2014aug28v.pdf
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(Figure 2.). According to a KPMG study,3 some 172 000 jobs have been created by the EU 
financed development programmes themselves. The number is likely to be in this magnitude 
as long as EU cohesion fund resources remain but is likely to drop precipitously once they are 
discontinued. The picture is further complicated by the fact that, according to the official 
methodology, a person is considered to be employed if he or she has worked for pay for at 
least one hour in the week preceding the interview or has had a job but has been temporarily 
absent from work due to illness, leave, including maternity leave. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 – The net of outward (red) and inward (green) migration has contributed significantly to the 
improvement of the labor market in Hungary 

 

 
3 http://adko.hu/01_files/adotanulmanyok/2017/KPMG-eu-elemzes.pdf  

http://adko.hu/01_files/adotanulmanyok/2017/KPMG-eu-elemzes.pdf
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Figure 2 – Number of citizens involved in public works programmes (Source: Central Statistical Office, 
Portfolio) 

This still leaves an improvement of around 100-150 000 compared to the trough. However, 
as the document admits, many of these jobs were created in the low value-added sectors 
(such as car manufacturing), and often in environmentally problematic areas (e.g., the 
development of a sizeable battery industry).4 

Unemployment as a measure is problematic in Hungary, since unemployment benefits have 
been reduced to a mere 3 months, as opposed to a multiple (3x-4x) of this in most EU member 
states. Many citizens who would be classified in other countries as jobseekers fall in Hungary 
into the category of long term discouraged, or passive. 

The analysis is correct to point out that the more developed areas of the country experience 
labour shortage, whereas the less developed areas a shortage of jobs. There is a policy trade-
off at this point between supporting on the one hand the citizens living in the areas which 
have demonstrated no human, material, or natural capital to develop, or on the other hand 
supporting the outward mobility of the same people towards more dynamic labour markets. 
The proposals do not elaborate on these wider strategic considerations.  

The analysis is correct to point out that the greatest drawback for productivity improvement 
reported by SMEs is the shortage of a trained workforce. However, the analysis fails to outline 
how this problem is created by an underfinanced and undermanaged educational system. 

Also, it is correct to point out that educational dropout rates are high, but it fails to mention 
that the incumbent government has reduced the upper limit of compulsory education, which 
strengthens this trend and goes directly against the lifelong learning aims of the EU.  

 
 
 

 
4 https://24.hu/fn/gazdasag/2021/10/27/akkumulator-god-komarom-videonagy-arat-fizetunk-a-kormany-
almaert-hogy-akkumulatorgyar-nagyhatalom-legyunk/  

https://24.hu/fn/gazdasag/2021/10/27/akkumulator-god-komarom-videonagy-arat-fizetunk-a-kormany-almaert-hogy-akkumulatorgyar-nagyhatalom-legyunk/
https://24.hu/fn/gazdasag/2021/10/27/akkumulator-god-komarom-videonagy-arat-fizetunk-a-kormany-almaert-hogy-akkumulatorgyar-nagyhatalom-legyunk/
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Technological processes 

The analysis correctly identifies the fact that domestically owned firms and especially SMEs 
demonstrate low productivity and low levels of innovation. However, the analysis presents 
no explanation for this phenomenon. It is impossible to formulate a policy response in the 
absence of such an explanation. 

The analysis also correctly identifies the problem of extremely low R&D expenditure on the 
state side as opposed to the business side (GERD as opposed to BERD). However, it fails to 
expose how and when the government plans to remedy this situation. It is also important to 
note that the size of the R&D expenditure in itself can be a very misleading indicator. It does 
not say anything about the quality and efficiency of the use of the R&D funding.5 Among 
others, it is well known that R&D is one of the sectors most affected by corruption: it is so 
widespread that a special word has been created to describe it: elkutatták, meaning they have 
“researched the funds away”.6 Therefore, output indicators, such as the Innovation 
Scoreboard7, should also be used to assess the progress of R&D.  

The analysis part, for an unexplained reason, describes the situation of the tourism 
separately. It highlights the significant local multiplier effect of this sector but fails to describe 
what forms of tourism can and should be financed from private resources, and what other 
forms require public (including EU) financing, and why. This is a serious shortcoming, 
especially given that the financing of tourism is known to be a key area of clientelism in 
Hungary. A substantial amount of EU money has already been spent to support the 
construction of new hotels. This has led to an undesirable competition: while quite a number 
of new hotels were built with EU money, many existing hotels went bankrupt, and one of the 
main reasons was the fact that they could not compete with hotels built with public money.8 
Such a support can rightly be interpreted by all persons and companies which had invested 
into the hotel business earlier with their own money and their own risk, that they made a 
mistake: it is not worth competing on the market for the costumers by better products and 
services, but they should vie for public funds instead. Thus, such funding results in 
unnecessary spending of taxpayers’ money. Even the Hungarian Hotel Association has 
expressed strong criticism of public subsidies for hotel construction, emphasising that existing 
hotels are often struggling for survival. Moreover, the newly built hotels in many cases have 
contributed to serious destruction of the environment.9 

