
Dr. Attila Beneda
Opening speech
[bookmark: _GoBack]Interactive dialogue with the CEDAW Committee on the 9th Periodic Report of Hungary
7th February 2023

Distinguished Members of the Committee,
Honoured Guests,
Ladies and Gentlemen,
As head of the Hungarian delegation, it is indeed my great pleasure to be here at the 84th session of the CEDAW Committee and have an interactive dialogue with you on the 9th periodic report of Hungary.

Please allow me to convey the basic principles and drivers of Hungarian gender equality policy to you.
As articulated in the Fundamental Law of Hungary – which is our Constitution - women and men are equal; Hungary shall protect gender equality by means of specific measures. The Hungarian Government supports the strategic principle of gender equality. At the same time, as the Fundamental Law of Hungary also emphasizes the protection of families, the issue of women’s policy is substantially approached from the family perspective, especially since the gender gap is coming not primarily from the biological differences or social stereotypes between women and men, but from the fact that because of raising children, women may be disadvantaged on many areas of life, including on the labour market. We believe that emphasis should be placed on creating harmonious cooperation between women and men in all spheres of life despite our existing differences.
Another main reason why family policy and women's policy cannot be separated from one another is the fact that, according to the 2016 nation-wide population enumeration, about 78% of women aged 25-59 are mothers. However, I wish to emphasize that if we examine womanhood, we may find that women are part of families not only as mothers and wives but also as sisters and daughters, grandmothers, cousins, aunts and so on.

It is the Hungarian Government’s principal objective to support citizens in free decision-making. As articulated in our Fundamental Law, “we hold that human existence is based on human dignity”, which also involves the respect demonstrated towards women and women’s rights. It is exactly the concept of freedom, which serves as the basis for our approach towards ensuring and protecting gender equality. For the Hungarian Government, it is of crucial importance to support every woman, every individual in making decisions freely according to their own wishes and needs. This holds true for all aspects of life – starting from creating a balance between work and family life to the most complex aspects of employment.

Let me start by emphasizing that, over the past 10 years, the Hungarian government has taken a number of significant measures to promote gender equality and give freedom of choice to women in all spheres of life. These measures have contributed to increasing women's opportunities, to valuing their work, as well as to ensuring that motherhood is not synonymous with financial hardship.
Supporting balance between work and family life as part of the progress of a family-focused and work-based society is a priority for the Hungarian government. In order to achieve this, the Hungarian Government has established concrete and well-definable measures so that it could be easier for every woman, every individual to reach a balance.
One of our most prominent policies that expresses the principle of freedom of choice is the possibility for women to have the opportunity to decide whether they choose to return to the labour market 6 months after giving birth while receiving childcare benefits, or they wish to stay at home with their child on parental leave for a longer period of time.

Another important aspect of our approach to provide freedom of decision for women is the opportunity of relying on children’s daycare services. Despite the fact that the use of nursery care is not obligatory in Hungary as per the characteristics of the family support system, the Government has recognized that the complex development of the nursery care system directly contributes to the realization of the aforementioned goals.

The Government has set the aim of implementing a network of nursery care institutions in Hungary for children under the age of 3, which responds to the needs of parents who demand it.  Adapting the types of nursery care to the needs of women with small children (nursery – mini nursery – family nursery – workplace nursery) is in line with international and EU objectives in terms of Early Childhood Education and Care. Hungary has spent more than 200 billion HUF [556 million USD](from EU funds and the domestic budget) to significantly improve the number of places in nursery care (by 85% in comparison to 2010). At present, there are four times as many institutions and services than in 2010. This is not only a change in numbers but also a qualitative improvement. Due to this development, a further reduction has been manifested in territorial disparities: nursery care is provided in three times more settlements than in 2010. Furthermore, the Government has expressed its appreciation for the work of professionals in nursery care, including through wage increases.

When emphasizing freedom of choice, the third measure to mention at this point is the unique Women 40 program on the basis of which women who have fulfilled at least 40 years of eligibility period – either in the form of employment or child raising – are eligible for a pension, regardless of their age. By this measure, the Hungarian Government wishes to acknowledge the multiple burdens and engagement of women with providing the opportunity of early retirement, and at the same time giving grandmothers the opportunity to help at the family.

