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Pronatalist Family Policy, the Response of the Second
Hungarian Presidency of the Council of the European
Union to European Demographic Challenges

Hungary is taking over the Presidency of the Council of the European Union at a time when the demographic
challenges facing Europe have intensified significantly, when no EU country has enough children to support
natural reproduction, when Europe is ageing and its population is shrinking. Globally, these three factors
are leading to a steady decline in the economic potential and competitiveness of the European Union.
The challenge of the demographic winter is a fact that must be given due attention at EU decision-making
levels. The family is a priority for the majority of Europeans, and there is a strong need to support it;
Europe’s citizens believe to tackle the demographic challenges and depopulation by strengthening families,
not by encouraging migration. Hungary, as it did in 2011, during its first Presidency, considers it likewise
important in 2024 to give priority to encouraging the birth of European children in order to meet the
demographic challenges.

Introduction

On 1 July 2023, the Spanish—Belgian—Hungarian Presidency trio began its work within
the framework of the European Union’s institutional system, ensuring for a second time
that the three Member States will hold the Presidency of the Council of the European
Union for consecutive six-month terms. This will provide Hungary with the opportunity
to have a meaningful influence on the renewal of the functioning of European processes
and decision-making starting 1 July 2024, following the European Parliament elections,
at a politically sensitive time in the renewal of the European institutional system. In this
context, the questions of the establishment of the European Commission and the definition
of the portfolio of each Commissioner will have a direct bearing on the future of Europe’s
response to the demographic challenges. As Europe is facing the threat of a demographic
winter, policies based on traditional values of demographic policy-making and policies
to encourage migration are being challenged. In the midst of these debates, Hungary is
ready to draw the attention of decision-makers once again to the fact that more than two
thirds of the population of EU Member States see the solution to the EU’s demographic
challenges not in forced migration but in supporting families.

The European Union and its Member States need to increase their resilience and
strengthen their strategic autonomy as a community in relation to the other major players
in the world economy. To increase resilience, following the adoption of the presidential

d- https://doi.org/10.36250/01206 14



Tiinde Fiirész — Arpad Jozsef Mészaros

trio’s programme,' the three countries committed to promoting this by strengthening
Europe’s social dimension, including addressing the demographic challenge the EU is
facing. In this context, particular attention will be paid to exploring ways to address
this challenge.” This type of approach in itself highlights that Europe has not one but
several solutions to address the challenges of ageing and depopulation. This provides
a good basis for the more detailed Hungarian Presidency Programme and the processes
launched under it to place a strong emphasis on addressing demographic challenges in
ameaningful way, building also on the successes of the Hungarian family policy system.?

The evolution of family policy as a governmental policy
The historical development of family policy as a governmental policy in Hungary

When we talk about family policy in Europe today, we find, not surprisingly, a clash of
diverse and fundamentally different approaches across the European Union. What we
mean by this policy is therefore a complex question.

At the time of Hungary’s first EU Presidency, an independent interpretation of the need
to comprehensively address and heal the damage caused to families by the long-lasting
economic crisis that erupted in 2008 had not yet been crystallised and placed at the centre
of long-term national objectives. Nevertheless, the 2011 Hungarian Presidency of the
Council of the European Union immediately made the possible demographic impact of
reconciling work and family life an important task.*

But before our second Presidency, the foundation upon which we must build to
renew European public thinking and the attitudes of decision-makers in the European
institutional system is very clear. From the Hungarian perspective, the basic principles
of Hungarian family and population policy provide the necessary starting point for the
analysis of demographic issues undertaken in the Presidency’s programme.

In our country, a clearly identifiable evolutionary process started in 2010, separating
social policy based on the principle of need and the principle of assistance from the
policy of family support. This process was based on the principle that family support
is not a matter of social policy, of financial cohesion, of preventing disadvantage,
marginalisation and poverty.” Family policy in Hungary means the comprehensive
protection and support of the family as the smallest building block of society. Since
the main aim of family policy is to promote the internal stability of families, protect
their autonomy, increase their security, encourage childbearing, support child-rearing,
strengthen the link with the world of employment and promote intergenerational
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cooperation, family policy is only effective if it is stable, complex, targeted and flexible,°
and therefore as a social policy approach it cannot be effective. The family policy
approach became a sub-system of government policy with its own objectives and was
definitively separated from social policy when it became sufficiently clear that the most
important objective of family support systems and policies is not a mere social transfer,
but the free and uncoerced choice of people to start a family, to have children and to
raise children.” In the light of this, family policy in Hungary formally became a renewed
and independent policy and sector between 2014 and 2018, with an independent state
secretariat.® As a result, family-centred governance, which not only provided resources
but also renewed the social environment that determined the living conditions of
families in a significant way, has achieved a family-friendly attitude that is now visible
not only in the operation and functioning of the state, but in a much broader context.
It is clearly visible in the areas of local government, socio-economic organisations,
churches and the media, and in society as a whole. This does not mean, of course, that
domestic family policy does not necessarily take into account disadvantaged families
and does not have a very significant poverty prevention role, but both its principles and
its scope go far beyond this function.

Changes in the conceptual and institutional framework of family policy
in the European Union

When considering EU policy-making and action in the area of family policy, it is impor-
tant to highlight the issue of national competence and sovereignty. The development of the
European Union is characterised by an increase in EU competences and a strengthening
of the supranational level. This trend is also generally true in the field of social policy.
In case of social policy, although the EU’s dominant competences were primarily related
to the common market, employment policy, labour law regulation, and various aspects of
workplace safety and reconciliation of interests,’ the operation and financing of the social
policy institutional system in the narrow sense remained clearly within the competence
of member states. It is therefore also worth bearing in mind that the maintenance and
operation of welfare systems, their institutions and services, and in this context family
policy in the narrower sense, have remained a national competence, i.e. the principle
of subsidiarity continues to apply in most areas of family policy in the EU system of
division of competences.'” Member States insist that social policy, and thus family policy,
remains as such a matter of national competence.
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The European Union has a long history of pursuing objectives related to demography,
income, parental employment and equal opportunities between women and men, while
often implementing measures without a family policy framework."