 
 

 

 
5 Gyanús, hogy lenyúltad a kutatási pénzt? Nem baj, adunk még! 
https://index.hu/gazdasag/2019/12/23/nkfih_kutatas-
fejlesztes_penzek_unios_tamogatas_innovacio_ugyeszseg_nyomozas/  
6 Elkutatták: új szó a lopásra, 
https://index.hu/gazdasag/2016/10/21/ginop_innovacios_tamogatas_garancsi_korei/  
7 https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/statistics/performance-indicators/european-innovation-
scoreboard_en 
8 Ész nélkül szórták a milliárdokat a vidéki wellnessekbe, https://www.origo.hu/gazdasag/20130628-valsag-a-
szallodaiparban-tulkinalatot-okoztak-az-unios-penzek.html  
9 The tragic consequences of EU funding on the environment in Hungary, 
https://eu.boell.org/en/2021/11/05/tragic-consequences-eu-funding-environment-hungary  

https://index.hu/gazdasag/2019/12/23/nkfih_kutatas-fejlesztes_penzek_unios_tamogatas_innovacio_ugyeszseg_nyomozas/
https://index.hu/gazdasag/2019/12/23/nkfih_kutatas-fejlesztes_penzek_unios_tamogatas_innovacio_ugyeszseg_nyomozas/
https://index.hu/gazdasag/2016/10/21/ginop_innovacios_tamogatas_garancsi_korei/
https://www.origo.hu/gazdasag/20130628-valsag-a-szallodaiparban-tulkinalatot-okoztak-az-unios-penzek.html
https://www.origo.hu/gazdasag/20130628-valsag-a-szallodaiparban-tulkinalatot-okoztak-az-unios-penzek.html
https://eu.boell.org/en/2021/11/05/tragic-consequences-eu-funding-environment-hungary
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Private versus public financing 

The analysis part, very relevantly, discusses the alternative of private financing, including from 
own capital, bank loans and commercial loans. This part identifies serious shortcomings in the 
availability of private financing of SME development in Hungary, as experienced by SMEs. 
However, the analysis fails to elaborate the reasons for these shortcomings, as well as plans 
to remedy them. This is indeed a very serious weakness, as public financing is often provided 
to firms unnecessarily, whereby they should really be supported from private resources.  

The Hungarian National Bank has been running a very generous funding for lending 
programme10 in the last decade, which has enabled SMEs to borrow at an internationally 
competitive rate. During the Covid crisis, further generous supported lending schemes were 
introduced to keep SMEs afloat. It would require detailed justification why enterprises would 
need to be financed from public (EU and domestic) resources to the extent they are in 
Hungary. 

This is even more of an issue given a recent analysis11 which has revealed that 9% of EU 
support to SMEs went to firms where the volume of the support has been greater than the 
overall revenue of the firm. There have even been a number of firms where this ratio was as 
high as 1000%! It is hard to see how such investments are rational for the public sector to 
implement. Most of the firms supported in such a way are not start-ups, but enterprises that 
have been operating for a longer time period. 

Most EU financed support has a significant distortionary effect on the market, vis-á-vis 
competitors. No more than 48% of support has gone to firms where the overall level of 
support is less than 10% of revenues. Many of these firms have been developing to the 
detriment of their non-supported competitors, which means that there was no overall benefit 
to the economy as a whole.  

Astoundingly, support has been granted in 1085 cases to enterprises which did not employ a 
single person in the 2010-2020 time period. There have been 320 enterprises who have 
received altogether 26.6 billion HUF support who have never had a market revenue. (213 had 
neither employees nor revenues.) 

34% of all support has been taken by firms with more than 10 supported projects, raising 
further concerns about rent seeking. This poses a systemic risk for the Hungarian economy, 
raising the question of what would happen to these firms if the EU support would suddenly 
be withdrawn. 

