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І. Introduction

The aim of this report is to examine the progress made in the implementation of the recommendations laid down in the Joint Assessment of Employment Priorities in Bulgaria  (Joint Assessment Paper – JAP), signed in October 2002 and in the preparation for applying and implementing the European Employment Strategy (EES).

JAP has been prepared and signed by the Republic of Bulgaria and the European Commission (EC) as part of the European employment policy review and has identified the key priorities of the employment policy in the country in the process of preparation for EES. Bulgaria undertook to prepare a Report on the progress in the implementation of the commitments undertaken under JAP on annual basis and this report is the first one. It has been drafted by an interdepartmental working group consisting of experts of all ministries, agencies and other institutions, involved in the preparation of the joint assessment paper and in the implementation of the recommendation laid down therein.   

This report will outline the actions undertaken in response to the main issues identified in JAP, in particular:   

· Are the labour market structures that are already in place appropriate for participation in the Single market?

· Are the labour market and employment policy institutions sufficiently developed to allow an early implementation of the employment strategy in line with the Employment Title of the Treaty?

· Is the overall system in Bulgaria moving towards meaningful participation in the EU employment co-ordination process?

· What are the priorities for human resources development strategy as a background for preparatory work for European Social Fund (ESF) or ESF type action planning and programming?
1. Economic situation
In 2003 the Bulgarian economy continued to develop at high growth rates. The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) increased by 4.3% compared to 2002. The highest Gross Value Added (GVA) growth is registered in the industrial sector - 7.1%. This is due to the export-oriented sectors. The main contributor to the industry growth is the processing industry because of both its large relative share in the sector concerned (more than 61%) and its high growth rates – 11.2% (the highest growth achieved since 1997 so far). The GVA growth in the services sector, which is the most dynamic part of the Bulgarian economy, is 3.5%. The dynamic development of the services sector after 1998 also persists in 2003, showing, however, certain slow down in the growth rates. The Communications and Finances, Credit and Insurance sector groups have contributed to the largest extent to the growth concerned. 

The economic growth in the country in 2003 is mainly due to the steady rates of consumption increase and to the high investments rate, expressed by the base capital gross formation index (13.2% compared to the previous year). 

Overall, the inflation rate in 2003 was maintained at low rates. It is one of the lowest in the candidate countries and in EU acceding countries. The annual accumulated inflation is 5.6%, and the average inflation rate reached 2.3%. The inflation rate at the end of 2002 is 3.8% and its annual value for 2002 was 5.8%.
The fiscal policy for 2003 is characterized by enhancement of the social aspects of the budget expenditure and very good implementation of the revenue side of the budget. The revenue in the consolidated budget reached 40.9% of the projected GDP value for the year concerned, which represents an increase of 12.4%, compared to the previous year. The budget expenditure has been growing at slower pace compared to the revenue rates – by approximately 10.5%, which is reflected in the increase in the primary and cash surplus of the state budget. A balanced budget has been achieved while the primary surplus reached 2.1% of the GDN to 1.6% of the GDN for 2002.

The major problem, which the Bulgarian economy faces, is the growing deficit on current account of payment balance. This is due to the deterioration in the balance of trade. In 2003 the import increased by 14.2% compared to 2002 whereby the import in consumer goods went up by 17%. However, the increase in the balance of trade deficit is largely due to the overall growth of the economy. The raw and prime materials have the main contribution for the growth of the import. The expected continuing trend towards investments share rise in the GDP in the years to come provides enough grounds to believe that the relatively high growth rates of investment commodities import will be preserved in the future. 

As a result of the steady economic development of Bulgaria, an increase in the real income of the population in 2003 including from labour, has been reported accompanied by employment increase and sharp decline in the unemployment rate. According to preliminary data from NSI the average monthly wage for 2003 is BGN 284 (BGN 258 for 2002), which represents an increase of 7.7% in real terms compared to the previous year. The real available income calculated on the basis of the average monthly wage in the country rose by 5.4% compared to 2002. 

In 2002 the amount of the minimum wage was BGN 100, which was increased once in 2003 and it is currently BGN 110. This increase represents a nominal growth of 10% and a real growth of 7.5% compared to 2002. For the period 2001-2003 the overall real growth of the minimum wage is about 8% and it is expected that in 2004 its real growth reaches nearly 5% compared to the previous year. 

2. Situation in the Labour Market
JAP priority: Declining activity rate combined with the negative demographic evolution; High unemployment rate; substantial long-term unemployment; high youth unemployment and wide regional variations; Low employment rate, by 16 percentage points below the EU average 

According to preliminary data toward the end of 2003 the number of population is 7 801 300 inhabitants
. There is decrease of 44 568 inhabitants (0.6%) as a result of bigger number of deaths than births.

In 2003 the economic activity rate of the aged 15-64 is 60.9%
 on average, while in 2002 this value was 61.9 %. The insignificant decline in the economic activity rate results from the decline in population and in labour force in the 15-64 age group. In 2003 the number of the current economically active population of this age group is 5308.1 thousand to 5355.8 thousand in 2002 while the number of the labour force has dropped from 3297.5 thousand in 2002 to 3232.5 thousand in 2003 respectively.

The male economic activity rate in 2003 was 65.4% (while in 2002 it was 66.4 %) and the female economic activity rate in 2003 was 56.5% (in 2002 the value of this rate was 57.5 %). The decline in the economic activity has been registered in all age groups except for the aged 55-64, the economic activity rate of which is 33.9%, and 31.8 % in 2002 respectively. The sharpest decline has been determined in 45-54 age group from 78.8% to 77.5%. For men, the sharpest decline has been registered in the 45-54 age group (from 81.6% for 2002 to 78.5% for 2003). For women, the sharpest decline from 73.6% in 2002 to 71.6% in 2003 has been registered in the age group covering 25 - 34 aged.

No fundamental changes have been reported in the education level of the labour force. In 2003, in the case of age group 15 and above 15 only 23.9% have obtained higher education degree (bachelor’s, master’s, doctor’s degree and “specialist” degree), which accounts for 0.4 percentage points more than in 2002. In 2003 compared to 2002 those who have obtained secondary education degree account for 55.3%, (by 0.4 percentage points lower), and those with basic or lower education account for 20.8% (by 0.1 percentage point lower).

In 2003 г., the employed aged 15 – 64, according to NSI data are 2785 thousand on average, while their number in 2002 was 2707.4 thousand. The employment rate
 for the period referred is 52.5 % and the average employment rate for 2002 was 50.6 %. 

The main features of the employed
 for 2003 are, as follows:

Structure by sex. The structure of the employed does not differ substantially from that overall reported for the EU Member States: prevailing male relative share - 52.6%. The female relative share (47.4%) in the country is lower that the male relative share by 5.2 percentage points. For 2003 the employment rate for men is 56%, while for women it is 49%. The difference in the employment level for men and women is due to the withdrawal of women from economic activity to give birth and raise children, and to their higher share in the overall number of students in the universities and specialized higher schools, as well as the legal retirement age (in 2004 the retirement age for women is 57.5, and for men 62.5). 

Structure by age. The share of the employed aged 35-44 (28.2%) and of the employed aged 45-54 (27.2%) is the highest and the share of the persons from 15 to 24 years of age (7.8%) and above 65 (1.8%) is the lowest. 

Structure by education. In the education structure of the employed those with secondary education prevail, accounting for 56 % (including college - 22.4%, secondary vocational and technical education - 18%, secondary high school education - 15.8%). The employed with higher education account for 25.8%, and those with basic education or lower education account for 18.2% of the employed total number. 

Employment by form of ownership and economic activities 

According tot NSI data
 the number of the employed in the public and private sector in 2003 is 3 020 673. Compared to the previous year the number of the employed rose by 42 111 which represents 1.4 %.  

The employed in the private sector are 2 259 121 (which accounts for 74.8 % of the overall number of employed in 2003), which is an increase of approximately 2.9 % compared to the previous year.  

The number of the employed in the public sector shows an increase in 2003, reaching 761 552 (25.2 % of the total number of employed in 2002), which is by around 3.3 % higher than in 2002. The employment in that sector is determined mainly by the employment in several large public enterprises concentrated in a few sectors such as the chemical industry, metallurgy, generation, production and distribution of electricity, gas and water, as well as in the transport and communications. The privatization in the telecommunications and energy sectors of the economy, the liberalization of the energy sources prices and the restructuring of the state railway will lead to a further decline in the employment in the public sector. The Ministry of labour and social policy implements appropriate measures to mitigate the consequences of the collective redundancies. 

According to NSI data
 the employment structure by economic sectors in 2003 has not substantially changed, the employment increase observed being proportionate. 

In 2003 the number of the employed in the Services sector - 1616.6 thousand is the highest (accounting for 57.1% of the overall employed), the number of the employed in the Industry sector is 929.6 thousand (accounting for 32.8% of the overall employed), and in the Agriculture and Forestry sector – 285.9 thousand (10.1 % of the overall employed).  

In the structure of the employed in the Services sector, the employed in the sub-sector Trade, repair of vehicles and household appliances represent the highest share (26.2%) along with those employed in State government and defence; compulsory social security (14.2%). 

Regional variations

The trend with respect to employment is positive in all planning regions. The lowest employment rate - 35.2% has been registered in the North-West Region, while the region with highest employment rate is the South-West - 47.3%. With respect to the district employment last are ranked the districts of Targovishte - 35.1%, Vratsa - 35.1% and Vidin - 31.4%. Blagoevgrad and Sofia have the highest employment rate - 49.4 % and 49.4 % respectively.

In 2003 the unemployment
 in the country decreased significantly. The number of the unemployed is 449.1 thousand to 616.9 thousand for 2002. The unemployment rate dropped from 18.1% in 2002 г. to 13.7% in 2003, while for the age group 15-64 decreased from 17.9% in 2002 г. to 13.8% in 2003.

Structural features of unemployment

The male unemployment rate for the age group 15-64 stood at a higher level than that for women. In 2003 the male unemployment rate is 14.3%, and the female unemployment rate is 13.3%. A downward trend has been identified with respect to youth unemployment and in particular in the case of young people aged 15 - 24. The sharpest decline in the unemployment has been registered in that very age group - 15-24. The unemployment rate of young people between 15 and 24 years of age is е 28.2%, which is by 7.3 percentage points lower than in 2002. In 2003 the unemployment rate for men aged 15 - 24 is 31.0% (by 8.0 percentage points lower compared to 2002), and that for women of the same age group is 24.8% (by 7.9 percentage points lower compared to 2002).