Ladies and Gentlemen, let me continue by shifting towards an area of gender equality with significant outcomes, namely the employment of women.
I am glad to share with you that the labour market situation of women has improved significantly during the last 10 years, similarly to the national economy as a whole. During this period, the number of women in employment has increased to 2,204,000, corresponding to a growth rate of 14.5%. The employment rate for women thus jumped from 52.6%, to almost 70%, which is already 5 percentage points higher than the EU average. Meanwhile, female unemployment rate has dropped from 10% to 3.5% between 2013 and 2022, which is almost half of the European average of 6.6%.
A similar upward trend has been observed in the employment of women with young children since 2013. Compared to 2013, the employment rate for women in their prime working age (25-49 years) with children under 3 years of age has risen from 70% to close to 79%, and for women with children under 6 years of age from 69% to 77%. Such a high female employment rate has not been measured by the Hungarian Central Statistical Office in the last three decades.
Women's earnings in Hungary have risen at a similar rate to men's in recent years, increasing by around 10% per year until 2021, and then by 16.5% in 2022. Since 2013, there has been an increase of 65.1 % for men and 67.6 % for women in real earnings. The gender pay gap has fluctuated between 16% and 17% over the period – on this we need to work further.
Families and especially women are protected also by labour law legislation. When drafting the new Labour Code in 2012, one of the main goals of the Hungarian government was to increase the employment of women. To this end, the Labour Code contains numerous specific provisions for the protection of pregnant women and women raising children. The Labour Code also stipulates that the requirement of equal treatment shall be respected when determining the remuneration of work.

Please allow me to call your attention to our recent amendments of the Labour Code, adopted on January 1st 2023. Several provisions promote women's employment, in particular the return of parents with small children to the world of work and the balance of work and private life. Besides the uniquely long parental leave of up to 36 months, parents after at least one year of employment are entitled individually to take 44 non-transferable days of paid leave to take care of their children until the child reaches 3 years of age. Family protection and the labour market participation of women is also supported by extra paid leave for both parents annually, and paid paternity leave has also been doubled enabling for up to 10 working days after childbirth. With regard to the organisation of working time, the Labour Code contains an entire set of flexible working arrangements to adapt to the needs of technological developments. Flexible working arrangements are essential for parents, especially for parents with young children, in order to reconcile family and work responsibilities. New guarantees protect women returning to the labour market, for instance night work may be scheduled for a woman with a child aged 3-10 only upon her written consent. 
Furthermore, atypical forms of employment in the Labour Code also help to combine family and work responsibilities and re-entering the labour market after childbirth such as work on call, job-sharing, employment relationship established by multiple employers and teleworking. Since January 1st 2023, parents with young children can request remote work or part-time work until the child reaches eight years of age.

In order to increase women’s leadership, we believe in grassroots initiatives such as motivating, training and mentoring women. We are convinced that, in the long term, these are undoubtedly effective tools.

I wish to highlight that, in 2019, the proportion of female managers in Hungary was the 6th highest in the EU, well above the average for all Member States. Besides, it is important to emphasize that the proportion of women in the public sector is particularly high in Hungary standing at 65.7% according to data published for the first nine months of 2022. On average, this proportion is 31.3% in the for-profit sector and 54.5% in the non-profit sector. In addition, the rate of women managers in large companies is also very encouraging: according to data of the Budapest Stock Exchange from January 2023, 20.84% of directors in public limited companies are women.

Ladies and gentlemen, it is meaningful that the dual role of women - in the labour market and in child-rearing - is rewarded by the government of Hungary with various opportunities.
These include a complete personal income tax exemption for mothers of four or more children for their entire life, the cancellation of student loan debts in case of childbearing for young mothers, as well as our generous family tax benefit.
On top of this, in 2021, the government has increased the infant care allowance to 100 percent of the gross wage, so mothers receive more payment than their previous net income in the first six months of childcare –which is an exception in Europe - because Hungary values women. Furthermore, according to one of our newest measures supporting women, from January 1, 2023, mothers who give birth to their child before their 30th birthday are also exempt from paying personal income tax until they turn 30. Single, married and cohabiting mothers can all benefit from this discount. 
In addition, I would like to mention that the Government supports the youth and among them young women with providing personal income tax exemption for young people under the age of 25.

Please allow me to add that the support of disadvantaged groups of women, such as single mothers, women with disabilities or Roma women is crucial for the Hungarian Government as well.
It is a significant problem for single mothers whether they receive child support payment from the father of the child at all or with some delay. In 2022, a new legal amendment came into force, which presents a serious step forward in this field. It increases the speed and efficiency of procedures, which determine and ultimately secure payments. Also, it makes legal regulations more favourable. Besides, it is important to mention that, from 1 January 2022, the minimum amount of orphans’ benefit has more than doubled. 
For women with disabilities in Hungary, the policy takes all measures to ensure that they have the opportunity to lead a full life, including the development of relationships, in addition to learning opportunities, career and employment support. The Government's aim is to enable people with disabilities to remain in the comfort of their own homes for as long as possible and to receive the services they need to develop physically, mentally and intellectually and to maintain an independent and self-determined lifestyle.
As for the support and protection of Roma women, it should be pointed out that the Government has taken many steps to improve the housing, employment and educational conditions of the Roma population. The Hungarian National Social Inclusion Strategy 2030 was adopted by the Government in 2021. The aim of the Strategy is to identify social challenges related to poverty by 2030, taking into account social science research and identify the main directions in order to reduce social disadvantages resulting from poverty. Such conditions have a major impact on the Roma population, including Roma women in particular.