In the last 11 years net transfers from Hungary to the EU have amounted to HUF 9200 billion, 
resulting in an annual transfer intensity of around 3.3% of GDP (Figure 3). Then gross inflow 
of funds into the Hungarian economy, that is without Hungarian national contribution into 
the common European budget, was around 4,7% per GDP per annum. This has resulted in a 

 
10 Növekedési Hitelprogram 
11 Túl sok magyar cég szokott rá az uniós pénzre ahelyett, hogy jobban akarna dolgozni, 
https://g7.hu/vallalat/20211130/tul-sok-magyar-ceg-szokott-ra-az-unios-penzre-ahelyett-hogy-jobban-akarna-
dolgozni/  
Slightly shortened version of the 3 articles by Péter Bucsky in English: 
Hungarian businesses receive twice as much EU funding as they pay in corporate tax – Policy Solutions 
economic analysis by Péter Bucsky on how effectively EU funds have been spent in Hungary since 2010. Policy 
Solutions, 11.03.2022, https://www.policysolutions.hu/en/news/544/EU_funds_in_Hungary_Bucsky  

https://g7.hu/vallalat/20211130/tul-sok-magyar-ceg-szokott-ra-az-unios-penzre-ahelyett-hogy-jobban-akarna-dolgozni/
https://g7.hu/vallalat/20211130/tul-sok-magyar-ceg-szokott-ra-az-unios-penzre-ahelyett-hogy-jobban-akarna-dolgozni/
https://www.policysolutions.hu/en/news/544/EU_funds_in_Hungary_Bucsky
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real annual GDP increase of 2.3% in the same period. This begs the question of what would 
have happened to the Hungarian economy without the transfers? Either the Hungarian 
economy would have collapsed, or Hungarian enterprises and the government would have 
implemented serious steps to improve the competitiveness of their businesses and the 
country as a whole. However, instead of this, they have become addicted to EU money and 
have become less competitive! 

 
 
Figure 31 – EU transfers to Hungary (dark blue – winners, azur – payments, green – net EU transfers, 
LFS) as well as their proportion to GDP (line, RHS). [Source: Bucsky G7 ibid.] 

 

Enterprises have received 53% of all funding in this past period, as opposed to 29% for the 
state and just 20 for local municipalities. Civic organisations have been the recipients of no 
more than 1.7% of the support, churches 1%. It is clear from this figure that the private sector 
is by far the main recipient of EU support in Hungary, raising concerns about bias and 
corruption. There would need to be much greater transparency in monitoring if Hungary was 
to justify such a high degree of funding for enterprises. Unfortunately, the existing level of 
transparency is minimal. More than half of the funding to enterprises has gone to large state 
enterprises, where we are left in the dark about which subcontractors they have passed these 
amounts onto. The media frequently reports heavy clientelism in this area.  

Enterprises in this period have received twice as much EU support than the amount of 
corporate tax they have paid into the national budget! The amount of EU support these firms 
have been paid is equal to around half the amount of dividends paid by them in the same 
period (i.e. EU money has been used to a large extent to fill the pockets of private persons). 
The same primary analysis has also found that enterprises that have received EU funding have 
in fact grown slower than enterprises that have not! 
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3. PRIORITY AXES  
 

The measures:  
 
2.1. Enterprise development 
 
2.1.1. Support to SMEs 

This measure aims to support SMEs in purchasing high value-added, cutting-edge technology. 
The justification is that the financial sector does not possess the necessary know how in 
evaluating the market value of cutting-edge investments (unique robots, artificial intelligence, 
5G, nanotechnology, biotechnology, big data, etc.). This claim appears to be spurious. Can this 
be backed up by harder evidence than anecdotal? How are these areas financed privately in 
other countries? Why is the solution (if the problem exists at all) not capacity building in the 
financial sector, which would be significantly cheaper overall from a public perspective? 

There is a general lack of justification in this measure about why these SMEs should be 
supported from public as opposed to private resources. 

The measure also aims to finance public enterprise facilitation services. There is, however, a 
long history of such services in Hungary (clusters, industrial parks, enterprise promotion 
agencies, etc.). The measure does not reflect upon the past experiences of these entities in 
shaping future strategy.  

The measure expresses a preference for green and circular economy, but this is in no way 
elaborated or reflected in the indicators listed.  

 
 
2.2. Research, Development, Innovation 
 
2.2.1. Strengthening Research and Development Capacities, introducing advanced 
technologies 

This measure aims to facilitate innovation and innovative cooperation between state research 
institutes and private firms. 

In the case of state research institutes and universities this would be a welcome form of 
support, if otherwise the functioning of these entities would be secure. Unfortunately, this is 
not the case. These institutions are heavily underfinanced in terms of wages, as well as 
operation, including publication. One important shortcoming is the underfinancing of basic 
research, in the absence of which it is an illusion to expect these entities to engage 
meaningfully in applied researching, “serving market needs”. In no country is this the practice. 
Even in the United States, the most market-oriented example, the state is responsible for the 
overwhelming proportion of financing for basic research, which enables the attractiveness of 
these institutions for private firms to engage with them in innovative cooperation.12 As long 

 
12 Ma Mazzucato, Mariana. 2015. The Entrepreneurial State: Debunking Public vs. Private Sector Myths. 
Revised edition. New York: PublicAffairs. 
Ma Mazzucato, Mariana. 2020. The Value of Everything - Making and Taking in the Global Economy. Illustrated 
edition. PublicAffairs.zzucato 2015, 2020) 



8 
 

 

Comments on the draft Hungarian  

Economic Development and Innovation Operational Programme 

 

as these forms of underlying operational financing are not secured, the effect of EU financing 
is questionable. 