However, national decision-making on family policy is still limited and cannot be
considered as full-fledged due to the expansion of EU powers and institutional action.
To understand this apparent contradiction in the historical development of EU measures
and regulations and policy-making, it is worth considering the following.

In the area of hard law on the coordination of family benefits, which is a family policy
subject, the development of EU law is particularly important. The provisions guaranteeing
the right of free movement of workers, for a long time exclusively in relation to intra-EU
movement, were clearly necessary and forward-looking in order to protect the right
of movement of workers and their families. Indeed, the implementation of the Treaty of
Rome requires that the rights of family members of workers, both adults and children, to
reside with the worker in another Member State and to have access to social protection
benefits and services in that Member State be protected by national and EU law.!?

The provisions on family benefits, which have been the subject of much controversy
in the recent past, are governed by the EU Regulations on the coordination of social
security systems to ensure free movement within the EU."* By introducing very specific
coordination provisions requiring the cooperation of Member States’ institutions, the
Regulations also cover maternity and family benefits, if only because the obligation to
coordinate family policy benefits is also enshrined in the Treaty on the Functioning of the
European Union."* However, these rules do not specify the specific benefits that national
family policy rules should establish, but rather that the benefits provided by national rules
should be available to people with the right of free movement on the same terms. The
primary objective of the coordination regulations is therefore to ensure interoperability
between Member States’ systems. Mutual recognition of rights acquired in different
countries and the taking into account of rights for the purpose of establishing benefits
under national law are essential to enable national authorities to apply EU coordination
rules correctly.

This regulation has posed serious challenges for the European Union in the recent
years of increased mobility on both intra-EU migration and migration from third
countries. Indeed, rules covering technical, individually well-understood rights have
generated effects in practice that have escalated into political conflict at the highest levels
during the previous decade. A good example of the sensitivity of the regulation, besides
specific national attempts to the indexation of family benefits (e.g. Austria),” is that,
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more generally, the negative overall social perception of British benefits for foreigners
(for children living abroad) can be identified as one of the ideological-political triggers
of Brexit.!'® Another very significant challenge also stems from the fact that, based on the
evolution of legal norms and court rulings, EU law now provides very broad protection
for the rights of migrants from third countries, going far beyond the original approach
to promoting employment described above.”

In the area of family policy, not only are there directly applicable regulations, but
also directives. Directive regulations in the field of family policy, which fall within the
scope of mandatory legislation, typically aim at preventing social exclusion, ensuring
equal opportunities and equal treatment.!® In the social field, the European Pillar of Social
Rights, adopted at the Gothenburg Social Summit in 2017, is decisive, with one of its
specific proposals being the creation of the directive on work—life balance, which also
regulates the extent of maternity and paternity leave.'

In addition to regulatory instruments, there are also instruments in the area of soft
law. The European Union, through its so-called open coordination mechanisms,? is also
able to influence national policies in these areas, influencing them in order to help achieve
the objectives set by the community of Member States.?! This could be the case, for
example, for guidelines in the annual country-specific recommendations that also affect
economic governance.?? For example, in case of Hungary, the 2023 recommendations
included a proposal to abolish the measures on utility cost reduction, which would have
a fundamental impact on government policies to support families.?® In reality, therefore,
EU intervention in national family policies cannot be completely ruled out, despite the
fact that they are an exclusive national competence.*

It is therefore hard to argue that, although family policy is indeed an area of national
competence, it is influenced directly and indirectly by EU regulation and policy-making
on many fronts.

For this reason, it is perhaps not an outlandish idea that national interests in family
policy can legitimately be reflected in EU policy-making and norm-setting processes. It is
therefore also possible to take substantive action in these areas as a Presidency objective
and impact directly influencing EU policy-making and legislation.
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Background on the scope for family policy action

In answering the question of what the scope for such action is, it is worth considering
the EU’s policy development and environment.

While in Hungary family policy as an independent policy has been separated from
social policy, the trends in the approach adopted in the EU institutions seem to be in the
opposite direction to this development. As Jenson points out, while today family support
is basically not on the agenda of policy-makers at all, this has not been the case in the
EU for a long time.?

In 1974, the EU embarked on a path that had a direct impact on family policy with
the launch of the Social Action Programme. The European Commission launched this
Action Programme in the context of the drive for full employment, under which it
developed a number of new directives,?® and from the mid-1970s there was a major drive
towards harmonisation of social legislation in certain areas. The launch of the Social
Action Programme made it possible to implement a community social policy and social
legislation that went beyond the provisions of the Treaty of Rome.27 In fact, the EU
institutional system used the opportunity provided by the relevant regulatory powers
of the labour markets to do so. Amongst other objectives, the adoption of measures to
achieve full employment has appeared, accompanied by the goal of achieving equality
between women and men and “ensuring that the family responsibilities of all concerned
are compatible with their workplace aspirations”.®

Given that the action of the European Union institutions has been limited to the
field of employment, measures to reconcile work and family life have remained firmly
focused on parental (usually maternal) employment. In the 1980s, however, the European
Commission began to consider the possibility of developing an explicit family policy.
The starting point for this was the demographic challenges, which were already clearly
emerging as a threat to the functioning of labour markets and to the security of family
incomes.”’

