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‘Government Windows’: One-Stop Shops for
Administrative Services in Hungary
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Introduction

The public administration reform program called kt@gyary Program (Ministry of Public Administrati@md
Justice, 2011) was initiated in 2010. An importamponent of the program was the establishmert-ched
Government Offices in the capital city of Budapest in the 19 counties. The newly created Goverhmen
Offices, strictly controlled both administrativedyd politically by the central government, put ad & two
decades of struggle between the core administraionounding the prime minister, and the diverteno$
special and general administration services cdettdly specialized agencies and ministries. A syiset step
in the public administration reform — strongly lekto setting up an integrated administrative sysia the
intermediate level — was the initiation of integervice centres representing the different apieed public
organizations that had been merged into the Govenh@ffices. In 2011, the integrated service cdrtaatres
called Government Windows started to operate afrdim offices of the newly created Government €df. At
this first phase of the larger project, 29 Governttwindows were established (one to four per cour@gme
months later, in addition to the initial 30 typdsadministrative services offered by the new orap-shops,
another 31 were added to their profile. In 2014ijrduthe second phase of the project, the estabésih of
about 300 one-stop shops on the lower districtl isvioreseen. These future Government Windows doul
operate with a wider task portfolio, covering ab®800 types of administrative services. The taskfplio of
Government Windows is, thus, extremely broad. Famother aspect, however, it is very shallow. Thathe
new client service centres offer only informatioaeceive documents in most cases, as opposetutlg
processing the case and producing the final résigt issuing a permit or actually deciding on ppeal). The
tasks are numerous and diverse, and they embnawostagvery policy sector. The new facility was n@ant to
replace existing services. The key added valueswpposed to be the establishment of a one-stopection
between customers on one side and a responsibteatiet offers a range of different services andther.
Customers are still free to contact specializedises directly. Below, we review the context, prezand
immediate results of this coordination effort. Wiigdgard to the fact that the Government Windowsgagtds an

ongoing reform, the scope of our analysis is lichite the time period between 2011 and 2013.



Country and policy field background

Hungary is a unitary, parliamentary republic. Thengarian administrative structure is made up afeéHevels:
the central, the territorial (county) and the loleadel. The executive arm of the central governniedivided
into ministries and a number of agencies. Manyheéé agencies have field offices on county or éweer
(local) administrative levels. This variety of middier administrative organizations, together vifie elected
county self-governments and their administrationghe 19 counties and the capital city Budapeststitute

the intermediate public administration.

At the third level of administration, one finds tiimds of organizations. First, the local governinen
system consists of 3,200 municipalities governeelbgted councils. The second kind of administeativ

organizations is government administrative officesated in the newly established 200 districtsOh3

As noted earlier, the Government Windows initiaiiv@n important — and from a political, public
relations point of view, a flagship — element@fiorm on the territorial level of administratiorin€e the system
change in the 1990s, a fundamental dissatisfagtitinregard to the operation of middle- and teriédblevel
administration has been a systemic, stable therbaiirg all administrative reform plans. The percdileck of
coherence, uniformity and coordination has beedgmrenantly understood as requiring improvemenhin t
following aspects:

» standardization of the structure, operation, custosarvices and management of
administrative organizations;
« limiting the number and size of the affected adstmative organizations; and

* producing cost savings by merging organizationgarfdnctions (e.g. establishing joint

services).
We may pick up the thread of territorial-level adisfrative reform’s battered history back in 198@gen the
strongly centralized county councils — integratatigapdministrative and many public services ondbenty level
— were abolished. From this time on, ministrieslghto establish, without any central control diqyp their
own middle- or territorial-level administrative @fés. (Ivancsics 2006, Balazs 2013) This tendeedytd the
proliferation and fragmentation of the intermediatkninistrative system. From that time on, all goweents
have attempted to restructure mid-level adminigtnatbut none of them have had enough politicargith to

overcome the ministries’ and agencies’ resistamcepaish this reform through. (Viragh 2012a)