Another additional issue is the recent privatisation of most of the higher educational sector 
into foundations owned by large enterprises. Will these now private entities be eligible for 
support? If so, under what justification?  

As for direct R&D support to enterprises, the same question of the lack of background analysis 
arises. Since the analysis part of the Operational Programme fails to identify the underlying 
reasons for the poor productivity figures of Hungarian SMEs, one cannot tell for certain that 
the best form of intervention is direct support for innovative infrastructure. In fact, it is not 
even certain that this support is really necessary. Why is the financial sector not willing or 
able to finance these improvements, if the arising elevated potential of the firm is indeed 
guaranteed? Or, to put his in another perspective, if the financial sector is not willing to 
finance it, what form of superior knowledge does the public sector possess which justifies it 
financing these projects en masse? 
 
2.2.2. Intelligent specialisaton and industrial transition 
 
This measure aims to facilitate specialisation and innovation in the Hungarian economy. It 
refers explicitly but without elaboration to the “quadruple helix”, which is innovation theory 
jargon for the major stakeholders: science, policy, industry, and society. This division is logical, 
even if it does not add too much to our conceptualisation of the area. However, the measure 
falls short of elaborating the role played by each actor, as well as their interests. Especially 
missing is the discussion of societal interests in innovation and industry. This would reveal 
that societal interests are significantly broader than the narrow definition of science serving 
the needs of industry, on which the plan appears to be based. 
A central role is assigned in the measure to the National Office for Research, Development 
and Innovation, which the text claims has accumulated significant experience in the field. It is 
not made explicit, however, what this experience suggests as a strategy. Why are Hungarian 
SMEs lagging behind in research, innovation and specialisation? Is it simply a case of missing 
state support, which can be filled by this Operation Program? Why is the private sector and 
the financial system not financing this activity? Are there other structural issues, especially 
ones related to industrial position and knowledge management, which hinder such activities? 
The local coordination of innovation would be coordinated by a network of so-called 
Territorial Innovation Platforms (TIPs), which would play a key role in this measure. The 
decentralisation of innovation management is a welcome direction in a country that is 
extremely centralised in terms of governance and policy. It remains to be seen whether these 
TIPs will receive the necessary funding, competencies and policy autonomy to have 
meaningful impact at the local level. There have been several attempts at creating institutions 
of knowledge transfer, incubation, and acceleration, as well as industrial parks in the past, 
but few have been able to mobilise their immediate surrounding because they remained 
minor players in a policy space that was dominated by much more impactful parallel 
processes.  
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2.3. Sustainable labour market  
 
2.3.1. Access to employment 

Most of the active employment measures are welcome and well-constructed. 

Direct wage support for the least easily employable groups makes little sense if the flat rate 
personal income tax (PIT) remains in place. A zero or close to zero lower rate would go a long 
way towards facilitating employment in this category, without the administrative cost of 
direct wage support. 

Facilitating exit to the primary labour market from public works programmes makes little 
sense as long as the monitoring of the functioning and efficiency public works programmes is 
not guaranteed in an open and transparent manner. Media reports and external academic 
studies have indicated serious systemic inefficiencies, and even abuse of the system for 
private gain.13 

The measure mentions that its goals will be achieved “primarily with the help of the Youth 
Guarantee program”. This makes it ambiguous why there is a separate priority 2.4., or why 
this measure is not part of 2.4. 

 
2.3.2.  Various labour market measures 

This measure supports a wide number of different areas in the field of employment policy, 
without reflecting on the current status of these areas. 

Strengthening social partners is a questionable goal as long as the government does not 
negotiate with the same social partners in a meaningful sense, according to accounts of these 
very partners.14 

Extending employment support to hired workers is also problematic as long as there is no 
strict regulation of the equal rights of the very same workers.15 

Boosting the operational potential of employment services is a welcome goal. However, this 
would be more efficient if there was an account in the text about what the current status of 
these institutions is, their efficiency, and the challenges they face. In absence of these, the 
planned interventions are vague.  

 
2.4. Youth Employment Guarantee Programme 
 
This is a very important EU wide programme. It would be better complemented by raising the 
compulsory educational minimum age rather than lowering it. It would be important to define 
the policy coherence of the government policy of giving PIT exemption to young employees, 
with the youth employment guarantee programme.  