During the next couple of minutes, I would like to draw your attention to our successful policies for supporting the victims of domestic violence.
Let me point out that the Hungarian government strongly condemns all forms of domestic violence and is committed to eliminating abuse of any kind. We are convinced that the best way to protect and support victims of abuse and to prevent domestic violence is through concrete and well-targeted measures that produce tangible and objectively demonstrable results: increasing the number of places in the special care system, adding new elements to the range of support services and raising public awareness of domestic violence.

As for the major legislative changes of criminal rules, it needs to be highlighted that since 2020, as a general rule, parole is excluded if the perpetrator committed a serious violent offence against a relative. If - exceptionally - the criminal court allows for parole due to special considerations, probation supervision is mandatory. In both cases, it is mandatory to issue a restraining order. Also, since 2021, the Criminal Code has provided even higher levels of sanctions for rape. Besides, the adoption of the new criminal procedure act in 2017 aimed to shorten the proceedings' potentially excessive duration. Statistics show that this has been a successful endeavour. The law also aims at better helping victims by improving their treatment by the police and other authorities.

One of the most outstanding improvements in terms of the Government’s commitment in the fight against domestic violence is that the care system for victims of domestic violence in Hungary has more than tripled in recent years and has become more differentiated. As a result of these improvements, there is no longer a situation when someone cannot escape to a crisis centre or a secret shelter because of lack of space. Policies can therefore now increasingly focus on preventative efforts. The aim is to reduce the risk of victimisation and to stop domestic violence as early as possible.
I am glad to share with you that the new sites of services (5 crisis centres, 7 secret shelters, 22 transitional homes and 6 crisis management clinics), created in 2018 with EU development funds to expand the existing care system, have been financed from the national budget from 2022. In 2019-2020 more than 4200 child protection signalling system members attended training on domestic violence. The aim of the 40-hour course was to provide members of the reporting system (mainly family support workers, home visitors and police officers) with the knowledge to help them identify the problem as soon as possible and to support effective assistance.
In 2020, the government has increased the budget for the National Crisis Management and Information Telephone Service fourfold (from HUF 52.5 million to HUF 202.5 million [150-560 thousand USD]). A new application was also developed to help identify the affected person, to show the nearest available help service to the user, and to make calls to the National Crisis Management and Information Telephone Service available with a panic button function.
It is important to mention that a national representative survey is underway to assess exposure to domestic violence and to assess the general level of knowledge and attitudes towards the issue.
Furthermore, I wish to underline that during the lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the number of calls to the National Crisis Management and Information Telephone Service had doubled and crisis centres and secret shelters were able to satisfy the increased demand in the same way as before the emergency period. A leaflet on how to help was produced to  alleviate general isolation. These leaflets were available in printed form but were also posted on social networking sites. This campaign helped to ensure frequent exposure. 
Every year, the government supports campaigns with the key message that domestic violence is unacceptable and that there is help for those who have been abused.
 
Armed conflicts and the resulting forced displacement increase the likelihood of human trafficking, as well as the exploitation of women and girls. Since the beginning of the war in Ukraine, Hungary has redoubled its efforts to combat human trafficking, and has been providing substantial assistance to 1.5 million Ukrainian refugees, with special focus to the needs of women and girls in already vulnerable situation. The National Strategy Against Trafficking in Human Beings 2020-2023 with a Government support of nearly 1 billion HUF [2.78 million USD] identifies children, young people, and juvenile women leaving the child protection care system, as priority vulnerable groups. Emphasis is placed on raising awareness among vulnerable groups, supporting the recovery of victims as well as the effectiveness of action against offenders.

Ladies and Gentlemen, 10 years ago, the aim of the Hungarian Government was to build a family-friendly country. I am glad to say that we have done a lot to reach this goal by now and having a family-friendly public thinking is demonstrated among others in the establishment of family-friendly obstetrics, in our Family-Friendly Workplace Award and the extensive awareness-raising campaign of the Year of Families in 2018.
We may all agree that childbirth is a decisive moment in a woman’s life. The Government of Hungary is dedicated by all possible means for ensuring that giving birth to a child does not result in any obstacles for women.
The Government has decided that Hungarian obstetric institutions should operate as family-friendly as possible, agreeing with the development concept of domestic maternity care that satisfies the needs of families, improves the conditions of birth of a newborn baby, gives a positive childbirth experience, and enhances the comfort of the gestation period. The Government has developed maternity and infant nutrition guidelines based on professional maternal and baby-friendly principles besides establishing a training system based on up-to-date theoretical and practical knowledge of maternity care and breastfeeding support. The Government has spent almost 9.7 billion HUF [27 million USD] for the infrastructure development of 59 institutions.