These attempts involved the creation, in 1990|glitgprefects responsible (inter alia) for coordiimg

the operation of de-centralized administrative bhers. Later on, in 1994, as a result of the sevanat of



reshuffling, the prefects’ role was taken over iy hewly created County Administrative Offices2D06, these
were merged into seven larger, regional-level bodgerating as part of a broader structural reform.
Nevertheless, the coordinating role of the formeuly — now merged, Regional — Administrative Gffichas
not changed significantly. The latest wave of redtiring occurred in 2010, when the second Orb&irea
was politically strong enough to implement a broastructuring in the field of middle-tier state adistration.
An emphatic element of the program was an overagcand radical reshuffling of mid-level administoat
including the establishment of County Governmeritd®$. The creation of these entities put an ertti¢o
constant struggle for control over territorial adistration (between specialized agencies and miesstvith a
purely vertical operation on the one hand, andbtiead core executive on the other) that had cheniaetl the
previous two decades. The new Government Officagb@Xeatures of clear, strong centralization and

tightening of political and administrative contrdhese features will be reviewed in the next sectio

In addition to this central role, the new Countyv&mment Offices are also important because they
host the integrated administrative service centeesernment Windows. Nevertheless, one may note the
Government Windows system is not the first one-stogp arrangement. Since 2000, the so-called Genera
Registration Offices have been operating as geadmainistrative service centres under the direabiotihe
Ministry of Interior. Initially, there were 152 sdéce points in the country. This number has, byZ@lmost
doubled (to 280). Their duties include issuing @asi personal documents and licenses. The importfribese
General Registration Offices lies in the fact tiet new, district-level Government Windows officesuld

operate on their infrastructural basis (ICT andceffacilities, human resources).

‘Government Windows’ — one-stop shops for adminisétive services
Background and initiation of the practice
As noted earlier, among other numerous elemergssttiictural reform program that commenced in 2010
included the establishment of County Governmenic@$fand the partial merging of central agenciesd f
services into these new entities, as well as tbatiom of one-stop shops called ‘Government Windows
According to official claims, the newly establisheshtact centres served the overall goals estaulibly the
program for development of public administratidme(so-called Magyary Program, Ministry of Public
Administration and Justice, 2011) by making theljptddministration more client-oriented, transparamd

accountable to the public.



Broader reform of mid-level administration, of whithe one-stop offices constituted a part, can be
seen as an effort to improve both horizontal antioa coordination on the territorial (county) kly
Horizontally, it merged services (e.g. health caraployment services, social care, pension seraodso on)
that previously operated separately under the titmeof their respective (usually county-level)aditorates.
Vertically, it created a new pattern of control amrdination relationships among the central gowemt
(responsible for directing the county Governmerfid@$ at large), the specialized agencies (resptan&ir
directing the absorbed specialized offices in mei@nal issues) and the county Government Officgsdrating

18 different administrative field services). Thesnionportant new features were the following:

« In order to strengthen and tighten governmentairobover the operation of County
Government Offices, a National State Administratitentre was created as a central agency
under the Ministry of Public Administration and tlos. The County Government Offices
were required to provide periodical reports onrtheidget, staff and operation to this
monitoring central agency.

e Steering and overseeing territorial specializetteff became much more centralized, in two
respects. First, a tight reporting regime betweatatives of absorbed specialized offices and
the general directors of the County Governmentd@ffiwas introduced. These reports supply
data about their operation and comments on regylatad legal proposals. Second, the central
parent agencies were not allowed direct contadt gatvernment offices anymore concerning
the operational conditions (staff, budget) of theiritorial offices. Instead, the agencies were
required to address the Ministry of Public Admirasibn and Justice as a ‘mediator’ within
the official communication channel.

* In addition to gaining unparalleled administrativeight as a result of the above changes, the
character of the new County Administrative Offié@sdamentally changed with regard to
their political role, too. The former, totally admstrative, politics-free status and leadership
was altered. The new leadership consisted of jiu(ely political position of government
commissioner heading the office and (ii) a gendirgctor — subordinate to the government
commissioner — in charge of heading the adminisgahachinery. Government
commissioners are explicitly political figures novaied by prime ministers, often from among
members of parliament and other elected politicidihsough this new arrangement, the
county-level coordination of state administratioasigiven an explicitly and emphatically

political character.