 
13 https://www.tarki.hu/adatbank-h/kutjel/pdf/b331.pdf, 
https://hvg.hu/napi_merites/20120518_kozmunka_simonka_rabszolgasor, 
http://nol.hu/belfold/kozmunkasokat_dolgoztat_juhasz_oszkar_a_sajat_foldjen_-1312183 
14 https://ujegyenloseg.hu/vosz-a-kormany-nem-all-szoba-a-magyar-vallalkozasokkal/, 
https://ujegyenloseg.hu/beszelgetes-kordas-laszloval-a-szakszervezetek-jelentosegerol/  
15 https://mkvkok.hu/a-munkaero-kolcsonzes-jogszeru-es-rendeltetesellenes-alkalmazasa  

https://www.tarki.hu/adatbank-h/kutjel/pdf/b331.pdf
https://hvg.hu/napi_merites/20120518_kozmunka_simonka_rabszolgasor
https://ujegyenloseg.hu/vosz-a-kormany-nem-all-szoba-a-magyar-vallalkozasokkal/
https://ujegyenloseg.hu/beszelgetes-kordas-laszloval-a-szakszervezetek-jelentosegerol/
https://mkvkok.hu/a-munkaero-kolcsonzes-jogszeru-es-rendeltetesellenes-alkalmazasa
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2.5. Higher education and vocational training 
 
Landslide changes have taken place in higher education in recent years, with the privatisation 
of most of public higher education to private foundations run by large corporations. This 
reform has been touted by the government as a solution to the long running problems of 
Hungarian higher education. In spite of this dramatic and much disputed transformation, this 
process is not referred to in the Operational Programme. Such an important policy direction 
would surely have to feature somewhere organically in a long-term strategy like GINOP Plusz. 
 
 
2.5.1. Access to the educational system, internationalisation of higher education (life-long 
learning, (online learning, resilience) 

While these are worthwhile goals, it is not clear how these two very different aims come into 
a single measure. 

Access to the educational system is definitely an important issue, especially given the data 
the Operational Programme quotes: that only 11% from a disadvantaged family background 
enter higher education, while 70% from the most advantaged families. However, it is not clear 
whether there is a wider strategy here to increase social mobility. Experts in the territorial 
development of the most disadvantaged settlements report that the Hungarian state 
(schools, healthcare, social policy, transport, often law enforcement, etc.) has in recent 
decades removed itself from these settlements, abandoning them to their fate.16 Without a 
wider strategy to ensure territorial development and social mobility, these measures become 
spot like. Such a strategy is formulated in the RRP, but also not in a comprehensive manner. 
The OP does not expound on linkages between this measure and the RRP. 

As for the totally unrelated issue of the internationalisation of higher education, this is a much 
needed intervention. However, how does this relate to Erasmus, to Stipendium Hungaricum 
and other similar programmes? Does it apply to recently privatised universities? 

 
2.5.2. Developing the quality and efficiency of the educational and training system 

There are many positive initiatives under this heading. However, some of these should 
already be routine in the management in the educational system (such as various test 
schemes, as well as continuous curriculum development), and should be financed in a secure 
and sustained way from national resources. 

The digitalisation component is at least partially duplicated in the Recovery and Resilience 
Plan (RRP). 

The weakest link in the Hungarian educational and training system is the ageing and rapid 
erosion of staff, especially teachers, as well as the extreme shortage of non-subject specialist 
staff to carry out much needed personal skills development. This already dramatic situation 
will not be remedied without a drastic increase in wages in order to restore the attractiveness 
of these positions.  

 

 
16 https://open.spotify.com/episode/01RdL5XWyR0UNOomo79RC7?si=onSE1fpARHGMEryExoiQRA  

https://open.spotify.com/episode/01RdL5XWyR0UNOomo79RC7?si=onSE1fpARHGMEryExoiQRA
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2.6. Tourism and heritage protection 
 
2.6.1. Integrated, community based local development 

As far as heritage protection is concerned, it must be stressed that Hungary had had a 
relatively advanced level of heritage protection regulation, with a nationwide institution to 
enforce it. This nation-wide system has been all but abolished in the recent decade, opening 
up the opportunities for construction that has been very disadvantageous for both natural 
and built heritage.17 The Office for National Cultural Heritage was abolished in 2012. This 
situation would need to be remedied for heritage protection interventions to be effective. It 
must also be stressed that the status of both natural and built heritage is eroding nationwide. 
This has especially been a problem at the major lakes of the country, which have witnessed 
environmentally unsustainable developments at a destructive scale, which have also led to 
social exclusion.18 The title of the measure suggests an integrated development plan for the 
regions supported but guarantees for such integrative long-term thinking are missing from 
the description. It also refers to being community based, but past experience shows that too 
many such developments have been exclusive rather than inclusive and have “upgraded” 
developed areas to an upper middle class status to the exclusion of others, often resulting in 
physical barriers, at other times exclusionary pricing. There should be guarantees against such 
processes, as well as against public development passing into private hands at understated 
prices. 