Apart the 15-24 age group, the second sharpest decline in the unemployment rate has been registered in 25-34 age group. The unemployment rate for the aged 25 -34 in 2003 is 14.3% to 18.8% in 2002.

The trend to continuing increase in the number of the long-term unemployed has been discontinued. In 2003 the number of the long-term unemployed between 15 and 64 years of age dropped significantly compared to the previous year: from 388.0 thousand in 2002 to 292.6 thousand in 2003. In 2003 the share of the long-term unemployed in the overall unemployed for the 15-64 age group accounted for 65.2% (to 65.7% for 2002).

The educational level and qualification acquired of the labour force are the criteria for competitiveness at the labour market and quality indicator. Therefore, the unemployment affects to a greater extent people with low educational level and qualification. In 2003 compared to 2002, the unemployment rate of persons with higher education is 6.8% (by 1.5 percentage points lower), while that of the persons with secondary education (including secondary specialized education and secondary vocational education) is 12.6% (by 4.5 percentage points lower) and 24.4% for those with basic education and lower education   (by 5.9 percentage points lower). 

Regional features 

The positive trend of decrease in the number and rate of unemployment has been observed in all planning regions. In 2003 the following planning regions are among those the unemployment rate of which is higher than the average for the country: the North-East region - 19.6 %, followed by the South-East – 16.9% and the North-West – 15.7%. Unemployment rate lower than the average for the country have the following regions: the South-Central – 11.5%, followed by the South-West – 11.7% and the North-Central – 13.2%.

Registered unemployment

Alsol in 2003 a sharp decline in the registered unemployment in the country has been reported. According to the administrative statistics of the Employment Agency the average annual number of the unemployed is 528041 persons, which is by 127957 persons (19.5%) less than in the previous year. In 2003 the lowest unemployment rate in the last four years has been reported. The average annual unemployment rate is 14.25%, which is lower by 3.45 percentage points compared to 2002. The drop in the unemployment results from the higher number of recruited unemployed, less redundancies in the economy and the active interference of the national employment programs following the new approach from passive policy to provision of employment. 
The average annual number of the long-term unemployed is 281451 and has decreased by 51021 (15.3%) compared to that in 2002. The share of this group in the overall unemployed is 53.3% and went up by 2.6 percentage points.
The positive change in the unemployment structure is the drop of the share of the young unemployed up to 29 years of age from 29.3% to 28,1% of the overall number of unemployed. Their number is 148185 persons and decreased by 44313 persons. The policy of adequate targeting of the programmes and measures to a specific target group of young people as well as their priority involvement in other programmes and employment measures and training leads to positive results in respect of regulating the youth unemployment. 
The information related to the progress has been summarized in 7 sections, as follows: In Section 1 has been made a short description of country’s macroeconomic development during the year following the JAP signature and of the labour market policy in Bulgaria. Section 2 demonstrates the progress made with respect to the overall objectives and challenges concerning population’s economic activity, employment and unemployment rates, economic restructuring. Sections from 3 to 6 describe the undertaken actions with respect to identified challenges in different policy areas. Section 7 contains summarized conclusions from the report on the progress made in the implementation of the challenges, identified in JAP.

ІІ. Policy overall objectives and challenges 

The main objective of the labour market policy in Bulgaria, according to government’ s programme, is to ensure a properly functioning labour market, which guarantees a higher rate of employment of the working age population. 

In 2003 The Government adopted the Employment Strategy for the period 2004 – 2010:  The actions and the priorities have been determined in a medium-term perspective for the period 2004 to the beginning of 2007 (with reference to Bulgaria’s accession to the EU) and in long-term perspective until 2010 (with reference to the European Employment Strategy). The vision of the Strategy includes conditions and opportunities ensuring freely elected and productive employment to every person at working age.

Employment rate increase and unemployment rate decline have been fixed as a main objective of the development in medium-term perspective, within the period 2004 to the beginning of 2007. The increase of population’s economic activity and labour potential have been identified as a long-term objective of the Employment Strategy until 2010.  

JAP priority: The restructuring of the economy has led to a strong decline in industrial employment but has not resulted in a sufficiently high increase in job creation in services while employment in agriculture has raised somewhat

In 2003 of all employed above 15 years of age, which number some 2834.8 thousand, 2164.1 thousand live in towns and 670.7 thousand live in villages. The employment rates are 46.6% in the towns and 33 % in the villages respectively. In 2002 the rates registered were: 45 % for the towns and 31 % for the villages.

According to the data of the National Statistical Institute (Labour Force Survey) in 2003 slightly increase in employment has been observed in “Agriculture and forestry” sector (agriculture, forestry and fishing) from 263.4 thousand in 2002 г. to 285.9 thousand in 2003, or employed have increased by 8.5% compared to the previous year.

The high employment in the agriculture is due to two reasons: 1) the sector is a labour-intensive sector, lacking high-tech farming equipment and 2) in the beginning of the transition period the urban labour force released from the restructured industry overflowed to the agriculture. At the same time, the high unemployment rate results from two factors: 1) in the rural areas there is no employment alternative outside the agriculture and 2) the agriculture generates “self-employment aimed to ensure survival” and not employing new labour force as a result of the expansion of efficient market holdings. The self-employment in the agriculture cannot, however, cover the free labour force in the villages and therefore the unemployment rate in the villages is higher than that in the towns. The alternatives for employment promotion in the rural regions are the rural tourism and the eco-tourism. 

National Eco-tourism Strategy and Action Plan have been developed, which will be adopted by the Council of Ministers. They are the instruments by means of which the Bulgarian government unites the multiple attempts to develop the eco-tourism at specific places in view to generate income, economic growth and living in the small localities. The drafting of these instruments is the response to a number of local and regional initiatives for eco-tourism. The eco-tourism will introduce sustainable models of economic growth and business. 

The Strategy concerned has laid down four strategic objectives: preservation of the natural and cultural heritage; development of the eco-tourist business; regional and local development; national policy, government and administration. 

JAP priority: The new private sector in particular, has not yet reached a size sufficient to generate a sustainable growth of employment and compensate for the job losses in the public sector. There is an insufficient development of small enterprises, which are the main source of job growth
In 2002, employment increase has been registered in the micro, small and medium sized enterprises
 in Bulgaria. The highest increase has been recorded in enterprises employing between 11 and 50 persons – 8 %. During the same year, the companies from the small and medium-sized enterprises sector have covered 54.6 % of the employed in the economy, which accounts for 2.2-percentage points higher share in the overall employment compared to the previous year. 

In 2003 under the measures provided for in the Employment Promotion Act (EPA) aimed at entrepreneurship promotion of unemployed entitled to cash benefits 648 persons have been employed, 5 have been trained and some BGN 586 586 (EUR 300 thousand
) have been spent. In 2004, employment of 450 persons and training of 70 persons have provided for and some BGN 273 720 (EUR 140 thousand) has been allocated for that purpose.

Under the Micro-crediting Guarantee Fund project in 2003 the companies, which used credits, declared that they would create 4 823 jobs under 2 610 projects developed by credit applicants, amounting to BGN 27 707 292 (EUR 14 167 thousand). Since the beginning of the project implementation in December 2002 until December 2003 were opened 4 547 sustainable jobs. 
Despite the financial stabilization registered in the last few years, the business climate is not yet fully appropriate for the development of small and medium sized enterprises due to the tax burden, stagnating market demand, insufficient internationalisation of the Bulgarian companies and the high level of still existing administrative and bureaucratic obstacles and barriers to the business. 

The governmental policy in the economy is aimed at entrepreneurship promotion including small and medium sized enterprises, export and investments and attaining a balanced social and economic development of the different regions within the country. In terms of legislation, such relations are regulated by the adoption of the amendments to the Foreign Investment Act and the Small and Medium-sized Enterprises Act.
The aim is to provide support to the small and medium sized enterprises and opportunity to introduce high technologies and innovations in the enterprises concerned. New financial thresholds will be fixed with respect to the concept definition of small and medium sized enterprises, whereby the scope of such enterprises will be extended in view of obtaining access to a greater number of the pre-accession programmes and the funds allocated hereunder. 

The participation of Bulgaria in the Third Multiannual Programme for SME of the EU contributed to the accomplishment of the National Programme for the promotion of Small and Medium Enterprises Development, adopted by the Government in 2002. Its implementation resulted in the creation of 8 Euro-Info Centers.  In 2002, following decision by the Council of Ministers, Bulgaria joined the Multiannual Programme of the EU for the development of the enterprises and entrepreneurship and especially (2001 - 2005). Agency for Small and Medium Enterprises acts as a coordinator. 

Special provision of services is provided for with respect to large investors. A certificate will be granted for provision of administrative services in case of declared intention for making investments and of investment project submitted. The investments will be classified in three classes. In the case of the highest class, in addition to the services provided on individual basis, the state (upon request from the investor who has been granted a certificate of first class investment) will allocate funds earmarked for the construction of elements of a technical infrastructure that are required for the implementation of the investment plan. 

Specific measures will be laid down in a set of national strategies for entrepreneurship promotion and investment activities promotion, the application of which will be guaranteed by the implementation of the relevant annual programmes. 

JAP priority: The skills level and structure of the labour force is a concern in an immediate and medium-term perspective

In the professional-qualification structure of the registered unemployed the trend, according to which the low-skilled unemployed constitute the largest group by number and relative share, has been maintained in 2003 as well. The average annual number of the registered low-skilled unemployed in 2003 dropped by 19.1% compared to 2002 and reached 321 726. However, their relative share in the overall unemployed increased by 0.3 percentage points and is 60.9%. 

The absolute number and the relative share of the blue-collar unemployed decreased in the overall unemployed. In 2003 the annual average number of the blue-collar unemployed is 116 008, by 22.5% lower than in 2002. Their relative share in the total number of unemployed accounts for 22.0% or by 0.8 percentage points lower than in 2002 г.

The average annual number of the unemployed with upper-secondary education in 2003 is 90 307, by 17.0% lower than in 2002. In 2003, the relative share of the unemployed with upper-secondary education in the overall unemployed went up slightly by 0.5 percentage points compared to 2002 and is 17.1%.

