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One year ago, the Slovak government introduced new rules in social welfare.  The purpose of the new system was to move clients from passively waiting for their support each month but for them to provide service to their community as a means to earn some of their support.  In order for these reforms to succeed, there have been four key factors:  

· Will and energy of the local town offices.     

· Creativity and imagination of local offices to create meaningful work that improves the quality of life for all.    

· High quality cooperation between the town offices and the employment office.  

· Community partnership with other local institutions.

Shortly after the reforms were introduced, on our initiative, last March, Jason Turner, an American expert for social programs visited Slovakia.  Mr. Turner had worked as the administrator for social reform in New York City and in the state of Wisconsin.  (Both considered the most successful in the United States.)  After learning that the government would hand out half of the welfare check and the clients would be able to earn the other half for 10 hours of community service, he gave one warning.  He cautioned that many clients would adapt to living on half of their support.  

In cooperation with The Association of Cities and Towns of Slovakia we prepared a series of questions for their members in order to learn how successful the system has been in practice.  Since some answers to our questionnaires did not return until December, we decided that we would provide the results in our next report.  

The answers from the town offices confirmed Mr. Turner’s prediction. Not only did many welfare clients adapt to half of their support, but also many people responsible for creating jobs became indifferent toward using activation program as a way to improve the quality of life in their towns.   Was Mr. Turner merely clairvoyant, or did he know how such systems work?  What can be done so that such cases would occur less often?  

Based upon the feedback from the town offices, in order for the system to have greater success, we make the following recommendations:

1. For those who can work, only work should pay.  

Instead of 1500 Sk handout, plus 1500 Sk activation for 10 hours a week of work, we recommend that the next step would be 3000 Sk for 20 hours a week of work.  This applies to all who are work capable and receiving social support.   

2. Strengthening the ability of parents to provide for their children is better than the government handing out money to parents.     

Instead of distributing 500 Sk per month in child allowances to everyone who has children, we propose termination of such allowances. Instead a parent on welfare can work an extra 10 hours a week for their community and earns 1500 Sk per month. By doing so, he learns greater parental responsibility toward his child than to ‘get’ money from the state.   If the family chooses to have larger families, they also assume greater responsibility to financially provide for them.  Family planning consultation is a service for those who request assistance if they realize that they cannot afford to have more children. 

3. The system must be fair in comparison with working families.  

If both adults are teachers, they both earn a teachers salary.  They are not paid according to their family size.  Nor is their teacher’s salary divided by two because the government determines a limit how much a teaching family can live on.  Likewise, a family on social support should be paid according to how many hours they work in community service.  If the wife stays home with the children, then the husband needs to work more hours to earn the benefits needed for the family.  If both husband and wife work for their social benefits, they are each paid according to the hours that they work.  Hours worked, and not family size will determine how much the family gets in support.  

All families with lower incomes may receive some benefits in order to alleviate their problems.  This can mean that school lunch for children can be provided for children of families who have combined income lower than (for example) 10,000 Sk.   Discounts can be provided for people who live in villages and must travel each day to work or school when combined family income is less than 10,000 Sk.  (It is better for them to have assistance to cover these expenses than to not work at all.) This applies to all working people who are living on income below this income.    

4. Create a free market in the provision of services.  Outsourcing.  

It is said in Holland that there are three key factors for their successful welfare reform: 

a. Work capable clients must earn their benefits. 

b. Decentralization of the welfare system and rules.  

c. Outsourcing of the services of the employment office. 

Local communities can choose to contract with one of 15 different employment companies.  The privatized employment offices are paid according to their ability to solve problems.  If you wish to research more about privatization of the employment services in Holland, please contact us. 

5. Increase the minimum school attendance responsibilities from 8 years to 12 years.   

Virtually no one meets job qualifications when he/she has completed only 8 years of school.  Thus, we recommend that students be required to required to complete a full 12 years of school.  No one under 19 years can apply for social assistance until after completing 12 years of school.  Likewise, participation in GED education can become part of the activation steps toward self-sufficiency for adults on welfare. Boredom is one of the biggest problems for a young person who has achieved only the minimum requirements of education. Bored teenagers have a much higher ‘side-effect’ of unplanned teenage pregnancy. Required school attendance reduces three problems.  Boredom….reduces the number of teenage pregnancy… and increases their qualifications for employment.   

6. As university students are required to co-finance their education, allow them the opportunity to pay for their education by providing civilian community service for local communities to assist in administration of the activation program.  

When students apply for university, they can determine how they will pay.  One possible way to finance their education is to provide community service after graduating…one lesson hour in school equals one hour of community service.  This is especially helpful for students from poorer communities.  Such an agreement provides a win/win agreement for both students as well as for the communities where they live.  

How to achieve a more flexible and adaptable system

· Decentralization 
In the current political climate, if leaders in the government were to consider these recommendations and propose improvements, the opposition would use it as a political tool to point out weakness in the government. Thus, the easiest thing to do is to do nothing.  Decentralization builds greater responsibility to regions to rely more upon themselves for creativity and strategy.  Decentralization allows for the demographic differences between regions.  And, if they try one strategy and it doesn’t achieve the desired results, they are more capable to make adjustments without as much political haggling.  

· Comparison
From the questionnaires, we read how many local offices were creative and proactive.  They created local work opportunities that improved the quality of life for all. They build partnership with schools, local firms, NGO’s etc.  If we could organize a conference and they could share their stories, we would certainly want to give extra time to the mayors of Humenne and Bardejov.  On the other hand, many mayors did not consider their responsibilities very seriously.  For example, in one part of the city of Kosice with more than 40,000 residents, the mayor had no idea how many unemployed lived in his district, or how many people received welfare benefits.  Certainly, when only 75 people were activated, it could not be considered a serious attitude toward improving the quality of life.  In fact, for hundreds others, it meant only deepening poverty and greater passivity. What can be done so that the weaker and less responsible mayors could learn from the successful mayors?  

· Comparing quality and results and benchmarking allows for opportunity to see where there are mistakes and opens the door for making improvements.  The less successful are able to learn from the successful.

· Voting clients can see what their local authorities are doing or not doing to make their community better.  Successful programs are political capital for their leaders.  

· Benchmarking respects scientifically accepted methods and modern principles of management for continuous improvement of quality of work. 

Building Steps to Strengthen the Private Employment Sector

(This subject will be discussed in a future report.)  
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