The Family-Friendly Workplace Award, the purpose of which is to support family-friendly workplace programs, facilitating the reconciliation of family, private life and work obligations, was renewed in 2011. The Award serves as a recognition for existing and planned family-friendly measures and improvements in workplaces. It is in line with the two most important efforts of the government - strengthening families and supporting value-creating jobs.

The initiative of having a Year of the Family in 2018 aimed to highlight the measures supporting responsible childbearing and the upbringing of children as well as to promote family values and a family friendly attitude in society. Therefore, a complex communication campaign was conducted with the use of all communication surfaces. In addition, during this year, family-friendly events were organized in Hungary and in the Carpathian Basin.

Hungary actively seeks to improve the situation of women and their empowerment in various subsystems of society. We support the promotion of social equality between women and men, as well as the promotion of women's empowerment. The 'Empowering Women in the Family and Society’ Action Plan 2021-2030 provides an opportunity to achieve better implementation of this public policy goal. In recent years, through gender equality measures, we have made a number of efforts to increase and protect women and mothers with small children, female employment, to reconcile work and family more effectively, and to reduce domestic violence and human trafficking. Above all this, it is also appropriate to support women's participation and empowerment in areas where their presence is underrepresented. 
The Action Plan identifies a large number of indicators to measure specific goals. Continuous monitoring of the content is ensured. The Action Plan sets out a series of new strategic and specific goals for the next almost ten years. The measures will have a positive impact on increasing the employment rate of women, helping them to become entrepreneurs, strengthening work-life balance and improving the participation of women in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics) fields, in the economic sector and politics as well as promoting health awareness among disadvantaged women.

As one of the most important topics of our future, I need to say some words about climate change and the role of women in climate negotiations. Hungary takes part in international climate negotiations together with EU member states, including negotiations on the topic of “Gender and climate change”. This agenda item, with the leading role of the EU, aims to empower women and ensure their equal participation in climate-related planning, policy-making and implementation. In order to coordinate its domestic and international efforts, Hungary has appointed a National Gender and Climate Change Focal Point to the UNFCCC (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change) since 2019. Hungary empowers strong women as climate action leaders. I am proud to say that last year the government appointed a woman, for the third consecutive time, as deputy state secretary for climate change, which is the highest title in our climate policy hierarchy. And, since the establishment of the position, our ambassadors at-large for climate were also all women.

Finally, I would like to point out some of our future plans. In the upcoming period, measures of the Hungarian Government will focus on the continuation of the housing program, the cross-sectoral development of early childhood intervention by the creation of 7 children's methodological centres as well as by providing access to services in disadvantaged areas by expert teams.
Our measures will contribute to the improvement of the employment chances of women with young children and creating opportunities for their return to the labour market. For this purpose, promoting access to affordable childcare services, workplace nursery services, incentive support for early childhood educators will be implemented. Furthermore, targeted support for the personal fee in terms of some forms of nursery care will be continued. We plan to develop a complex national integrated nursery database, which will modernise the current - mainly paper-based - administration.
Further to the earlier mentioned support for the victims of domestic violence, we intend to allocate nearly HUF 10 billion [28 million USD] from EU development funds beside the domestic budget support to fight against domestic violence. To highlight just two specific measures: we will increase the number of crisis management clinics from 7 to 21 and we will provide resources for these clinics to implement far-reaching preventive work, in addition to victim support and the advancement of professional cooperation at local level. We will continue with training and have already undertaken to train another 5,000 people. This time teachers and early childhood educators will form the main target group.

 
Ladies and gentlemen, let me conclude my thoughts with underlining that the Hungarian Government will continue its efforts to empower women and provide them with all possible support to have fulfilment in all areas of their lives and the freedom of choice to decide about their careers, having children as well as about engaging in public life. We will continue to protect women in vulnerable situations, fight against domestic violence and provide all possible assistance to ensure that Hungarian women can live their lives in safety, peace and harmony. 
We, Hungarians can now be truly proud that our President, my former boss, Katalin Novák is a role model for Hungarian women, encouraging them to engage in public life and showing that having children and a career are not mutually exclusive. The significance of this is best illustrated by the fact that out of the 193 UN Member States, only 12 countries have a female President; in Europe, this holds true for only 5 UN Member States. 
The Hungarian Government aims to encourage and help women to live their lives they want. We have made a progress in reaching gender equality, however we still have tasks to do and we are ready to identify them, thank you very much for your cooperation in this. Women and men are not the same, but equal.

Thank you for your attention.

1