As far as tourism is concerned, this is an area which should be able to function on a market 
basis. The measure highlights the importance of thermal baths, which attract 70% of tourists 
outside of Budapest. Most of these thermal baths operate on a market basis, as private 
enterprises. The measure is intended to finance the renovation and technological upgrading 
of these thermal baths. Many of them had been built with generous state support from the 
so called Széchenyi Plan. There is no reason why entrance fees should not cover the sustained 
operation of these baths, including the maintenance of the technical facilities, especially in 
the case of market based private operators. In the case of cooperative or municipal operators 
(rare), these costs should be born from local taxes. The description of the measure describes 
the multiplier effect of these baths on the local economy. This would justify local taxes 
contributing to their maintenance in order to achieve sustainability.  

As far as palaces and castles are concerned, most of the measure is intended at their 
reconstruction. The concern here is that this should take place in accordance with their 
historical style, not in order to distort it and create novel constructions that do not reflect real 
heritage from the past. There are numerous examples of the latter in Hungary in recent 
years.19 Another concern here is ownership, access, and price. Guarantees must be provided 
that these buildings remain in the public domain, and do not become private property, or 

 
17 https://atlatszo.hu/kozugy/2021/01/25/szabad-predava-valtak-tortenelmi-epuleteink-pedig-a-
muemlekvedelem-konzervativ-mufaj/  
18 The tragic consequences of EU funding on the environment in Hungary, 
https://eu.boell.org/en/2021/11/05/tragic-consequences-eu-funding-environment-hungary  
19 See, for example the case of the Buda Castle District:  
Growing protests against priority investments in Hungary, https://cz.boell.org/en/2021/12/29/growing-
protests-against-priority-investments-hungary    

https://atlatszo.hu/kozugy/2021/01/25/szabad-predava-valtak-tortenelmi-epuleteink-pedig-a-muemlekvedelem-konzervativ-mufaj/
https://atlatszo.hu/kozugy/2021/01/25/szabad-predava-valtak-tortenelmi-epuleteink-pedig-a-muemlekvedelem-konzervativ-mufaj/
https://eu.boell.org/en/2021/11/05/tragic-consequences-eu-funding-environment-hungary
https://cz.boell.org/en/2021/12/29/growing-protests-against-priority-investments-hungary
https://cz.boell.org/en/2021/12/29/growing-protests-against-priority-investments-hungary
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serve restricted private business interests, with high end prices that exclude the majority of 
potential visitors. While the measure explicitly refers to the usual EU equal opportunities aims 
(gender, disability, etc.), it does not address wider concerns of ownership and use.  

It is also unclear what sort of local government or national level support scheme Hungary is 
planning to institute for the upkeeping of residential or municipal buildings of historical value, 
which are deteriorating at a rapid place across the country. In the absence of adequate wages 
in the case of citizens, and adequate operational costs in the case of public institutions, the 
sustainability of such cultural heritage is not guaranteed.  
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4. COMPLIANCE WITH THE COMMON PROVISIONS REGULATION  
 
 
While in many ways the Operational Programme does comply with the Common Provision 
Regulation for the financial period 2021-2027 (CPR)20, we have identified the following issues 
of concern: 

Art. 7) The OP should comply with Article 67 of the Financial Regulation21 which stipulates, 
among others, that “Member States shall respect the principles of sound financial 
management, transparency and non-discrimination and shall ensure the visibility of the Union 
action when they manage Union funds. … When executing tasks relating to budget 
implementation, Member States shall take all the necessary measures, including legislative, 
regulatory and administrative measures, to protect the financial interests of the Union...” In 
view of the situation described about there are serious concerns on whether this provision of 
the CPR can be implemented in the current Hungarian circumstances. 

Art. 10.) The OP should outline its contribution to the goals of the Paris Agreement, as well as 
the European Union’s common goals of contributing towards the global reduction of 
greenhouse gases. As this is Hungary’s main economic OP, it would be expected to contain 
reflections on its contributions towards this aim. With the exception of minor allusions to the 
circular economy and green products, themselves left rather vague, this is missing from the 
larger picture. Given that Hungary’s CO2 emissions have not decreased in the recent decade, 
and even increased by 13% between 2013 and 2018, such reflections would be expected both 
in the analysis and in the measures.  