The low-skilled unemployed are the most disadvantaged group at the labour market since they cannot find easily a job. As a result of this their status as unemployed is extended and therefore they are included in the long-term unemployed group.   

The lifelong learning means have not yet been adequately activated to overcome the outdating of the professional qualification and individual disqualification. A small part (around 12 %) of the employers provide the required training to maintain and upgrade the professional qualification of the staff hired which means that the employers do not invest to the required extent in the development of the human resources. The individual investment contribution to the development of one’s own qualification is also insufficient. This due both to the low income and to the importance still underestimated and unrealised of the lifelong learning to provide sustainable employment and professional career. 

The development of the human resources is a major objective, achieved by: 
· Providing appropriate training to acquire professional-qualification features adequate to the new requirements of the employers; an opportunity has been provided to the employers to conduct themselves training for unemployed, a license from National Agency for Vocational Education and Training (NAVET) being not required for that purpose. 

· Ensuring a high quality and efficiency of the training by extending its duration and increasing the funds required. 
· Encouraging employers, who provide training to their employees through: allocating part of the funds required for the training or subsidizing the instalments in the social security funds due by the employer for each hired unemployed person for the duration of the training provided to the person concerned. 
III. Promoting a job-creating environment

1. Education and training

JAP priority: Identify and address the key factors for school failure, irregular attendance and non-enrolment, and develop adequate measures to address the issue

The enrolment rate of the 5-14 age group is close to the corresponding number of children in the European Union’s Member States (99.2 %), the net enrolment rate - 70.5 % for the 15-19 age group is quite lower compared with the average for the European Union (81.3 %).         

Although the number of the dropped-out children is slightly decreasing, which is due to the legislative amendments that have been done (Social Assistance Act), the measures of the Government for encouraging parents to send their children to school, etc. The approach adopted to avoid the negative aftermaths and the measures designed to overcome such aftermaths are aimed to eliminating or reducing the impact of the main reasons for the current situation, such as families’ poor social and financial condition:  insufficient motivation or absence of motivation of the pupils on one hand and the family and public environment on the other hand to acquire education and qualification in view of future participation in the social and economic life; poor cooperation between the educational system and the public authorities and communities; shortcomings and deficiencies in the organization and the contents of the education (inappropriate forms and methods of education, structure and volume of the curricula), poor Bulgarian language command, etc; the imperfections of the territorial education infrastructure, in particular the remoteness of schools, transport issues, etc. 

To overcome these negative factors, conceptual, legislative, methodological and organizational measures have been undertaken.

In the social policy, the amendments of the Social Assistance Act updated and improved the possibilities for providing support to the socially disadvantaged families. The method for determining the minimum income, the children allowances, the provision of children-related social services was also improved. National Strategy for Child Protection has been developed for the period 2004-2006. It provides for creation of conditions and development of a minimum number and types of services for children, mainly of preventive nature. The operative objectives will be achieved based on measures aimed at access to education and training. The National Strategy for Protecting the Rights of the Street Children provides for measures to identify the dropped-out from the educational system to be implemented by the regional education inspectorates. In view of improving the care provided to children with disabilities, uniform criteria and quality standards of social services provided to children have been developed (Ordinance on the criteria and standards for social services to children) ensuring real protection. Such measures will encourage the participation of the children with disabilities in the education process. 
The draft Strategy for Development of the Secondary Education System in the Republic of Bulgaria provides for the elaboration of a national program for addressing the issues of children who are not covered by the educational system. 

The Ministry of Education and Science took the following measures to address the education-related specific problems:

· A legislative base was adopted in view of developing the quality of educational content – for State Educational Requirements (SER), unified national standards of educational content and new curricula.
· In the academic year 2002-2003, new curricula, new syllabi, and new educational documentation for grades 1 and 2 were introduced in the Bulgarian school. The approved syllabi for grade 3 will be introduced in 2004, and those for grade 4 in 2005.  

· In the academic year 2003-2004, a compulsory preparatory study group was introduced with kindergartens or schools. This creates conditions for equal opportunities and continuity. Conditions are established for equal start and integration of children and pupils from minority groups and for children with special educational needs. 

· Free educational tools are provided for the children in the compulsory preparatory group, as well as free textbooks for grade 1 and for children coming from socially disadvantaged families and spplementary social assistance is provided for children in grade 1.                   

JAP priority: Develop new curricula to allow for a sufficient adaptability to the long-term needs of the economy and of vocational skills

The process of targeting the education and the training to acquire knowledge adequate to the European requirements and needs of the economic development is still ongoing. The draft Strategy for Development of the Secondary Education System, in particular the amendments to be implemented in the different education sectors over the next five years provides for the educational system, the state educational requirements (SER), the educational curricula and syllabi, the textbooks and educational tools, etc., which determine the adaptability of the training to the changing needs. 

The following has been done in this area:

· 22 state educational requirements (SER) have been developed and approved for the acquisition of qualification by occupations pursuant to the Public Education Act and the Vocational Education and Training Act.  A plan for developing further SER in 2004 has been prepared. Under a PHARE 2004 project 60 new standards will be updated and developed.                                          

· Framework programmes for the acquisition of vocational qualifications and of partial speciality degree have been developed with the participation of the social partners.                         

· New curricula and syllabi are developed jointly with the social partners by occupation and by speciality, according to the List of occupations covered by vocational education and training. Amendments are targeted at bringing education closer to the needs of the open labour market.                   

· National examination programmes for the acquisition of a second qualification degree have been developed and approved. National examination programmes for the acquisition of a third qualification degree are in the process of development.              

JAP priority: Accelerate efforts to improve the provision of education for the minority groups and review possible obstacles to ensure equal access to education 

A priority of the education is to ensure an equal access and equal opportunities for education and integration of students of different ethnic origin. In 2003, a series of activities have been carried out aimed to integrate pupils from ethnic minorities:

· An Advisory Board on the Education of Children and Pupils of Ethnic Minorities has been set up with the Ministry of Education and Science to assist the development and implementation of the national policy in the area of education of children and pupils of the ethnic minorities in Bulgaria.      

· A Bill is prepared on the establishment of a Fund for the Educational Integration of Children and Pupils of Ethnic Minorities. The Fund will accumulate funds from the national budget, donations from private donors, and payments allocated for projects funded by the World Bank, by foundations, by the European Union programmes (Phare), etc.                        

· The Ministry of Education and Science is currently engaged in identifying educational establishments outside the Roma areas, and in developing models for the gradual integration of Roma children in non-Roma environment at such educational establishments.                             

· The position of Assistant Teacher has been introduced in the educational system in July 2003 to facilitate the inclusion of children of different ethnic minorities in the educational process and to overcome the difficulties in practising the official language.                     

· In the academic year 2003-2004, two universities (the University of Veliko Turnovo and the Thracian University) set up the specialities of “Primary Teacher in the Roma Language” and “Primary Teacher in a Foreign Language” as a supplementary qualification for the future primary teachers in Roma and in Turkish.                 

Current difficulties concerning the provision of equal access to quality education are related to: lack of sufficient funding of activities; dissatisfaction on the part of both Bulgarian and Roma parents with the projected mixing of Roma and Bulgarian children; unwillingness of municipal school principals and municipalities to appoint assistant teachers and to introduce imperative desegregation measures in the Roma educational establishments; unwillingness and/or lack of funds of municipalities to assume the transport expenses of Roma children between their housing area and the school, which are located in the bigger cities.                                     

In view of facilitating the equal access of children with disabilities to education and training, in 2003, the programme entitled “Employment for teachers, who work with children with disabilities” was launched in five towns. Unemployed teachers teach children with different forms of disabilities, not enrolled in school and also help for their integration in the public education system. In 2004, the programme will have countrywide coverage.                

JAP priority: Complete as quickly as possible the reform of vocational education, and monitor implementation to ensure that the provision is adapted to the future needs of the economy.

The reform in the area of vocational education and training is ongoing. The network of schools is optimized. The educational institutions are brought in line with the requirements of the Vocational Education and Training Act (1999) – the schools organize teaching according to the levels of professional qualification approved in the Act (2003) and also train adults; the Centers for Vocational  Training are licensed. The state admission of students by occupations is optimised and takes into account the needs of the labour market; the list is approved by the minister of education and science upon coordination with the minister of labour and social policy and the minister of regional development and public works.                       

The identification of the real needs of vocational education and training will be supported by the implementation of the MLSP methodology to specify the needs of the employers of qualified labour force by occupation and speciality, the implementation of which will start in 2004.

The List of occupations to be covered by vocational training and education, which is in conformity with the educational areas of the International Standard Classification ISCED-97 and ISKO-89 will become effective in the academic year 2004-2005. The said list is open and subject to amendments to take account of the relevant trends in the provision of professionally qualified labour. New educational documentation is in process of development and introduction. 

By the end of 2004, questionnaires and surveys on the introduction of monitoring of the vocational education and training systems will be developed.                    

The reform in the education is supported by the implementation of Renovation of Vocational Training Centres Project (PHARE Programme 2000), Investment in labour market development and vocational training (PHARE Programme 2001), Lifelong leaning and Vocational education and training (PHARE Programme 2002), etc.

JAP priority: Assess whether higher education provision is adapted to its needs in a medium-term perspective in terms of strategy, infrastructure and curricula and targets for participation.

In the academic year 2002-2003, the number of students
 in universities and specialised higher educational establishments was 211 272 or 1.6% higher than the previous year. Of the total number of university students, 100 249 were men and 111 023 were women.                 

There are 51 higher education establishments in the country – universities, specialised high schools, and colleges. The major problems that face the higher education are: inadequacy between the quality of education and the needs of the labour market; demographic changes; scientific and technical developments and the need for the latter to be introduced as quickly as possible in the curricula. A draft of strategy for the development of education in the Republic of Bulgaria is elaborated, which will incorporate the priorities and the actions in the area of higher education in respect of the next five-year period.                                

One main priority is to train highly qualified university graduates, in line with public practice, easily adaptable to the changing labour market. It is envisaged to encourage the administrative independence of higher institutions and also to encourage them to introduce a new mechanism to finance in view of promoting competitive conditions in management.     