The officially stated objectives of the reform

According to views expressed by officials and ‘ovgef the reform, client services at the internagdilevel of
the administration system had become unsustainapézating in a fragmented and inefficient maniragh,

2012b). The chaotic nature of the system was s@uiypsaused by such elements as the front offices’



uncoordinated hours of operation, non-standardieedice quality and dissimilar operating and manzayg
systems. Furthermore, they stressed that cliemtslificulties orienting themselves in this divetsgreaucratic
system. The citizens, on the other hand, expectéd\e all their public administration needs meatsngle
service point with standardized operating qualitye newly established Government Windows intended t
guarantee a standardized level of service througthelwcountry, employing civil servants with thersa
qualifications and featuring unified service opienas. The stated goals of the newly created Govermm

Windows included the following:

e extended and uniform opening hours;

« seamless services offered at service-providingtpaiithin a short distance from where the
clients lived and worked (the one-stop shop sesweeuld be accessible not only in
government offices, but, later on, in other pubplizces such as post offices or railway
stations); and

* reduced time and cost of carrying out administeaivtocedures.
The main actors involved in the reform’s developtr@ocess covered almost all affected ministries the
Ministry of Public Administration and Justice clgaplayed a central, commanding role in the process
Throughout much of the decision-making process;armsultation took place with most of the affectgédraies
(i.e. agencies whose services were to be integrafbe agencies were represented only indiredthpugh their
parent ministries, in the decision making. The agen(or their heads) only became directly involirethe

reform project in the implementation phase, aftedecisions had been made.

A certain, limited set of central government agesawvere involved in the initiation and implemerdati

of the change, though.

e The Central Office for Administrative and Electroiublic Services provided the ICT
background for the one-stop shops.

« The National Institute of Public Administration ¢dhuted to developing the necessary
training program.

« The National State Administration Centre was plaoetharge of managing the
implementation, coordination and supervision.

e The County Government Offices were responsibldéHerselection of the one-stop shops’
staff.

Government Windows offer all three kinds of onepstervices defined by Kubicek and Hagen (2001):
* Most of the administrative services offered ar¢hef ‘first-stop’ type. In these cases

Government Windows operate mostly as informatigm/'gioints only, ensuring access to the

central e-government platform and thereby providilgnts with information concerning the



process and the deadlines of the administrativeguhares, as well as their rights and the
duties; and helping clients fill in the necessargappropriate forms.

e Services of the second-stop type are also preséhdvernment Windows’ range of services.
In these cases Government Windows receive reqaedtdocuments from clients, but another
office is in charge of handling and deciding theesa

e Finally, a small portion of administrative serviée®of the ‘full-stop-shop’ type. In these
matters the administrative case can be fully clasethe spot. For example, official registry

records can be modified or certifications issuedheyGovernment Windows themselves.

Structural features

Below, we examine the experience of Government Wivedfrom three aspects: the tasks performed (ssvic
provided) by Government Windows — in particulag ftope (‘width’) and the extent (‘depth’) of subtive
involvement with the administrative services — émelrange and relationships of administrative acitovolved
in joint service provision. (For a more extendeabekation of these analytical dimensions, see Asdial.,

2011.)

The width of Hungarian Government Windows’ tasktfmio seems to be, in an international
comparative perspective (Askim et al., 2011), gbitead. At the time of writing, it covers dozensvefy
diverse case types, ranging from citizen regisiratd matters related to various social, healthfandly
administrative affairs, construction affairs, amdrepreneurial licensing. Administrative issues ingblved in
the task portfolio of Government Windows are mo#tlyse covered by independent regulatory agenoies n

subordinate to the Cabinet, related to securitythadarmed forces or related to the energy sector.

The depth of the task portfolio, on the other hasdyuite modest (‘shallow’). In most of the cageds
they serve, at least, Government Windows can bsidered ‘first-stop shops’ only. That is, they rieee
requests and documents, but operate only as ffiioe® of the administrative apparatuses that ateadly in

charge of handling and deciding the cases.

Another important feature of the structural arranget is the participative structure of agencies
involved. This concept denotes several sub-concasy one of which is the number and heteroggéit
agencies participating in the one-stop shops. Tingglrian case represents an extremity in this degao,
since Government Windows integrate an exceptiodaitye number of different and very heterogeneous
agencies present in middle-level administratiorftgthe reform’s completion, they are going tcegrate
almost all, that is, about 30 agencies.) Not ong/iumber of participating agencies, but also thteirctural

relation to one another seems unique. Most of #régipating agencies — that is, most of the ageaihose



services are offered by Government Windows — alfeititagrated in the Government Offices. Financial,
administrative and support functions are fully greged into the County Government Offices; whileht@cal
and substantive supervision, however, are to beerkby the special central parent agency. A lichitamber
of participating agencies — for example, immignatadfices or offices of the environment protectagency —

still remain structurally separate.