Art. 11.) Similarly, it would be expected that the OP should reflect on the issue of biodiversity 
in relation to the measures. This is especially pertinent to the measures related to tourism, 
where in light of developments during the previous programming period, we do not see it 
guaranteed that the development of tourism always preserves biodiversity.  

Art. 14.) EU funds should be disbursed based on the principles of multilevel governance and 
partnership with socio-economic actors. The operation of the Hungarian state today is so 
extremely centralised, that these principles are not guaranteed. The competencies and the 
budgets of local governments are completely dependent on the central government, as is 
financing for their local developmental goals, which have to be directly negotiated with the 
Prime Minister’s Office, as opposed to possessing strategic autonomy.22 Partnership with 

 
20 Regulation (EU) 2021/1060 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 24 June 2021 laying down 
common provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund Plus, the 
Cohesion Fund, the Just Transition Fund and the European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund and 
financial rules for those and for the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund, the Internal Security Fund and the 
Instrument for Financial Support for Border Management and Visa Policy, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021R1060  
21 Regulation (EU, Euratom) 2018/1046 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 July 2018 on the 
financial rules applicable to the general budget of the Union, amending Regulations (EU) No 1296/2013, (EU) 
No 1301/2013, (EU) No 1303/2013, (EU) No 1304/2013, (EU) No 1309/2013, (EU) No 1316/2013, (EU) No 
223/2014, (EU) No 283/2014, and Decision No 541/2014/EU and repealing Regulation (EU, Euratom) No 
966/2012, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32018R1046 
22 Request to the European Commission concerning fair, non-partisan funding for municipalities in Hungary. 
https://kelleszegyesulet.hu/en/  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021R1060
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021R1060
https://kelleszegyesulet.hu/en/
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trade unions, employers’ associations, academia and NGOs is not guaranteed, highly 
politicised, and extremely asymmetrical.23 

Art. 16.) The OP should meet the requirements set out in Article 33(3) of the Financial 
Regulation which states the following: “Specific, measurable, attainable, relevant and time-
bound objectives as referred to in paragraphs 1 and 2 and relevant, accepted, credible, easy 
and robust indicators shall be defined where relevant.” According to paragraph 1,  
“Appropriations shall be used in accordance with the principle of sound financial 
management”. In view of the situation described above, it is highly questionable whether it 
is possible to fulfil these requirements in Hungary today.  

Arts. 23.), 37.), 40.) Member states should establish an efficient system of monitoring, 
evaluating and reporting on the Operational Programmes. This provision is not fulfilled in the 
case of Hungary. It is almost impossible to gain meaningful data from the central database, 
which does not enable an assessment of past performance. Since the measures are supposed 
to be built on the basis of past experiences, this component would be crucial. This is especially 
pertinent to the issue of enterprise financing (more than half of all EU funding in Hungary), 
where, as we have elaborated, there is great danger of extreme inefficiencies in financing.   

As per Art. 49), the OP should make clear its coherence with the RRP. In the present version 
of the OP, this is missing. There seem to be partial duplications in the area of digitalisation.  

Art 74.) on identifying beneficial owners would imply, in the strictest sense, identifying the 
end owners of firms whose at least partial ownership is in offshore jurisdictions. 
 
 
 
 

  

 
23 See above links about the absence of social partnerships, plus https://hang.hu/belfold/az-ejjel-nyujtottak-
be-az-mta-t-bedaralo-torvenyjavaslatot-129267, https://civishir.hu/belfold/2018/06/az-mta-nem-hagyna-
magat-bedaralni  

https://hang.hu/belfold/az-ejjel-nyujtottak-be-az-mta-t-bedaralo-torvenyjavaslatot-129267
https://hang.hu/belfold/az-ejjel-nyujtottak-be-az-mta-t-bedaralo-torvenyjavaslatot-129267
https://civishir.hu/belfold/2018/06/az-mta-nem-hagyna-magat-bedaralni
https://civishir.hu/belfold/2018/06/az-mta-nem-hagyna-magat-bedaralni
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5. THE PRELIMINARY STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT OF THE 
OPERATIONAL PROGRAMME 
 
 
We have also analysed the preliminary Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) of the 
GINOP Plusz Operational Programme.24 

One important observation of the SEA is that beneficiaries often perceive the fulfilment of 
horizontal goals (environmental, equal opportunities, etc.) as an extra bureaucratic burden. 
The assessment calls for a general campaign of proactive information campaign by the 
government to allow the potentially impacted population to better understand the 
significance of these overarching priorities. It also calls for special trainings in this domain for 
civil servants in the administration of the operational programmes, as well as final 
beneficiaries. We consider these to be useful recommendations. 