The setting up of the National Evaluation and Accreditation Agency works towards the introduction of mechanisms to guarantee quality in education. It is envisaged a permanent post-accreditation control to be introduced, to monitor compliance with the recommendations of the Agency and with the quality standards.                               

The vocational education does not yet have sufficiently developed mechanisms to motivate employers to participate in the practical training. There is need to develop efficient cooperation between the Ministry of Education and Science, Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, educational establishments and employers in the area of practical training and in the process of development of curricula and evaluation criteria. Certain progress in that respect, represent specific initiatives of employers’ organisations, which have been carried out with the participation of MLSP and MES (e.g. Career Forum 2003, etc.).        

JAP priority: Urgently develop a strategy for continuing training in close co-operation with the social partners. Fundamental problems such as employers' attitudes towards training, the lack of funding and incentives for employers and workers need to be addressed within this strategy, as well as appropriate incentives for the training of those employed. The inequality of access to training for the unemployed has to be addressed with high priority.

In 2004, a continuing vocational training strategy will be developed in the Republic of Bulgaria. The strategy is one of the tasks of the Council of Ministers’ plan to speed-up negotiations for Bulgaria’s accession to the European Union. The principles of the Lifelong learning concept were included in the legislation regulating the policy of the State in the area of education and training.            

In the education area the following has been implemented:

· Regulation on the distribution of the school hours, according to which pupils must receive equal basic training to meet the general education minimum has been adopted;            

· The National Action Plan “Education for All” comprises a special “Priority Areas” programme which primarily aims to provide high quality and compulsory initial education for all;               

· In the higher education system, several high schools offer Master’s programmes and post-graduate training targeted at the specifics, methodology and problems related to adult education. The programmes have been operational since 2001;               

· The syllabus for Ethics and Law contains a separate module entitled “Ethics and Law of the Information Society” which aims to develop skills in ICT in the secondary education system.              

In the employment area the following has been achieved:

· The amendments to the Employment Promotion Act, made in 2003 allowed to increase the incentives and the opportunities for continuing education of adults – both employed and unemployed, including in the context of the Lifelong learning. The employers are encouraged to create new jobs for apprenticeship and qualification upgrading through practice (work experience); maintain and upgrade the qualification of the employed workers and employees.

· The actions, measures and programmes provided for in the National Action Plan for Employment for 2003 and 2004 are in line with the requirements to the development of the vocational training of adults according to the guidelines contained in the European Employment Strategy. 
· A Concept for development of Lifelong Learning has been developed with a view to employability. The Concept concerned has been considered and adopted by the National Employment Promotion Council. 
· The preparation for organizing a national system for vocational training aimed at both employed and unemployed is underway. The functioning of the system concerned will ensure higher quality of the training, lower costs of the educational process, improvement of the access to various forms of training.

JAP priority: Promote the intensity and the participation of the unemployed and the employed in training
 

The focus in the policy of qualification upgrading and vocational mobility of the labour force is placed on the improvement of the conditions to ensure larger access and training quality enhancement. Training for unemployed is free of charge. During the period of training, the unemployed receive a scholarship and travel and lodging expenses.                   

In 2003, the Employment Agency organised 1 482 vocational training courses (45% higher than the previous year).  The number of individuals who have passed training courses in 2003 is by 66.1 % higher compared with the previous year. There is a stable tendency of keen interest for extra training (67.4 % of the trained individuals). This is due to the constantly growing requirements on the part of employers in respect of the skills and knowledge of the labour force.                 

The training of employed is an important preventive measure aimed at unemployment and a factor to improve the adaptability of the labour force to the labour market. In 2003, 16 064 employed were covered by vocational training courses, 8 863 employed have completed vocational courses, while their number was 554 in the previous year.  

The improvement of the vocational training quality is proved by the high relative share of those who were employed right after participation in vocational training cources - 48.9 % (to 40.2 % for 2002) of all unemployed who had passed a training course.

The quality of the vocational training is guaranteed through the training award procedure in accordance with the EPA, which requires that the training is awarded following a submission of offers by licensed vocational training centres (according to the Vocational Education and Training Act) and in compliance with the requirements of the Public Procurement Act. More than 110 licensed vocational training centres already function. 

2. Wage-formation

JAP priority: Review together with the social partners, the wage setting system to strengthen its ability to guide skill formation, mobility, and reallocation of labour, and ensure that wage developments are employment-friendly. Tri-partite wage negotiations should progressively be replaced by bi-partite negotiations while ensuring that wage bargaining takes place at appropriate levels.
An expert group from different ministries and agencies developed a new model to determine wage formation in the budgetary sector. The group reviewed the existing legislation and analysed the existing wage formation system in the budgetary sector. The Council of Ministers adopted the new model of wage formation in the budgetary sector, which is related to the amendments of the labour legislation, and makes it possible to improve the system of wage setting in the budgetary sector considerably. Minimum and maximum wages are set according to positions; wage increase is tied to attestation whereby employees are assessed according to their merit; more opportunities exist for bonus payments to be made depending on the individual’s performance and to his/her contribution to improving the organisation’s overall level of activities.                     

The Regulation concerning wage formation in commercial companies with more than 50 % State shares, which was adopted in 2003, makes it possible for commercial companies to set their wage fund by observing a strict fiscal discipline, depending on labour productivity, by preventing any increase of losses or overdue debt.                              

Contracting of wages is bi-partite at appropriate levels between labour unions and employers. 

In order to reduce non-regulated employment, the nationally represented employers’ organisations and labour unions supported the government on the introduction of an employment contracts register and of a minimum insurance threshold by sectors and by nine categories of positions. On a proposal by the employers’ organisations, the government consented that the minimum insurance wage per sector should be agreed upon between the sectoral organisations of the employers and those of the workers and employees.             

· In 2003, bi-partite agreements were signed in 29 sectors out of 43; 

· In 2004, bi-partite agreements were signed in 44 sectors out of 50.                     

 The employers’ sectoral organisations and the labour unions participate in the line tri-partite councils with the respective ministries and agencies. On the other hand, bi-partite committees and groups on labour conditions are set up within the enterprises, and sectoral and regional boards on labour conditions are established by sectors and by regions.        

At present, there are 63 sectoral collective labour agreements.                 

The collective labour agreements by sectors and by enterprises cover about 38 % of the workers and employees. They contain a clause setting the minimum wage for the respective enterprise or sector.                  

3. Taxes and social contributions
JAP priority: Review of payroll taxes; improve compliance with tax payment Examine how to reduce the tax-wedge in order to increase incentives for job creation and take-up.   

The 2003 amendments and supplements to the Taxation of the Income of Natural Persons Act aimed to improve and upgrade the normative framework, and reduce discrepancies and subjectivity in its implementation, thus improving compliance with tax payment and eliminating disputes (often taken to the court) between taxpayers and the taxation administration.                  

The changes that were introduced fall into two main groups. One group of changes is related to particularising and simplifying the provisions of the Law; the other group relates to reducing the tax burden to stimulate consumption:         

· New provisions were introduced in respect of donors providing for equal treatment. The former terms were preserved (e.g. amount of the donation, restricted number of beneficiaries and the other terms valid for the self-employed). Thus, natural persons whose source of income rests only with an employment contract, make a donation, may reduce their taxable income by up to 10 % (donation amount) after deduction of other payments
· Amendments in the area of license taxation aimed to introduce a closer link between the real income of the persons exercising licensed activities and the amount of the tax. 

· In order to introduce equal treatment of the taxable persons, the possibility was abolished for notaries and for persons exercising private medical activities to implement the right to a choice in respect of their income taxation. Equal taxation provisions were introduced for all self-employed individuals. 

· The scope of non-taxable income was extended (indemnity due under Article 139d of the Judiciary Act was added to the indemnities paid on the grounds of the Labour Code upon retirement).                        

Measures aimed to a gradual increase of the non-taxable minimum and a reduction in parallel of the tax rate for the lowest income is an important element of the policy for increasing the minimum labour income. In 2001, the tax rate in the lowest taxation scale band was 20 %. In 2002, the tax rate in the same taxation scale band went down to 18 %, in 2003 – to 15 %, and in 2004 – to 12 %.

In 2003, amendments to the legislation were introduced in respect of the 2004 income. The scope of non-taxable income of persons engaged under employment contracts was increased. The amendment aimed to align the treatment of persons receiving social benefits and assistance with the new social legislation and special laws in the social sector. The amendments were also prompted by the forthcoming establishment of a National Revenue Agency.                

The amendment and supplement to the Corporate Income Tax Act, which took effect on 01.01.2003, was part of the amendments to the taxation legislation. It aimed to reduce the tax burden and to improve the investment climate in the country by upgrading the corporate tax legislative framework, alternative corporate taxation, and taxes collected at the source. Direct taxation policy aims to support economic growth and to promote investments. The extension of the taxation basis in medium-term will allow for a further reduction of direct tax rates and, consequently, a lower tax burden.                    

The amendments and supplements to the Corporate Income Tax Act can be summarised as follows:

· Adoption of a unified tax rate and transformation of the profit tax and the municipal tax into corporate tax. The amount of the corporate tax rate is reduced from 25 % to 23.5 % for 2003 and 19.5% for 2004, and forms part of the national budget. The new mode of payment of the corporate tax will facilitate its administration. The lower amount of the tax will gradually reduce the tax burden and will extend the tax basis, taking account of the principle of equivalence of the subjects of taxation.                 

· Introduction of tax relief for the companies investing in high unemployment areas. This measure will stimulate a higher interest on the part of investors for these areas. Investors will be subject to a zero tax rate if they focus on such areas and create jobs there.                 

· Amendments related to the transformation of the accounting result used for taxation purposes, taking into consideration the national and international accounting standards. In order to meet the principle of equivalence of tax subjects, the new regulatory framework introduces the same amount of taxable profit, irrespective of the accounting policy of the company.                   

· Amendments related to the depreciation policy – introduction of a higher annual depreciation rate of the fixed assets. The characteristics of the various assets and the dynamic development of technologies show that assets with a different degree of economic depreciation cannot be placed in the same conditions.          