From the point of view of mandatory versus volunfggrticipation in joint service provision,
Government Windows, once again, represent an egtreimce participation was entirely mandatory. Moeg,
as we argued in the previous section, they remdargely uninvolved in the very process of decisioaking,
leading to the creation of the administrative ottggshop arrangement. Consequently, there was poramity
for discretion, since autonomy on the part of ggrtints (parent agencies and their mid- or tegritevel
branches) was minimal. Ultimately, the establishneéiCounty Government Offices and Government Wimslo

largely represents policy design from the top.

Main impacts and effects

Below we assess, on the basis of the limited evid@vailable, the reform in view of the more tatgipals

and objectives identified earlier.

One objective seems to have been to offer adniiigtr services in a seamless manner, through
uniform and extended hours of operation (from 8.aon8 p.m.), thereby decreasing the administraiivelen
on citizens. (Virdgh 2012b) However, it is questible whether such claims about customer needs are
substantiated. Unfortunately, there are no suitabigice statistics available. On the basis ofruiev evidence,
it seems that customers often prefer using the ridtrative service points of the agencies in qoestis
opposed to using the Government Windows serviceis. i$ because, at the former, they can haveaeill th
questions answered and their cases fully handledénplace (such as the Environmental Protectiocgndyg's
field service), instead of using the Government éfdins as a sort of relay, passing information baakfarth
between the client and the specialized (in ousiitiative case, environmental) agency. Moreovestieg (non-
public) statistics show that customers do not usee@Bment Windows with regard to special and comple

cases.

From a more conceptual, analytical perspectiveay be questioned whether the objective of
achieving seamless service provision can be acthievany meaningful way by offering such a verydat@nd

diverse range of services, as the Government Wisditow The very concept of ‘seamlessness’ presumagshe



one-stop shop offers services that are in somerelated to one another. For example, if all adniais/e
matters related to unemployment or to launchingwa business can be processed at a single locttiemthere
is indeed synergy. If, however, entirely unrelagedvices — such as wedding and funeral administratiare
offered at a single location, then synergy is weiliko occur, because clients typically do not tirese services
together. Hence, the arrangement does not spareahg time or effort. Government Windows, in costri@

other countries’ one-stop shops, offer a ratheelated set of administrative services.

Another aspect of seamless and client-orientedcgeprovision is the Government Windows’ extended
hours of operation. According to the official (thgbuunpublished) statistics from 2012, only 6.6 gt of the
clients use Government Windows services after 5 prmd only 3.3 per cent after 6 p.m. That is, alparginal
proportion of clients seem to actually need therded opening hours. Therefore, the hypothesized fue

extended and uniform opening hours is not yet stipddy evidence.

A third element, on the basis of which the GovernnWindows reform could be assessed, is the
realization of savings and efficiency gains throegbnomy in scale and the elimination of supei#sit
According to official statistics from 2012, a centeaxtent of budget cuts and elimination of redurtdaorkforce
seems to have been achieved. It is uncertain, thauvlgether these savings represent efficiency gainsther,
simply ‘achieving less with less’. Moreover, thatiict, targeted client services at certain speeadlagencies —
being part of Government Windows — continue to afeealongside Government Windows. This raises doubt

regarding cost savings, since overlaps in clientises continue to exist.

Nonetheless, on the customer side, some datatrpfisitive results. According to the government’s
official report document (Magyary Program 12.0§ thovernment Windows program brings administration
closer to citizens. [Hungarian Ministry of Publid#éinistration and Justice 2012a] The user satisfacurvey
conducted by the government shows customer sdtsficabove 95 per cent for Government Windows sesii
In 2012, the number of customers increased by mame 50 per cent. [Hungarian Ministry of Public

Administration and Justice 2012b]

Lessons learned and policy implications

On the basis of the limited time perspective aridence available, it seems that the further sucoglssinching

the Government Windows relies on a number of ctda@ors, including the following:

e Anoverall structural reform requires a strong gomeental commitment, but stakeholders —

especially those directly involved — should haverbmvolved in both the preparation and the
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