The basic questions related to GINOP Plusz are well identified by the SEA. It also calls attention 
to issues of concern that must be in the focus: 

 

• Can it result in a shift towards sustainable development and a low carbon economy? 

The SEA expects that GINOP Plusz will mostly support brownfield investments rather than 
greenfield ones. It is not clear what this expectation is based on. 

 

• Can it lower harmful emissions related to production, harmful land use trends? 

Support to small and medium sized enterprises is likely to result in higher water usage, 
increased energy consumption and increased land use.  

Support from the Operational Programme is likely to lead to increased transport 
requirements, both during the implementation of the developments supported, and during 
actual operation afterwards. 

The development of SMEs, especially in tourism, might result in increased noise and light 
pollution, as well as vibration. 

 

• Can the developments and innovations achieve more environmentally responsible 
entrepreneurship?  

Innovation must focus on lower water intensity processes. 

Innovation must focus on energy efficiency. 

Final products should be repairable. 

Innovation in the area of waste management might have a positive impact on material 
management and the circular economy. 

 
24 Gazdaságfejlesztési és Innovatív Operációs Program Plusz, Előzetes Környezeti Jelentés, 2021. április 19., 
https://www.palyazat.gov.hu/download.php?objectId=1092259  

https://www.palyazat.gov.hu/download.php?objectId=1092259
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• How can higher education and vocational training contribute to these goals? 

The integration of ecological thinking can have a positive impact on attitude formation. The 
elaboration of a more sustainable economic model, climate risks and climate adaptation, as 
well as the modelling of decoupling would have positive spill overs in the economy.  

Sustainability as a horizontal principle should be omnipresent in higher education. 

A concentration of ecotourism in tourism management studies in higher education and 
vocational training might have a positive impact. 

 

• How can we make sure that young people and the inactive will be able to find jobs 
in the green economy? 

Distance work and flexible work can have a positive effect in commuting related emissions if 
coupled with appropriate other measures. 

 

• Are environmental concerns consistent with tourism in general, and thermal 
tourism in particular? 

In the case of thermal tourism, increased capacity might result in contamination of thermal 
load. (It is unclear whether this implies depletion or not.) 

 

Most of these are well identified effects, but the SEA fails to demonstrate how these will 
actually be implemented or enforced in the OP. Presently, at best, they are in the category of 
implicit assumptions. At worst, they can be said to be absent from the plan. 

Chapter 6 of the SEA makes some very useful suggestions for specific conditions, definitions 
and further goals that could and should be incorporated into the text to reflect the 
importance of and apply the climate and environmental dimension better.  

As the SEA correctly points out, since around 2013 Hungary has had negative environmental 
tendencies, in terms of increased overall material usage, stagnating resource productivity, 
increased per capita water consumption, increased natural gas usage per household and 
stagnating electricity usage per household. The protection of water bases has stagnated, the 
diversity of species has slightly deteriorated, the situation of natural habitats has 
deteriorated. 

The emission of gases causing acidification has increased. The emission of particulate matter 
(PM) has stagnated. CO2 emission has increased, especially due to transport related 
emissions. Overall waste has also increased. 

In light of the above, mostly negative tendencies, it would be imperative to include more 
specific wording related to climate-related and environmental goals in the text of the OP, 
which are by and large absent in the present version. The SEA evaluates the future potential 
of the measures rather optimistically, which stands in sharp contrast both with the macro 
trends summarised above, as well as with specific disadvantageous case studies we have 
already touched up in our present comments.  



17 
 

 

Comments on the draft Hungarian  

Economic Development and Innovation Operational Programme 

 

The SEA also stresses, correctly, the need for collecting environmental indicators at the 
enterprise level. The use of EU EMAS Environmentally Focused Enterprise Management 
Systems should be a bonus in the evaluation of support to enterprises.  

The SEA makes marked statements about the negative consequences of the alternative 
scenario of the programme not being implemented but does not back these up with factual 
descriptions of why these negative alternatives constitute the only possible alternative. We 
believe more would be needed to substantiate the claim, laying out exactly what socio-
economic and environmental processes such alternative scenarios would entail.  

 

Budapest, 19th March 2022 
 
 
 

 
This publication has been produced by Clean Air Action Group (Levegő Munkacsoport, www.levego.hu) in the 
framework of the project “Towards climate-neutral EU: efficient allocation of EU funds” 
(https://www.ceeweb.org/eufunds/).  
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Initiative (EUKI). EUKI is a project financing instrument by the German Federal Ministry for the Environment, 
Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety (BMU). The EUKI competition for project ideas is implemented by the 
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH. It is the overarching goal of the EUKI to 
foster climate cooperation within the European Union (EU) in order to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions. 
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