In Bulgaria, the consolidated budget revenue taken as a percentage of the GDP is among the lowest figures in Europe. Amendments may be made to the taxation policy provided that the additional tax relief is compensated for by additional budget revenue. In effect, this is the objective of the government’s policy towards reducing direct taxation and increasing the real income of the natural persons. The difference will be compensated by increasing indirect taxes, on the one hand, and by investment promotion, on the other hand, which will increase economic growth and labour productivity, boost income rise, and enlarge the tax basis by shrinking the shadow economy.          

This policy is expresses in the amendments to the taxation scale of the natural persons, which takes into account the inflation rate, income growth and the ratio of employer's and employee's contributions rates. The taxation scale registers a decrease of the tax burden, which is the greatest in the low-income groups. The highest income tax rate of 29 % is preserved. The lowest income tax rate is gradually reduced from 18 % (in 2002), to 15 % (in 2003), and to 12 % (in 2004). The government’s taxation policy 2003-2005, envisages a further reduction of this percentage to 10 % in 2005.
JAP priority: Increase the coverage of unemployed by unemployment benefits, especially in respect of the most disadvantaged groups 

JAP priority: Review the benefit systems, in particular social assistance, and their interaction in order to increase incentives for the unemployed and inactive to take-up a job in the formal sector and to encourage an active attitude
Unemployment benefits have the nature of insurance compensations. The scope of persons receiving such benefits depends on whether they are insured for the event of “unemployment risk”.              

The State Social Security Budget Act sets the minimum and maximum amount of the unemployment benefit every year. The figures in 2003 were minimum amount of 70 BGL, and maximum amount of 140 BGL. The figures in 2004 are minimum amount of 80 BGL, and maximum amount of 140 BGL. A monthly average of 107 503 persons received unemployment benefits in 2003. This figure is lower by 29 216 compared with 2002 (136 719 in 2002).

Access to social insurance depends not only on the criteria defined by the social legislation, but above all on the payment of insurance contributions. This is why reform in this area paid special attention to increasing the payment of contributions. These measures were both fiscal (increasing the income, reducing the deficit), but had a social aspect, too, i.e. providing access to social insurance for persons engaged in the shadow economy.                   

The National Social Security Institute maintains a Data Base of social security contributions. The Dbase makes it possible to analyse risk profiles, and to pay special attention to risk companies or activities. Certain flexible measures are envisaged, e.g. deferring the debt of some indebted companies that have good prospects for revival. The introduction of compulsory registration of employment contracts (in effect from the beginning of 2003) had a considerable positive effect. The number of ensured persons grew by approximately 300 thousand. Minimum insurance thresholds by sectors and by activities were introduced. This measure cut back on the practice to insure workers and employees on the basis of the minimum taxable income, which meant the payment of minimum compensation to the insured in the event of a risk.      

As of 10.02.2004
, some 5 063 thousand employment contracts were registered (of this number, 2 003 are contracts operational by 01.01.2003; 1 507 thousand are new contracts concluded after 01.01.2003; 400,5 thousand additional agreements to the contracts; 1 153 thousand contracts were terminated after 01.01.2003). Some 85,7 thousand new employment contracts were concluded by the unemployed who were engaged in various employment schemes. In the beginning of 2004, 56 thousand of these were in force. Of the total number of newly registered employment contracts, 336 thousand were concluded by persons who had no social insurance in 2002, which shows that these persons came from the shadow economy. It is early yet to make a more detailed analysis or forecast; in any case, it is obvious that this measure yields positive results. The 2003 income of social insurance funds from insurance contributions grew by 448,5 million BGL compared with 2002.  
In Bulgaria, social protection is transformed from a direct monetary assistance to support for taking up a job. Possibilities now exist to ensure employment for persons in the active age having a long unemployment record, who have been in the social benefits system for a long time. The unemployed who are eligible to receive monthly benefits are included in an employment programme. Those who refuse to take up a job under the programme are deprived of monthly benefits for a period of one year. The exceptions to the rule are allowed only for some groups for example: mothers taking carte of children below the age of 3; pregnant women, after the third month of pregnancy; people with lasting disabilities or with temporary incapacity for work, etc.

In 2003
, 117 761 unemployed were included in the National Programme “From Social Assistance to Employment” (See the next item); an average of  79 439 persons were employed per month.  

The unemployed who have been registered with an Employment Office (EO) for six months may apply for social benefits. The unemployed applying for social assistance must participate in programmes organised by the municipal administration at least 5 days per week (provision of social services, public works, and cleaning).           

On 01.01.2003, amendments and supplements to the Social Assistance Act and its Implementing Regulations took effect. They introduced a differentiated approach to the provision of assistance for different risk groups depending on the specific character and needs of their members. This made it possible to increase the income of persons with the lowest income, e.g. lone parents raising children, lonely adults, and people with disabilities. The coefficients used to calculate the amount of assistance for these risk groups were raised.             

To strengthen the administrative capacity of the Social Assistance Agency, new integrated software will be introduced in the Regional Social Assistance Directorates in April 2004. The software will be used to create a Data Base of the social assistance and child protection activities.   

ІV. Active labour market policy

1. Measures for sustainable employment

JAP priority: Improved targeting of the employment policy (especially of the temporary work schemes), to ensure maximum impact for the groups of unemployed it targets 

JAP priority: More attention to the labour market needs of the most disadvantaged groups, in particular the Roma population
JAP priority: Improved provision and targeting of active programmes, continued rebalancing of the temporary work schemes and sustainable employment, better addressing of young unemployed and disadvantaged groups.
To fulfil the National Employment Action Plan (NEAP), in 2003 the different employment programmes and measures covered 144,044 unemployed; the training and vocational training covered 70,159 persons and the spending amounted to BGL 233,974,912 (EUR 119,629,000). This figure reflects the resources from the budget of the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy for active policy, which funded the employment of 143,269 persons and the vocational training of 51,091. The expenditure from the earmarked budget of BGL 176,695,135 (EUR 90,343,000) was used as follows: 

· The national programmes implemented by the Employment Agency in 2003 covered 126,916 unemployed; 10,788 were trained; BGL 168,203,528 (EUR 86,000,000) were spent;

· BGL 7,412,721 (EUR 3,790,000) were spent for vocational training and 25,516 persons enrolled in training courses. 

· Under the promotion regimes of the Employment Promotion Act 31,140 persons started work or enrolled in training courses; BGL 14,253,754 (EUR 7,288,000) were spent.

In 2003 the National Programme From Social Assistance to Employment covered 117,761 unemployed; on average 79,439 persons worked each month, BGL 129,166,393 (EUR 66,042,000) were spent; 

The Beautiful Bulgaria Project employed 7,726 persons, trained 2,367 persons; spent BGL 28,078,448 (EUR 14,356,000);
The Jobs Opportunities through Business Support Project provided work for 3,076 persons, training for 4,760 persons; and spent BGL 5,904,000 (EUR 3,019,000).
The annual NEAP, after an analysis, defines the most disadvantaged groups on the labour market, which leads to improved targeting of the employment policy. The priority targets of the 2003 programmes and measures were:

· youth;
· long-term unemployed;

· disabled unemployed.

Alongside, there were programmes and measures for orphans, single parents, ex-convicts, women, aged unemployed. Every employment programme targets a specific group of unemployed; there are subgroups which are given priority for inclusion in the programmes, according to criteria such as: age, educational level, duration of unemployment etc. Temporary work schemes from 2002 do not exist anymore (the article from EPA according to which such schemes were developed has dropped out). 
In NEAP 2003 the shortest duration had a programme for the preservation of the crops provides 6-months employment for its beneficiaries, which is due to the specificity of activities.  Under the programme “Employment in the public administration of young people with higher education” 6-months employment is provided as a form of work experience to young people with higher education to start their labour record in the public administration immediately after they graduate and also an opportunity for prolongation of the employment with 3 months is envisaged. A typical programme for employment in public works (the National Programme “From Social Assistance to Employment”) provides employment up to 3 years under different projects.

In 2003 the following new programmes targeting disadvantaged groups on the labour market began:

-young unemployed: the National Programme Computer Training for Young People

-unemployed women: the Encouragement for Women’s Start-ups in the Services of Raising Children Project; the Back to Work Project, etc.

-disabled unemployed: the National Programme for Employment and Vocational Training of People with Permanent Disability which provides accessible working environment and employment to people with permanent disability
-unemployed in the rural areas:

· the Programme for employment promotion and vocational training in apiculture which provides advisory services, training, access to low-interest credits, to financial leasing in order to start their own agricultural business in the field of bee-keeping.

· Programme for financing of farmers – a pilot phase for the region of Vidin which provides training and stable employment to unemployed in agriculture.
· The unemployed after approval of agricultural business plans by the subdivisions of the EA, receive funding, as planned, to cover costs of land cultivation, for seeds and seedlings, fertilizers and plant protection chemicals. They are given additional financial support for vocational training on the subject of their activity and/or its management as per the approved business plans (Art. 49а EPA).
· Subsidies for 12-month employment for women aged over 50 and men over 55 (Art. 55a EPA).
In 2003 the largest initiative to increase employment and social cohesion was the National Programme from Social Assistance to Employment. The Programme’s beneficiaries are long-term unemployed, who benefit from monthly social assistance allowances in an active age, unemployed who care permanently for disabled and seriously ill persons in an active age and up to 20% of the covered persons are long-term unemployed skilled workers who do not benefit from social assistance allowances. The Programme provides employment for a period of 3 years. This programme aims to increase employability, social and labour integration of long-term unemployed who would otherwise have difficulties in finding a placement. Apart from jobs, the programme provides training and literacy courses. The main activities for which the Programme employed people are: community services; maintenance and protection of municipal and state property; maintenance and protection of the environment; maintenance and protection of cultural heritage; industrial activities; social activities; the Personal Assistant service, and other activities. As a result of implementation of the Programme 69,666 persons dropped out of the social assistance systems. Thus the resources for social aid earmarked for people of an active age and able to work were transformed into “resources to provide employment”.

In 2004 the Programme was modified by extending the opportunities for participation of private employers in the activities with a durable nature, that are not part of their main activities and do not bring profit, i.e. for instance sanitation and repair of facades, repairs to manufacturing facilities, the creation of an environment accessible to persons with reduced ability to work, improved working conditions, etc. 