The development of policy in the social fields covering family policy at community
level thus appeared at the same time as the adoption of the legislation codifying social
security coordination, when the European Parliament adopted its resolution on family
policy in the EU in 1983.3° In it, policy-makers proposed the coordination of Member
States’ family policies at community level, with family policy becoming “an integral
part of all community policies”.!
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The European Commission also followed in the footsteps of the European Parliament’s
1983 decision in a 1989 communication. The document presented a comprehensive
and ambitious analysis that “since children are becoming increasingly rare, Europe’s
demographic future depends on the family”.** The document began with a description
of “Europe’s worrying demographic situation” and concluded with a description of
“the family as the fundamental unit of society” and its important role in intergenerational
solidarity. The communication called for EU-level support for childcare services as “a key
element of family policy”. The Communication aimed to provide Europe with a family
policy framework for new and “workable” measures.

However, the Social Affairs Council, examining the Communication, took a more
cautious approach to the Commission’s initiative. As an EU objective, it narrowed the
family policy issues related to child-rearing to the issue of ‘reconciling” work and family
life, i.e. it took its decisions only on a narrow interpretation of the EU’s employment
mandate. The Council agreed that the EU could take action on freedom of movement
and equal opportunities, but in the area of family policy it saw that the EU’s role could
be limited to collecting and disseminating information. Therefore, within the framework
of this mandate, and subject to the Commission’s initiative, it agreed to the establish-
ment of the European Observatory on Family Policies in 1989, but took no further action.*
Overall, with this decision and the adoption of its 1992 recommendation on day care,
the Council has caught up with the other institutions, each of which has taken an active
part in the EU’s policy-making process. These were followed by a number of further
steps,* although they did not fundamentally affect the retention of family (social) policies
within national competence.

Since no one could deny the demographic challenges, whose economic and social
impact was already foreseeable, the Commission published several major demographic
reports in the following years.? This was a cause for optimism. Four European Demo-
graphic Forums have been organised at the Commission’s initiative since 2006 (2006,
2008, 2010, 2013), although the Commission has not organised an EU-initiated event
since 2013. The Forums took stock of recent demographic developments and assessed
policy responses to demographic change. The Forums were accompanied by a biannual
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European Demography Report,*® which was subsequently discontinued. Despite having
been initiated in 2011, during the Hungarian Presidency, and despite the recommendation
of European family organisations and broad social and political support, in 2014 the
theme of ‘reconciling work and family life’ was not chosen as the theme of the European
Year. Despite these encouraging signs, the policy response to the demographic challenge
remains, with a clear break, primarily confined to European competences related to
the functioning of labour markets and equal opportunities. Against this background, the
political orientations and emphases emerging from the 2014 European Parliament elec-
tions can be clearly identified.

The central theme thus remained the promotion of parental employment in a way that
allows work to be reconciled with family life (the EU directive has dropped the word
‘family” and simply replaced it with ‘private life”), especially for women.*’

A further significant turning point came when the Lisbon Strategy of 2000 launched
the third ‘growth wave’ of European social policy; with its call for the ‘modernisation’
of social policy, it already diagnosed social exclusion as a major challenge.*® From then
on, the main objective was to adopt a social inclusion approach and develop its tools,
and the focus on equality between women and men and between different social groups
in different situations was pushed to the background.*® As this social development
perspective evolved in the 2000s, it was no longer families but individual children who
became the target of action.

The fight against ‘child poverty’ has become a priority in the European Union’s
renewed social agenda for 2008. When the Barroso Commission published its Social
Investment Package: Towards Social Investment for Growth and Cohesion on 20 February
2013, the life-cycle approach put children at the centre and childcare measures were
aimed first and foremost at them, and only secondarily at parents.*! In this important
document, families have received little attention, despite the fact that the disadvantage
and poverty of children is clearly a result of their family background. However, one
comment deserves attention, namely that earning an adequate income is a challenge for
families and that family-friendly jobs and employment policies are needed. The term
‘family’ was rarely mentioned in the Social Investment Package, while ‘child’ (‘children’)
was mentioned in many cases.

In 2018, when the EU defined the pillar of social rights in 20 principles, families were
again barely addressed.*” However, the European Commission announced a directive on
work-life balance for parents and carers, which returns to the familiar and solid ground
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of regulation and policy-making on parental care.*® The Directive extended rights to
paternity leave, parental leave, carer’s leave and flexible employment, with the aim of
encouraging the sharing of care between women and men and maintaining labour market
participation rates. The directive was firmly anchored in the EU’s traditional framework
and its competence for economic growth, but took only a very narrow approach to the
need to protect the interests of families.

Although since 2017 the European Parliamentary Research Service has been providing
an annual overview of demographic trends in the EU, this has not brought back the
political debate provided by demographic forums.**

Actors for family policy action

The Commission, set up in 2019, pays attention to demography and its social conse-
quences. In the face of changing attitudes towards families, the workings of the post of
Commissioner for Demography and their appointment as Commission Vice-President has
been promising and useful in this Commission’s term. The current post of Commissioner
for Democracy and Demography, created in 2019 and held by Dubravka Suica, is able
to point to the need for change even if the Commission has not assigned its own board
administration to its operations. As a result of its work, in June 2020, the European
Commission published a report on the impact of demographic change.* In this document,
the Commission highlighted the main drivers of demographic developments and their
implications for the EU. It is also worth noting that the Commission has created a new
interactive knowledge management tool, the Demographic Atlas,*® based on official
Eurostat statistics and forecasts, to help understand demographic change.