In order to provide employment to older unemployed disadvantaged on the labour market and to support them to become eligible for retirement pension the National Programme Assistance for Retirement has been implemented since 2002. In 2003 the Programme provided employment to unemployed who lacked up to 24 months in their employment record in order to have the necessary sum of points for insurance period and age, which will make them eligible for pension. Thus 780 people worked under the Programme. As of 2004 the target group was extended to the people who lack 60 months of social insurance to become eligible for retirement pension.

To eliminate the risk of social isolation of the Roma and to solve the problems for their employment, the Government updated the Framework Programme for Full Integration of the Roma in the Bulgarian society. The objective the Programme is the elimination of the labour market discrimination against the Roma as one of the main political priorities of the Bulgarian government. The Programme aims at full inclusion of the Roma at all levels of state institutions; for the implementation of this objective it relies on the initiative of the Roma, who are encouraged to be an active entity in the public sphere, not a passive object of intervention. The measures adopted by the government policy aim at the development and realisation of programmes for qualification and employment, in line with the labour market demands and the peculiarities of some traditional labour/professional attitudes in the respective Roma groups.

Developed and under realization are the following programmes and projects, targeting ethnic groups on the labour market:

- Urbanization and Social Development of Areas with Predominant Minority Populations – aiming to: improve the living conditions of ethnic minority groups by upgrading the public infrastructure; contribute to social and economic integration of ethnic minority groups by implementing active labor market policies; foster good interethnic relations while preserving the identity of ethnic minority groups by building public social infrastructure; implement part of the Framework Programme for the Equal Integration of the Roma;
- National Programme from Social Insurance to Employment;
- Project “Social Inclusion” (Phare 2001) – the  project is aimed to contribute to the social and economic integration of the Roma, other ethnic minorities and the disabled and other disadvantaged groups on the labour market in  Bulgaria; development of training measures, employment and encouragement of entrepreneurship, literacy increase  and competence improvement of target groups;

- Programmes for literacy, professional training, and employment - Increased level of education and qualification of the unemployed persons in unequal standing (illiterate person from different ethnic groups) and secured employment.
Bulgaria has developed the National Report on Youth Employment in the Republic of Bulgaria, according to UN Resolution 57/165. The main aim of the report is to provide information about employment and unemployment among the youth and enforced national policy to improve prosperity and create employment for young people. According to UN Resolution 57/165 the data from this report will be used by the UN for the global analysis and the assessment of the progress made in the field of youth employment. 

JAP priority: Develop a monitoring and evaluation culture 

The EA conducts monthly monitoring and ongoing supervision during the implementation of the programmes and measures for employment and vocational training by administrative statistics. The Agency collects data about the number of persons included, the number of persons who have worked, resources spent, effectiveness of conducted vocational training (number of placements after training), jobs created, reassignments etc.

The Criteria for Selection of Employers to be given subsidies for the hiring and training of unemployed, as provided by the EPA, are being applied. In order to rebalance work schemes and sustainable employment it is envisaged that, when applicants receive equal evaluations, preference will be given to those employers who provide permanent, not seasonal employment.

A Methodology to determine the needs of the employers for labour force with specific qualification has been developed. In direct connection with this methodology the personnel of the Labour Office Directorate will be   trained how to collect data in order to determine and to analyse the employers’ needs for labour   force with specific  qualification  (locally and nation-wide).  The bidding evaluation procedure for    the     awarding      the      contract for the first   nation-wide   study   of   the   employers’       needs 
of labour force with specific qualification is under way. The unified methodology will provide comparability of data in time and with similar surveys conducted by the countries of the European Union. 

In 2003 the Eurostat document “Labour Market Policies Database – Methodology, April 2000” was translated and a work group on the introduction of the methodology, according to the requirements of Eurostat, was set. The first stage of the group’s work was drafted early in 2004, namely all passive and active measures on employment were classified according to the requirements of the Eurostat.
A Bulgarian Labour Market Programmes and Measures Monitoring Methodology was developed. The methodology is based on the main criteria, principles, directions and approaches for evaluation. Its implementation will develop the system for labour market policy ongoing and follow-up supervision. It is envisaged that in the end of the 2004 to be implemented the Net Impact Evaluation of the Active Labour Market Policies and Job Brokerage Services.

JAP priority: Urgently increase the provision, resources and targeting of training measures, including under employment programmes with a training component, in order to ensure the effective implementation of the component and meeting objectives

For vocational training under Art. 63 EPA (training for the acquisition of professional qualification according to the needs of the labour market) in 2003 the earmarked resources amount to EUR 7.7 mln. (compared to EUR 2.5 mln. in 2002). In 2003 EUR 3,790,000 were spent to fund the activities under Art. 63.

The 2003 NEAP increased the thresholds for the amounts extended for:

	Types
	measure
	Thresholds (BGL)

2002
	Thresholds (BGL)

2003

	Vocational training for unemployed and employed under the terms and conditions of EPA
	BGL
	200 
	450 

	Computer Training for Young People National Programme
	BGL
	-
	1200

	Motivational Training
	BGL
	100
	60

	Literacy Courses Training – since 2003
	BGL
	
	360

	A stipend for unemployed enrolled in vocational training courses for the duration of training:

- when the training is conducted in the same town where the trainee lives

- when the training is conducted in a different town
	BGL

BGL
	1.50/day

2.00/day
	2,50/day 

3,00/day 

	Accommodation
	BGL
	30/day
	30/day


The main priority of labour market active policy for 2003 was adult vocational training
. The activities in this direction comply with the trends for development of Life-long learning and on this basis improve the employability of the labour force. 
The supervision tightens and the requirements for the quality of training increase. New criteria for the selection and the appointment of training organisations to train the employed and unemployed are introduced. A requirement was set for the practical training to constitute no less than 1/3 of the curriculum. In compliance with the European practice in the training of unemployed an internship with an employer was introduced in order to allow the trainee to apply the acquired skills in real conditions. 

Trainings funded by the EA may be conducted only by training organizations licensed by the NAVET. The procedure for the selection of a training organization by the Labour Office Directorates is simplified (with regards to launching the procedure, appointment of the committee and selection of a training organisation, to reduce the time period for the competitions). 

JAP priority: Permanent supervision on the net impact of the implemented active labour market programmes, by creating conditions for this to be done within the frame of the available administration on all levels, especially in the Labour Office Directorates 

The control activities are implemented through comprehensive and topical checks in the territorial subdivisions of the EA. Effective ongoing monitoring and supervision are conducted during the implementation of programmes and measures, including National Programme from Social Assistance to Employment.

The EA is planning to set up a new directorate to supervise the activities of the Labour Office Directorates with respect to services provided to job seekers and employers, the employment and vocational training programmes and measures.

The control activity for legal spending of the provided funds for the implementation of programmes and measures for encouragement and retention of employment is one of the national priorities of the Executive Agency “General Labour Inspectorat”. For the implementation of this priority, in 2004 the Agency will undertake different activities. The Inspections on Labour in municipalities will be informed for the financing (in 2004) of the programmes and measures encouraging employment. The employers, unemployed and training organizations, which use funds under programmes and measures encouraging employment for 2004, will be identified. This will be done in order to increase the effectiveness of the checkups. The results from the checkups will be analyzed quarterly. 

2. Labour mobility promotion

JAP priority: Examine and apply appropriate policy instruments including regional development strategies, promoting labour mobility and human resources development while ensuring a better balanced provision of active programmes across the territory

In 2003 to encourage territorial mobility of the unemployed hired to work outside of their place of residence
 (Art. 42 EPA – the payment of one-off sum for the transportation of household furniture; of daily transportation costs to and from work; of transportation costs to meet an employer) BGL 33,798 (EUR 17,000) were spent for 362 unemployed.

In 2002 - 2003, under the Working Life and Enlargement of the European Union Project, financed by the Swedish government, the subproject “Support of the regionalization and decentralisation of the labour market policy implementation in Bulgaria” is being implemented. The subproject was selected on the basis of the regional differences with regards to unemployment level and the significance of the different sectors in the economy to provide employment and in connection with this the requirement to apply different approaches to address unemployment and the poverty trap. 

The subproject was implemented in two stages:

1) identify and adapt appropriate methods for forecasting the opportunities for creation and sanitation of jobs and the needs for vocational training; 

2) training of representatives of the regional employment committees - 6 seminars for 200 participants were held in the planning regions. The seminars included discussions on labour mobility issues, local level cooperation, the relationship between the employment services and the employers.

Early in 2004 Parliament passed a new Regional Development Act (RDA) according to which the objectives of the regional development are:

· create conditions for balanced and sustainable development of the regions in the Republic of Bulgaria by measures to support the economic development of the regions so as to overcome the negative processes with respect to employment that resulted from the economic restructuring; to increase the competitiveness of the regions on the basis of the development and use of the local potential. 

· create preconditions for reduction of interregional and intraregional differences in the economic development of Bulgaria – through a special approach in view of the specific territorial characteristics and development problems. In this connection, the RDA envisages to determine target regions as the basis for the conduct of the government regional development policy through a system of measures directed at achieving sustainable growth of social and economic development and overcoming intraregional differences. 
· provide conditions for growth of  employment and income

· transborder cooperation development.

The new Regional Policy Act provides more effective mechanisms for horizontal and vertical coordination between the state institutions, central, regional and local authorities, social and economic partners.

A representative sociological survey
 The Rural Areas: Overcoming Development Disparities was conducted in 2003. The Report looked at the rural areas in Bulgaria from three angles. First, underdevelopment of the rural areas is treated as part of regional and social inequality in Bulgaria. Second, it is understood that the state and other institutions play a vital role in the development of these regions. Third, the EU accession plays a role in the joining with the overall development of Bulgaria. The common ground of these three angles is the focus on the person.

With a view to ensure a better territorial balance of active programmes and measures in the different regions in the country, the funds for active labour market policy are distributed according to the Criteria for the distribution of national programmes and measures for training and promotion of employment in municipalities (regions) under the EPA. The Criteria are: unemployment rate, relative share of the target group from the total number of unemployed and requested needs from the Labour Office Directorates. The regional approach is implemented under all active activities on the labour market.
3. The Role of the Employment Agency (the EA)

JAP priority: Further reform to the Employment Agency to ensure a modern public employment service with the capacity to implement employment active policy

In order to improve quality of services provided to the public, a new work model has developed. The Labour Office Directorates introduces gradually a process-based service model, which brings the services closer to the clients and optimizes the activities in the Labour Office Directorate itself.

The clients service reform is based on the optimization of the processes and activities that comprise the main services; standardization of the operations and determining the necessary resources; development of competences and needs for initial and continuous training; introduction of a system for tracing the outcomes.

Three pilot Labour Office Directorates are going to implement simultaneously a one-stop client service model. The one-stop shop service model will optimize the system management and its organisational structure; a large part of the personnel will be directed towards customer service by the setting up of two main teams – a Customer Service team (analogous to a front office) and a Programmes, Measures, Qualification and Contracts team (analogous to a back office). The impact of the piloted model will be surveyed in May 2004.

Within the framework of the reform to set up effective government administration and to improve administrative service, the EA launched a new interactive page in its Internet site. It created a job seeker database; the database includes data about all persons - unemployed, students, pensioners and employed to want to change their job - registered with the local information systems of the Labour Office Directorates. The employers can study the database for free; they can check what type of free labour force, and how many, is registered with the Labour Office Directorates by combining 12 selection criteria.

Since October 2003 in the Employment Agency the Employment Information and Services Centre has become operational where the clients are serviced at one shop.

JAP priority: Ensure appropriate financial and staff resources, in particular to the local Labour Office Directorates, to provide services to the clients – the job seekers and enterprises
To improve the quality of service in the system, a reform is conducted. Part of the administrative activities implemented by the Labour Office Directorates is transferred to the regional employment offices. In this way administrative capacity is being freed and redirected; the number of employees who service customers directly grew by almost 500. A system to monitor the costs per client was introduced. However, the progressive methods used by the Labour Office Directorates clash with the obsolete computer equipment available there.

In 2003 the funds for administrative maintenance of the EA were BGL 31 931 157 (EURO 16 326 141) compared to BGL 29 260 459 (EURO 14 960 635) in 2002.

JAP priority: Develop and implement an approach enabling to address the unemployed as early as possible with support and active measures adapted to their individual situation and needs 

The new process-based work model in the Labour Office Directorates emphasises the primary segmentation of the unemployed at the stage of registration, by the conduct of an administrative interview, and secondary segmentation, by the conduct of a qualifying interview with the persons with a potential who must be directed to the primary market. As early as the stage of registration of the unemployed, and at each consecutive visit to the Labour Office Directorate, the unemployed is offered the available job vacancies. Persons with inappropriate or insufficient vocational training are directed to training or to an appropriate labour market programmes and measures.

The quality of job brokerage services is improved and the likelihood to find work is increased through intensification of the individualised approach conducts through: better knowledge and specification of the employers’ needs and requirements; better knowledge and specification of the qualities each job seeker has and lacks; more effective selection and recruitment of job seekers, in compliance with the employers’ formal and specific requirements; increase the number of job vacancies announced in the Labour Office Directorates (LOD), through active search in alternative sources.

JAP priority: Retraining the staff, in particular those at the local level, for a culture changes towards promoting a dynamic labour market. 
The transition to the new process-based work model in the LOD and Regional LOD, was accompanied by the adequate training in the form of 47 seminars that lasted from 1 to 3 days and trained 701 employees. 

A network of Training Centres for the EA employees was set. There are 5 Regional centres in Sofia, Plovdiv, Bourgas, Rousse and Lovech. After a competition 22 trainers were appointed; they work together with facilitators – leading experts and the managers in the LOD and REOD. In connection with increasing the capacity of the EA employees, in 2003 the Regional Qualification Centres organized and conducted seminars and trained 2,124 employees from the regional employment offices and the Labour Office Directorates.

In connection with structural reform conducted in the system, the trainers were trained by US experts in change management, communication and teamwork skills. Together with the EA of France a project ‘How to improve the quality of job-brokerage services’ for initial and continuous training of the job brokers. In 2003 824 job brokers were trained in the LOD.
JAP priority: Monitor the implementation of the new framework for active policy

According to the possibilities of the database system, the EA has embedded in the reports structure a set of typified monitoring indicators. They allow analysing the programmes and measures with respect to target groups (according to gender, youth aged up to 29, unemployed without qualification and education, unemployed women and men aged over 50 etc.).  These indicators are monitored and taken into consideration at the planning and reporting stages of the active employment and training programmes and measures.

V. Horizontal policy obligations/commitments 

1. Equal opportunities for all

JAP priority: Develop policies to address gender gaps in the labour market, in particular on pay
 JAP priority: Develop policies enabling to reconcile work and family life 
JAP priority: Ensure that the legal framework provides appropriate mechanisms to promote equal opportunities between men and women

Available statistical data does not reveal big gender gaps in the labour market. Nevertheless, in almost all indicators the values for women are less favourable than these for men (the data were quoted in the Introduction to this report).

The MLSP includes in its National Employment Action Plans a series of programmes and projects with respect to equal opportunities for men and women. Women participate actively in the employment and training programmes and measures. In 2003
 62,307 women participated in programmes for employment - 42% of all participants. From Social Assistance to Employment Programme employed 53,487 women, 617 women participate in the Assistance for Retirement Programme and will solve the problem with insufficient employment record to become eligible for retirement pension, 615 women started businesses with a credit from the Microcrediting Guarantee Fund. The special programmes for women - Back to Work and Encouragement to Women’s Start-ups in the Services of Raising Children - covered over 300 women. It is characteristic that women participate actively in training courses – 23,969 women enrolled in training courses in 2003 and 12,315 completed their vocational training.

In principle, in Bulgaria there is no difference in the minimal pay for men and women, which is guaranteed by the Constitution and other legislation. There are no texts in the Bulgarian legislation, which contradict the principle for equal pay for men and women. Article 14 of the Protection from Discrimination Act develops further the principle for equal pay for equal work. The actual realization of this principle, however, depends on the readiness of those whose interests are infringed to seek their rights and on how effective and objective the system to compare the different professions and activities, to be set in Bulgaria, will be.
Since 2002 Bulgaria has been a member to the Framework Programme of European Community for Gender Equality and Equal Opportunities Promotion. Since October 2003 the MLSP has participated in the Programme with the Increase Gender Awareness of Bulgarian Society Project; the implementation of the project is funded by the European Commission. The objective of the project is to increase the information available to the stakeholders in the decision-making processes on the central and local level and to the social partners about the European gender equality standards and how they are transposed in the domestic legislation.

Training and employment measures are being developed and implemented in order to make women active participants on the labour market. The unemployed mothers and single parents with children aged up to 3 comprise one of the target groups for the measures of subsidised employment, according to the Employment Promotion Act.

In 2003 - 2004 the following gender equality projects were developed and implemented:

· The Reconcile Work and Family Life Project initiated a process for creating and implementing a policy to reconcile work and family life.

· The Encouragement to Women’s Start-ups in the Services of Raising Children Project encourages entrepreneurship of unemployed women by providing information, advisory services and support for their own start-up business in the field of child care services. In 2003 226 women participated in training under the project.

· Back to Work Project - provides training to unemployed women aged 50 and more and to women who go back to work after a maternity leave – for pregnancy or raising a child up to 2 or 3 years. In 2003 110 women enrolled in training courses provided by the project.

The Protection from Discrimination Act (PDA) (in force from 2004) cooperates for the reconciliation of work and family/parental life. The aim of Article 12 (2) and (3) of the PDA is to eliminate one of the most frequent manifestation of discrimination against women – the refusal not only to employ but also to check their suitability for the job, for the simple reasons that they are married or that they have children.

Other important texts for the reconciliation of work and parental obligations are Articles 35 and 39 of the PDA. Art. 35 offers a solution for the building of a society free of the stereotypical roles for men and women through inclusion of gender equality issues in the educational programmes and training plans. Article 39 creates a possibility for balanced representation of men and women in the administration and in the decision-making processes, which plays an important role for the development of women. This will be achieved by providing a 40-percent representation in the administrative structures of the less represented sex. 

The right to the so called parental leave for raising a child under 8 is incorporated in the draft law on modifications and addenda to the Labor Code.

The establishment of the Protection from Discrimination Commission – a standing independent specialized state body on gender equality – is forthcoming (in June 2004). The Commission has a permanent staff and annually will elaborate a report for the discrimination-fighting and will guarantee the observation of the Protection from Discrimination Act
In order to support the establishment of a National Mechanism for Equal Opportunities for Men and Women, the Advisory Committee on Equal Opportunities for Men and Women was established with the Minister of Labour and Social Policy in February 2003. The Committee comprises government officials responsible for development and implementation of equal opportunities policies, social partners and non-governmental organisations. 
The Advisory Committee was set up in order to:

· Increase and strengthen the administrative capacity (by setting up equal opportunities focal points) of the institutions and organisations responsible for the development and implementation of the policy in the field.

· Improve coordination in the management of the process to strengthen the equal opportunities principle in Bulgaria. 

· Promote social and civil dialogue to strengthen equal opportunities policies.

In 2004 in MLSP has established a Gender Equality Sector. Forthcoming a National Gender Equality Council will be set with the Council of Ministers.

Work on creating a system of gender mainstreaming indicators for the evaluation of the quality and effectiveness of labour market programmes and measures will begin in 2004. The indicators will be used by the system for evaluation of the equality between men and women on the labour market.

The National Gender Equality Action Plan will be developed by the end of November 2004 with the assistance of the expertise provided by the Advisory Committee.

2. Involvement of the social partners

JAP priority: Strengthen bi-partite social dialogue by improving the collective bargaining framework in order to increase the flexibility of the enterprises and their labour force in the face of rapid structural changes in the economy

JAP priority: Continuous involvement of the social partners in the employment policy in order to improve its quality and effectiveness

The Bulgarian Labour Code regulates explicitly the obligations of one employer, a group of employers and their organisations in connection with collective bargaining. They must negotiate with the representatives of the workers and employees in order to conclude a collective labour agreement; they must also provide them with:

· the signed collective labour agreements to which the parties have committed due to sectorial, territorial or organisational affiliation;

· timely, reliable and comprehensible information about their economic and financial status which is relevant to the signing of the collective labour agreement; the provision and distribution of information that could damage the employer may be refused or made by requiring confidentiality.

Simultaneously the employer may, at the start of the negotiations for the collective labour agreement, ask the trade unions in the enterprise to provide information about the actual number of members.