Last but not least, point 18(g) of the conclusions adopted during the European Council
meeting on 29-30 June 2023, clearly gives a political mandate to develop a toolbox on
demography, which will be prepared by the Vice-President and experts for the Commis-
sion’s approval.”’ This decision gives hope that the demographic challenge can be put on
the agenda at the highest political level during the Hungarian Presidency.

In the new European Commission formed in 2024, the Commissioner for Demography
should be given more authority and more room for manoeuvre, with an independent
portfolio and directorate, including a role for family welfare. We see this as necessary
because at present the current Commissioner’s portfolio, including democracy, is too
broad and does not allow the position to remain sufficiently focused in proposals to
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address demographic challenges. In part, its room for manoeuvre is limited by the fact
that it does not have an apparatus behind it (it does not have its own directorate) to help
it develop concrete technical proposals in a meaningful way.

However, the direction the post has taken is certainly to be welcomed, as it can be
very well suited to reflect the family policy approach at the EU policy-making level
and thus to redefine the social policy approach, once a well-constructed portfolio and
policy-making direction has been defined. If the Commissioner can continue to do so
as Vice-President, his/her activities can become cross-cutting and represent family and
population policy interests horizontally.

Finally, it is worth noting that the European Council’s proposing body, the Committee
of the Regions, has twice in the last decade, in the course of the deliberations of the
representatives of regional and local authorities of the European Union, expressed its
opinion and made proposals on demography regarding the most pressing demographic
issues of the EU.* The 2020 document deserves a special mention for its clear affirmation
of the need to support families among the majority of the European population, and for
its recognition of the importance of family.

Section 20 of the document stresses the need to make it economically possible for
young people to start a large family. The right conditions must be created to make it
easier and quicker for those who want to have children to have even more children. While
recognising that policies to address future demographic change are limited and will take
time to have an impact, and that the focus should therefore be on adapting to an EU of
older population and making the transition smoother, it stresses that in the meantime,
support should be provided for young people in the transition to adulthood and for families
to increase fertility rates in the regions concerned. The document highlights the need for
more investment in better work—life balance, social and family-friendly infrastructure.

Section 46 stresses that having children should not be an obstacle to professional
ambition and should not lead to poverty or a reduction in purchasing power, especially
for large families and single-parent families. Family planning is a long-term process
and therefore requires a stable and proactive policy that includes work-life balance and
fathers’ participation in family life. It should be made easier for mothers to return to
the labour market quickly and under flexible conditions after maternity leave; the 50
sections underline that research shows that priority should be given to young people’s
access to a predictable income and housing, providing them with the security they need
to start a family.

In the light of this, the document stressed that the Committee of the Regions looked
forward to the Commission’s proposals for future childcare, based on Section 29, giving
priority to measures to increase total family income and support for parents, and that
family policies should not be seen as a public expenditure but rather as an investment in
a strategic instrument for society.

4 Opinion of the European Committee of the Regions — The EU response to the demographic challenge
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Meanwhile, the European Child Guarantee initiative has been adopted in the form of
a Council Recommendation,” and includes improving the living conditions and social
security of families as an important aspect, with a particular focus on lower income
families and middle income families facing income losses due to the impact of the Covid
epidemic and other crises.

The sentences in the Committee of the Regions’ document can very well be drawn
in parallel with the Hungarian family policy guidelines and concrete measures, which
also gives hope that family policy, measures and support — as systems that remain within
national competence — but also at EU level, can be important and recognised instruments
for tackling demographic challenges, and that a dialogue can be started on their support
within the scope of EU competence.

The emergence and achievements of family policy among the priorities of the
2011 Hungarian Presidency

Hungary’s first EU Presidency focused on the demographic impact of reconciling work
and family life.’® Among the events of the Hungarian Presidency, the followings deserve
to be highlighted:

— a week-long series of events from 28 March to 2 April 2011, under the motto
“Europe for Families, Families for Europe”, raised awareness of the importance
of families and demonstrated the political and governmental commitment to
renewing the family policy orientation

— informal meeting of ministers responsible for demography and family affairs™

— the Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council (EPSCO) of
June 2011, which adopted conclusions on the impact of reconciling work and family
life on demographic trends;* the conclusions reaffirmed the need to tackle demo-
graphic challenges by improving the reconciliation of work and family life, the lack
of which is a clear obstacle to European families having the children they wish for

In terms of results, the emergence of a consensus on the need to pay more attention to
population and families at EU level is noteworthy. There can be no question that one
of the greatest challenges facing the European Union is to maintain its competitiveness
and preserve its economic and social system. Although the political will to do so is not
yet evident in the current institutional set-up, a change of approach to demographic and
family issues is essential for Europe to achieve its global objectives.

4 Council Recommendation (EU) 2021/1004 (06.14.2021) on European Child Guarantee.

50 Priorities of the 2011 Hungarian EU Presidency. For a more detailed overview of the Presidency events
see FURESZ-MOLNAR 2023: 35-45.

St 31 March — 1 April 2011: informal meeting of ministers responsible for demography and family affairs,
focusing on the impact of reconciling work and family life on demographic trends (Council of the European
Union 2011b).
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Among the results, we consider it an important step that the European Economic
and Social Committee also came to the same conclusion in its exploratory opinion
issued at the request of the Hungarian EU Presidency. The Committee’s proposals drew
attention to the importance of exchanging practices between European Member States in
support of family formation.> In order to strengthen this positive process, the Hungarian
Presidency proposed that the European Union should designate 2014 as the European
Year of Families, although this did not happen.

Despite the fact that in the more than a decade since the first Hungarian Presidency,
the demographic situation of the European Union has continued to deteriorate, and from
2015 onwards its member states are facing the biggest migration crisis ever, the issue of
population and thus the survival of Europe has not been given sufficient prominence on
the agenda of the EU institutions.

While in the European arena, policy-makers have increasingly de-prioritised families
and population, they have turned to social policies based on social inclusion and increasingly
to individual support for children.** Hungary, on the other hand, is the Member State most
committed to addressing the issue of families and preserving the communities that are
the backbone of the nations that make up the Union. Hungary and Central Europe are also
becoming increasingly aware of the importance of political issues such as demography,
traditional family values, family orientation and family issues in preserving the strength
of their nations. The coming together of actors willing to work for families has become
a symbol of the rise of a pro-family international alliance, with the Budapest Demography
Summit, now having held its 5" gathering in 2023. An event that plays a major role in
building not only professional but also political capital as the Hungarian Government
prepares to assume the EU Presidency.

Although the adoption of the aforementioned Directive on reconciliation of work and
family life was an important step forward at the level of standards in the European Union in
2019, the Directive can be interpreted as an individual instrument rather than a step towards
a single, broad-based family policy approach that could potentially take into account the
solution of the demographic challenge by national resources and families. In the meantime,
the policy-making attitude is largely pro-migration, focusing not only on the conditions
for the natural internal movement of EU citizens enjoying the right of free movement, but
increasingly on the challenges posed by third country nationals. And while policy-makers’
actions are overwhelmingly geared towards the admission and eventual reception of third
country nationals in Europe, even in the case of illegal economic migration, the vast majority
of the European population takes a clearly contrary view.

Whatever the European policy-building goals of a presidency, it is worth paying attention
to what Europeans themselves think. And though it is not surprising that the European
public is more family-centred than pro-migration, it is surprising that the political elites
in many European countries and the institutions of the European Union ignore this fact.

53 Opinion of the European Economic and Social Committee on “The role of family policy in the process

of demographic change: sharing best practice across Member States” (exploratory opinion).
¢ JENSON 2021: 52.
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The Szazadvég Foundation for Policy Studies and the Maria Kopp Institute for
Demography and Families (KINCS) are conducting a targeted survey of European
citizens’ attitudes towards family, demography and migration in the framework of Project
Europe. The representative survey of 30,000 citizens clearly shows that a large majority
of Europeans, if given the opportunity to express their views, expect decision-makers
to support families and help them have children, rather than to promote migration as the
only salutatory solution.* It is also worth noting that: “...the fault line between solving
the demographic challenge by encouraging immigration or increasing the birth rate and
supporting families also exists between European citizens and the leadership of the
European Union. Two thirds (65%) of European citizens polled rated the EU’s handling
of the migration crisis as weak [...]. A good two thirds (68%) of the 28,000 Europeans
polled said their government should rely on internal resources and support local families
rather than immigration. Even more respondents (88%) consider family an important
value [...]. Eight out of ten (81%) EU residents think it is important for the state to support
families and family formation. More than half (53%) of EU citizens believe that young
people should be helped to have children as soon as possible.”

European decision-makers need to take into account the views of the European
population, for whom the family is a priority, to support it and to tackle depopulation
by strengthening families rather than encouraging migration.

Improving the demographic situation in the European Union will therefore be one of
the top priorities of the second Hungarian Presidency, which will run from July to the
end of December 2024. In this context, progress must be made in terms of strengthening
European families, parents with children, especially families with children in special
situations, such as single-parent families and large families (families with three or more
children), and promoting the birth of children planned by young people, at least at
a political level, by raising awareness and revisiting the principle of the issue. With an
ambitious objective, these principles and the means to implement them must be included
in some way among the responses to the demographic challenges.

The current state of Hungarian family policy, its opportunities and challenges

In assessing the importance of an autonomous family policy, it is first and foremost
important to consider the reasons behind it. The country’s population has been in constant
decline since 1981, so the most basic objective is to halt the country’s depopulation by
mobilising society’s internal resources: supporting families. This objective also reveals
three further reasons: 1. There can be no economic growth or sustainable development
without the well-being of families. 2. The state of society reflects the state of families,

55 See FURESZ-MOLNAR 2023: 40. The Szazadvég Political School Foundation and the Maria Kopp Institute
for Demography and Families (KINCS) have been researching the attitudes of European citizens towards
families for three years now, as part of the Project Europe.

% GERE 2023: 66.
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which highlights an emotional factor that cannot be ignored when laying down the
principles of family policy. 3. Supporting children and families is the most important
investment in the future of the nation, its survival and in making a nation stronger.

In the fight against the demographic winter that Europe is suffering from (the conti-
nent’s population is simultaneously ageing and shrinking),’’ the fundamental fact that
overall fertility in the European Union is far below the level needed to simply reproduce
the population must be faced.’® While in 1950 it was 2.77, by 2021 Europe’s fertility
rate had fallen to 1.53 (Eurostat), even though it would need to reach 2.1 to reproduce
current population levels. Just as importantly, the decline in the active population, which
directly (via families) or indirectly (via social security systems, especially social security
pensions) supports the inactive (children, elderly over 65), is also accelerating faster than
the decline in the population. This will lead to the long-term unsustainability of current
social models, especially pension systems. If a State offsets this decline with a model
based mainly on migration of working-age people, it must in any case take account of
the impact of this migrant workforce on society.

Pal Demény has pointed out persuasively that to address Europe’s demographic prob-
lems only by mass immigration is an illusion.” Immigration can increase fertility in the
short term, but only at the cost of radically changing the cultural and ethnic composition
of the host society. This is particularly true with the mass influx of asylum seekers into
Europe that started in 2015 and was accompanied by significant irregular migration flows.
The contribution of these migrants to the functioning of the host economy is negligible
compared to the labour force that is in most cases deliberately attracted to Europe for
targeted employment. Meanwhile, the financial burden of the procedures and subsidies
associated with their admission are increasing significantly, while the majority of them do
not consider either sustainable entry into the labour market or social integration as their
fundamental objective. This reinforces what Professor Demény has highlighted, and only
accelerates the processes that are disrupting the ethnic and cultural composition and
balances of host societies, while internal social tensions are increasing. For all these
reasons, migration cannot be the only answer to the questions of meeting economic
needs. Economic sustainability cannot be achieved on the basis of immigration alone,
but also requires demographic sustainability.®

Recognising this, the Hungarian Government committed itself to a different path
in 2010. It wants to halt population decline through an effective family policy, with
a focus on families having and raising children. This approach will ensure the emotional

7 FURESZ-MOLNAR 2023: 37.

8 The population of our continent in 2022 will be 745 million, representing 10% of the world’s population
(United Nations 2022). In 1950, the population was 550 million, so by today, the increase is only 35%. This
is the smallest increase among the continents. By 2100, the continent’s population is projected to fall to
586 million people, reducing Europe’s share of the population from 10% to less than 6% (See Hungarian
Central Statistical Office s. a.). “According to Eurostat population data, in 1960 there were on average three
young people (aged 0—14) for every old person (aged 65 or over), while in 2060 it is projected that there
will be two old people for every young person” (Eurostat s. a.a; FORESZ—MOLNAR 2023: 37).

¥ DEMENY 2016: 219, 366.
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well-being of society and its members in the short and medium term and the long-term
survival of the nation. A loving, harmonious family and a good marriage are crucial
health protective factors. The emotional well-being of members of society is enhanced
when a well-functioning supportive community, the family, provides individuals with
a good base to rely on in their challenging daily lives. A good family life is the basis
for a good quality of life, and the state of society is the state of the families that make up
its essential building blocks. Family policy has an important role to play in protecting
and supporting families to achieve the goal of creating a balanced and viable society of
well-functioning families.®!

Among the challenges facing families, emphasis must necessarily be placed on
those that affect their economic opportunities and financial security, while the key to
a successful policy response is to build a predictable system that is complex, targeted
and flexible. A large family policy system must be well adapted to both individual
circumstances and global challenges.

The current family policy is based on five clearly identifiable pillars:

— Parenting should be financially advantageous for families

— Families should receive help for home ownership

— Family policy should be based on mothers

— Every sphere of the country shall be made family-friendly

— The institution of family and children should be protected by law

In order to achieve these goals, the Hungarian family policy must provide instruments
that work and provide meaningful support in the following areas: first and foremost,
families need financial support, because this is the basis upon which the state can provide
for their financial security, that is by partially assuming the families’ financial burdens.
In order to achieve this, and in line with the principle of self-sufficiency, the relevant
legislation necessarily provides for a part of family support to be linked to employment,
which can ensure that families’ financial situation is constantly strengthened by taking
account of their own efforts and financial results. This is logically linked to a system of
measures to reconcile work and family life, as well as support for adequate housing and
home ownership, which is important for the majority of Hungarians.

However, beyond the material level, important areas of today’s Hungarian family
policy are the promotion of the well-being of children, intergenerational solidarity and
the family-friendly operation of the country, the effective introduction and maintenance
of measures and instruments that develop and ensure an all-encompassing family-friendly
approach that is clearly perceptible in everyday social existence.

All these family policy measures will make it possible to build and continuously
strengthen a society that is strong and capable of renewal, but which builds on its tradi-
tions and roots and preserves its culture.

o' NovVAK et al. 2017; PARr1 et al. 2019: 12-25; Acocs—BALoGH 2020: 38—60; ENGLER et al. 2022: 10-21.
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The impact of family policy on economic and social development

The Hungarian Government sees family policy as a long-term investment in the well-being
of families, with the most important of its many expected benefits and outcomes being the
survival of our nation. There are also clearly visible pragmatic benefits of this investment,
such as ensuring the supply of new labour and thus the sustainability of our social
security systems. In addition, family policy already has a very strong mobilising effect,
promoting active participation in the world of labour. As eligibility for the majority of
family support measures is linked by law to gainful activity (e.g. employment) and related
social insurance, it is in the interest of all concerned to choose work rather than handouts.
But it provides more than that: it is an approach that restores the self-esteem of those
who choose to work and start a family by leaving a visible share of their income to the
family through a system of family tax credits, measured in concrete terms, by personal
income tax or, in the case of low levels of personal income tax, even social security
contributions. And the larger the income and the family itself, the more resources are left
with the family. Such family financial transfers (benefits and subsidies) are a very visible
sign that the state and society regard the family and the child as a fundamental value.
They also help to retain the domestic labour force base in a wider context than a system
of equal amounts of benefit-like support for each child. Research suggests that a return
to a pre-2010 system of support schemes, would visibly narrow the labour force base and
demotivate a large proportion of parents with young children.®

Since there can be no economic growth and sustainable development without having
children and strengthening families, the primary objective of family policy is to ensure
that individuals can decide to start a family of their own free will, without coercion,
and that families can also decide for themselves concerning their own affairs, including
having children. Family policy ensures the autonomy of those preparing to start a family
and of family members, protects the rights of family members, helps families to achieve
internal stability and strengthens their position and security within society by reducing
the risk of poverty. The State seeks to make it easier for families to work while having
and raising children, by covering part of the costs of having and raising children, thus
contributing to a positive social image and appreciation of families.

As the government builds a work- and family-based society, child-rearing and work
encourage each other, encouraging participation in the labour market as opposed to
welfare-based subsidies. This mobilises internal resources immediately,” in case of labour
shortages, which are common in most EU countries, and in the long run it can also ensure
a supply of sufficiently skilled labour in the domestic education system more efficiently
and firmly than migration.

2 CHRISTL—GARCIA 2023.
6 CHRISTL—GARCIA 2023.
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The decline in population is accompanied by a significant decline in economic output.
It is already apparent that the EU is in decline in an increasingly competitive global
environment, in which its shrinking share of the world’s population plays a significant
role.*

Having children is therefore a key issue for competitiveness and sustainability in
the short, medium and long term. Even if, at first sight, this response to economic
challenges and labour shortages may seem more expensive and slower, i.e. less effective.
It is necessary to recognise that only a complex response, taking into account all the
social and economic impacts, can determine what is more effective: reversing internal
demographic trends and mobilising internal resources, or a commitment to migration.

The Hungarian experience shows that having children and responsible parenthood
is the most important investment in the future. If only because of the economic and
competitiveness effects in the narrower sense, since among the effects on employment, the
possibility of a well-educated workforce with children of their own means a more efficient
and better mobilised economic resource building than the replacement of resources
through migration.

The international aid organisation Malteser International in its report for the year
2021, citing data from the German Federal Labour Office (IAB), found that among the
eight countries with the highest number of asylum seekers in Germany (Afghanistan,
Eritrea, Iraq, Iran, Nigeria, Pakistan, Syria, Somalia), the employment rate for the 15—-65
age group is only 37%, which is almost double among the native German population
(70%) and much lower than for people from the new Member States or the Western
Balkans (around 60%). The German employment office classifies possible activities
into four types: unskilled, skilled, specialist (at least two years of vocational training,
BA degree), expert (MA degree). Their survey shows that half of the arrivals from the
eight countries mentioned above were in the category of some kind of unskilled work.
Most of those employed in specialist or expert positions from the eight countries were
Iranian nationals (30%).

In addition, refugees were more often employed in fixed-term jobs (69%) than
non-migrants (10%). A further 18% were employed in temporary work, which was the
case for only 1% of non-migrants.® It is particularly worrying that this is not a temporary
phenomenon, as these figures show no significant improvement at all compared to the
situation in 2017. However, it is not only the labour market situation that needs to be
considered to paint the overall picture. The arrival of irregular migrants since 2015,
is not a reassuring response to the challenges, nor can it be argued that the economic
impact of irregular immigration from third countries has been positive anywhere so far.

Tt is estimated that by 2050, six of the world’s seven largest economies will be developing countries,

led by China and India. Germany will slip to 9" place and the U.K. to 10". G7 members France and Italy
will drop out of the top 10 and top 20 economies respectively (see FORESZ-MOLNAR 2023: 37; PwC 2021).
% Malteser 2021: 32, 37.
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In general, however, the observation of increasing numbers of migrants from outside
Europe that create parallel societies are being reinforced.®® This in turn directly threatens
both Europe’s social integrity and its economic competitiveness.®’

Most developed economies face significant labour shortages. As in other developed
countries of the world, this is particularly true for the developed countries of Europe in
terms of high-skilled jobs.®® As migration is the rarest way to meet the permanent demand
for skilled labour in Western European economies, there is an increasing brain drain from
the Member States that have joined since 2004. This process, however, can significantly
weaken the economic potential of the sending country,® and this will in no way shift
the balance of internal mobility in the European Union, and the competitiveness of the
European Union as a whole, in a positive direction. Moreover, since 2015, the attraction
of highly skilled labour from outside the EU is in practice no longer the main direction of
European migration flows. It is not the most challenging of migration issues, nor is it the
migration segment that generates the largest number of immigrants in Europe.

Although the so-called EU directives on migration” were also adopted to attract
well-qualified professionals who would come to work in order to increase Europe’s
competitiveness, that is, they do not at all embody an unrestricted approach to the
admission of economic refugees, the current migration processes and the EU institutional
responses to them reinforce and encourage the latter. However, if the purpose of migration
is to obtain the necessary labour force, it must be seen that, in contrast to the workers
arriving through legal migration, who are specifically sought by the actors of national
economies and who are suitable for work, in most cases, the economic refugees who
appear through irregular migration are not in fact able to make a meaningful contribution
to the development of economies. At the same time, their negative impact on host societies
and on the economy and competitiveness of host countries as a whole is hard to deny.
This is precisely to show that migration solutions are not short-term issues, but can only
be assessed in the light of their longer-term effectiveness and impact. These ambivalent
results and the new societal challenges they pose rightly raise the question: Is this the
only direction in which Europe can move?

Meanwhile, European mainstream decision-makers today do not mention the pro-
motion of European childbirth and the protection of families even among the long-term
solutions,” although the achievements of Central Europe and especially of our country
should at least make all responsible decision-makers think.

% While in a growing number of countries the proportion of children born to third country mothers is

increasing compared to the proportion of children born to majority nationalities in EU Member States (one
in three in Cyprus, Austria, Belgium, Sweden, Malta and Germany, one in four in Spain, Ireland, France
and Italy, and one in five in several countries; see FURESZ—MOLNAR 2023: 39).

7 FURESZ-MOLNAR 2023: 39.

% In Germany, in recent years, there has been a steady increase in the migration of highly skilled workers
from India to work in IT, science and service professions (Malteser 2021).

% FURESZ-MOLNAR 2023: 38.

0 Council Directive 2009/50/EC (blue card directive).

' FURESZ-MOLNAR 2023: 38.
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Hungary’s interests for the future development of family policy

EU data for the decade 2010-2020, show that the sustained increase in childbearing
was observed in those countries that sought to reduce depopulation not by promoting
migration but by supporting the birth of children and strengthening families.”> On average,
fertility rates have fallen by 2.5% in EU Member States,”® while the Czech Republic
and Slovakia, as well as Latvia and Romania, have seen a substantial increase, mainly
through population growth based on internal resources. In contrast, primary migration
destinations such as France, Sweden, Belgium or the Netherlands have seen a significant
decline or no increase (e.g. Germany) in fertility rates, which is an indicator of the
propensity to have children.

There is no question that Europe needs to prevent the steep decline in fertility rates
that is currently occurring in many countries in East Asia. Of course, policy-makers
must avoid senseless strategies to force people to have more children than they actually
want. Fortunately, European research shows that people wish to have more children
than are eventually born.”* Not surprisingly, not only in our country, but also elsewhere,
people are looking for practical ways of relying on internal resources. Rotkirch, for
example, lists ten cost-effective ways to address this, including a family-friendly approach,
providing equal opportunities, valuing men and fathers, and raising fertility awareness.”

Since the 1970s, first births have been delayed in Europe, so raising awareness of
the biological limits to late childbearing among young men and women is essential
to complement policies addressing the wider economic and social causes of delayed
fertility.”* Meanwhile, most national governments and EU institutions are still focusing
on migration issues and looking for solutions to demographic challenges.

It is certainly worth taking into account that Member States have a different focus
when dealing with demographic issues. They often have different interests and objectives
in finding solutions and applying measures. For this very reason, it is important to make
a breakthrough in ensuring that the EU’s institutional approach is not one-sided once the
Trio Presidency’s programme has been implemented. It is in our national interest that
the EU legal system should leave the issue of family policy within national competence,
while at the same time putting the issue of tackling demographic challenges on the agenda,
giving Member States a free hand to find appropriate solutions. Preserving sovereignty in
the area of family policy is clearly a priority for us, given the current political mainstream
approach and European differences, but it would be necessary to ensure that the diversity
of national approaches is recognised by the decision-makers in the European institutional
system. Targeted support for specific groups, such as families with three or more children
or single parents, is also timely in order to create opportunities.

2 FURESZ-MOLNAR 2023: 38.

73 Eurostats. a.c.

7 Eurostat s. a.c.

7> GIETEL-BASTEN et al. 2022.

7 BEAUJOUAN—SOBOTKA 2022: 3.
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The majority of the European population, if given the opportunity, clearly expresses
a preference for supporting families rather than exclusively recognising and supporting
migration.”” For citizens of both Central and Eastern and Southern Europe, family is the
most important value, with more than nine out of ten saying so0.”®

While Hungary’s first EU Presidency focused on the potential demographic impact of
reconciling work and family life in the area of family policy,” the second Presidency will
provide an opportunity to address the demographic challenges in all their complexity.
The success of Hungarian family policy (in terms of marriage rates, fertility growth,
reduction in abortions, employment of parents of young children, increase in family
incomes and the associated reduction in poverty) and the possibility of sharing good
practice across Europe could play an important role in this.

There is a need to recognise at a European level that all national solutions that
strengthen Europe’s competitiveness have a place in Europe. Good and successful solu-
tions should be shared, examined and not only left to national governments to implement,
but should also be supported.

Hungarian experience shows that what matters for competitiveness is, for example, how
a workplace treats its employees. Sharing good practices of family-friendly workplaces
and family-friendly companies/enterprises, and making targeted EU funds available
for the implementation of these practices at national and pan-European level can have
added value in terms of increasing competitiveness. It can also mobilise a labour force
that would otherwise remain outside the labour market, both among parents with young
children, men and women alike, and older and younger workers. It is important that not
only environmental ‘green’ objectives should be taken into account in the assessment
and screening of companies, but that family friendliness should also be an integral part
of social responsibility. If only because, as KINCS research has confirmed, protecting
the environment, i.e. protecting the created world, and having and raising children, i.e.
protecting and passing on life, are values that reinforce each other. There is no doubt that
the family is the cradle of sustainability, and that having a large family and protecting the
environment go hand in hand.

It is in line with Hungarian interests that the issue of strengthening intergenerational
cooperation, especially with regard to care tasks, should also be a focus of EU policy-
making. A holistic approach to elderly care and childcare, providing families with
opportunities and freedom of decision, is clearly an aspect that should be supported by
European institutional decision-makers. This objective should be pursued in such a way
as to promote a meaningful choice for those concerned to take on the care of their loved
ones and family members, either within an appropriate care system or at home and/or
within the family.

It is vital to recognise that encouraging and promoting family formation, especially
among young people, is a matter of European interest. In this context, attention should

77 FURESZ-MOLNAR 2023: 39, 42; GERE 2023: 66.
8 Kiss-Kozma 2022.
" Government of Hungary 2010.
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be paid to the fact that the childbearing age is increasingly being extended, which plays
a major role in reducing the number of children being born within a family.® It is worth
encouraging creative, 21 century ways of putting this into practice, for example through
family-friendly higher education or by raising young people’s fertility awareness. As the
social support provided by the family is key to mental and therefore in many ways
physical health, strong families are needed for healthy, harmonious European societies.
Loneliness, its associated illnesses or depopulation, can also have a negative impact on
the competitiveness of European societies and economies.

Preventing the marginalisation of Europe, preserving the self-sustaining internal
strength and social cohesion of our Member States are our common goals, to which we
have a duty to apply all the good and effective responses possible, and to reject them
on ideological grounds alone is not only a mistake, but also dangerous for the future of
Europe. The Hungarian Presidency can provide an opportunity to put this idea centre
stage by establishing a frank and factual dialogue.
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