These rules show that the collective bargaining framework under the Bulgarian Labour Code is sufficiently flexible and adaptable for the enterprises and their labour force. An additional guarantee for effective collective bargaining is provided by the provisions of the Collective Labour Disputes Settlement Act. If one of the parties refuses to negotiate, the other may seek assistance for dispute settlement through mediation and/or voluntary arbitration from the trade unions and employers’ organisations and/or from the National Mediation and Arbitration Institute, established in April 2003.
The development of the social dialogue and the improvement of the forms of tri-partite co-operation continue. The social dialogue is extended to include other non-governmental organisations that have a stake in employment and vocational training. 

The role of the social partners in the formulation and enforcement of government employment promotion policy has improved markedly. The Employment Strategy and the 2004 National Employment Action Plan were drafted entirely on the basis of social partnership. The programmes, projects and measures from NEAP were elaborated and implemented with the participation of the social partners – employers’ organisations, trade unions and non-government organizations.
In the end of 2003 Bulgaria’s Economic and Social Council started to operate. This is an advisory body, a permanent institutional form for social dialogue and advisory services on economic and social policy to express the will of the civil society on the issues of economic and social development. 

As a result of the wide public discussion on the main problems related to the application of the legislation in the field of work safety and health, a Coordination and Cooperation Agreement was signed by the MLSP, employers’ organisations and trade unions. An important positive outcome, that must be highlighted, is the fact that since 2003 Bulgaria has increasingly applied the rules and principles of the methodology for evaluation of the impact from the introduction of the requirements of the European directives on work safety and health.

Compared to 2002, the number of established and penalised violation of the labour law and the Employment Promotion Act has almost doubled. In order to improve the social dialogue on the enterprise level in 2003 the following rules were adopted:

· The organisational and operational rules for the National Mediation and Arbitration Institute. 

· Rules Mediation and Arbitration.

VІ. Institutional framework for the implementation of European Social Fund (ESF)

JAP priority: Efforts to strengthen the capacity building and development of adequate institutional framework for the implementation of with the support of the ESF

In order to build capacity and to develop an adequate institutional framework to apply the ESF assistance, the MLSP Preaccession Funds and International Programmes and Projects (PFIPP) Directorate was restructured in two consecutive stages – in December 2002 and in March 2003. The restructuring aims at bringing structure of the directorate in compliance with the requirements of good financial management, clear differentiation of responsibilities and division of powers is necessary in order to implement the functions of an Executive Agency under the PHARE Programme in the Economic and Social Cohesion sector. The reorganisation is an important step forward towards an Extended Decentralized Information System (EDIS) and can be seen as a stage in the development of PFIPP directorate into the future Managing Authority for the Human Resources Development Operational Programme. As a result of the reorganisation the directorate now comprises three departments - the Coordination, Planning and Programming Department, the Programme and Project Management Department and the Financial Supervision and Disbursement Department, with a total of 25 civil servants. 

The intermediate bodies for the Human Resources Development Operational Programme will be the Employment Agency, the Social Assistance Agency and a specialized structure with the Ministry of education and Science, which is in the process of building. According to the engagements of the Bulgarian Government this will start to work at the beginning of 2005. The experts, who will work in the new structure will be trained under the training programmes of the PFIPP Directorate with the MLSP and the Institute for Public Administration and European Integration.
In connection with the building of capacity to manage the resources from the ESF upon accession, a series of training courses was conducted for the MLSP and the EA, under the Twinning project PHARE 2001 “Preparation for future programmes and projects of the ESF type”; the training courses focused on planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of programmes and projects of the ESF type.

The main training opportunities for the next two years will come from three projects:

- MSLP/UNDP Project - BUL/01/009 Strengthen the potential of the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy for EU-Funded Programme and Project Management funded with national resources

The project envisages training the employees of the PFIPP Directorate, other MLSP directorates and agencies in EU-funded programmes and projects management. The training under the project will be conducted by the ILO in Turin.

- MSLP/UNDP Project -  BUL/03/003/01/99 Support for MLSP to Strengthen Cooperation between Central and Regional Level Structures in the Management of EU-funded Programmes and Projects, funded with national resources - the project includes the following two main components:

1) Training of the regional partners (Employment committees) for participation in EU-funded programmes and projects;

2) Improve the coordination mechanisms and communication channels between the MLSP and the regional structures.

The project will last 2 years (January 2004 – December 2005) and will have a total budget of USD 250,000.

- Twinning project – BG 0102.07 Preparation for Future ESF Programmes - the project trained about 700 people from the central and local administration, social partners and representatives of the key stakeholders. The training main topics were: Project Cycle Management, Project Implementation, Monitoring and Evaluation.
The extension to Twinning project BG 0102.07 Preparation for Future ESF Programmes was agreed on February 25 2004.
The main topics of the training will be: programming; institutional building; monitoring and supervision.

To ensure capacity building, a new department was set up in the Labour Market Policy Directorate in 2003 - the Labour Market Monitoring, Surveying and Evaluation Department. The main functions of the department are to analyse and summarise information about the labour market and resources on the national level, develop financial reports and budgets’ forecasts for the active labour market policy.

In the middle of 2003 the structure of the EA International Agreements, Programmes and European Integration Directorate was changed; it was renamed into Preaccession Funds and International Activities Directorate in order to build capacity and to strengthen technical implementation of the projects under the European Social Fund, and until accession – under the EU Preaccession programmes. A new department - Preaccession Funds – was set with this directorate; it comprises 6 employees who are in charge of the technical implementation of the PHARE Programme in the field of employment, management, implementation, monitoring and supervision of the Community programmes under which the Employment Agency and its subdivisions are initiators, such as the Leonardo da Vinci Programme, Socrates-Grundtwig, Matra, etc. The new team comprises experts with expertise from different international organisations and projects. The Directorate also has 16 regional coordinators in charge of the implementation of the PHARE Programme and other European projects at the level of the Labour Office Directorates in July. The regional coordinators will be in charge of the exchange of Bulgarian labour force with those member-states with which Bulgaria has signed agreements. In this way the EA will increase its cadre capacity on the central and local level; the cadre will be leading in the implementation of projects in the Human Resources Development Sector. 

JAP priority: Transpose priorities of the strategic document for the development of employment policy in the development and implementation of human resources development policies in the context of the PHARE programmes

The PHARE Programme planning takes into consideration the priorities from strategic Bulgarian documents, such as the Joint Assessment of Employment Priorities in Bulgaria, the Lisbon Strategy and the European Employment Strategy, which are the political framework for future intervention of the ESF type, and national documents such as the New Social Policy Strategy and Employment Strategy, National Plan for Economic Development and Human Resources Development Operational Plan.

VІІ. Conclusion

The Bulgarian Government perceives as a key element in its preparation for accession to the European Union and especially with respect to the European Employment Strategy the implementation of the challenges from the Joint Assessment of Employment Priorities in Bulgaria. After the subscription of the Joint Assessment and the conduction of the first technical seminar the involved institutions began to undertake concrete actions. This report presents the achieved progress, but significant efforts from all partners are still needed in order to overcome all challenges in different areas.

The economic situation in Bulgaria in the period after October 2002 continues to improve, which has a positive impact in the field of employment too. Despite the financial stabilization during the recent years, the business climate is still not inductive for the development of small and medium-sized enterprises. The increase of number of employed persons continues year-on-year, which is reflected in the employment rate. The private sector, however, still cannot absorb the labour force laid off from the public sector; the reasons for this are connected mainly to the investments needed and the structural reform. In 2003 the level of unemployment fell. 
The vocational education and training system is being reformed and the State Educational Standards to Acquire Professional Qualification are being developed.

The social insurance system and the employment system continue to make concerted efforts and to be directed towards increasing the activity of the unemployed and persons who benefit from social insurance and encouragement to become employed.

With regards to the labour market active policy and employment public service, it must be pointed out that during the recent years there has been a considerable growth in the financial resources spent from the government budget. This allows for more unemployed to be included in the active programmes and measures. The EA is being reformed in order to improve quality of services provided to the public and to optimize the activities in the Labour Office Directorate.

In the development of the gender equality policy, efforts are being made to set up a structure for tracing the indicators for equal treatment and reporting of the achieved level. The legal framework was set with the enactment of the Protection from Discrimination Act.

The social dialogue continues to develop and extend through the inclusion of other non-governmental organisations that have a role to play in employment and adult vocational training.

A capacity for the implementation and management of the ESF assistance has been built. In this connection, new directorates, departments were set and the training of the personnel is forthcoming.

Not all recommendations of the EC have been followed through and/or implemented fully for the period from the signing of the JAP until the end of 2003 (for instance the ones that refer to the level of employment, structural changes in the economy and adequate development of the service sector and agriculture, the system to set up the salaries, replace tri-partite bargaining with bi-partite bargaining). Full implementation of the challenges is hard to expect in this short period. It should be emphasized however that the JAP priorities in the field of employment policy in Bulgaria were used as a strong instrument for the development and reform of the sphere of social, education and employment policy and they have provided a basis for the implementation of the EES. 

� There is influence on population number from external migration, which is not marked here 


� According to NSI data.


� The employment rate is calculated as a ratio between the employed number and the population of the age range 5 – 64 


� The data relevant to the structure of the employed are from the Labour force survey. However, the date contained therein do not fully cover the overall of the employed due to the scope of the sample ( in particular, in the case of the employed in the agriculture). 


� Annual survey of the employed, of the funds for wages and of other labour expenses (preliminary data).


� Labour Force Employment. 


� Labour Force Survey


� According to data from the Employment Agency


� cf. Employment by form of ownership and economic activities 





10 According to the Small and medium-sized enterprises Act in terms of staff number: micro-enterprises are the small enterprises with average staff number up to 10 people 10; small-sized enterprises are the enterprises with average staff number up to 50 people, small-sized enterprises are the enterprises with average staff number up to 100 people. 





� All sums are calculated from BGN in EUR by using the official course of exchange, which is 1.95583 BGN for 1 EUR.


� This number includes students doing a Bachelor’s or a Master’s Degree.                      


� See also Urgently increase the provision, resources and targeting of training measures, including under employment programmes with a training component, in order to ensure the effective implementation of the component and meeting objectives


� NII’s datas


� EA’s datas


� See the implementation of NEAP-2003


� According to EA datas


� National Human Development Report 2003 -UNDP


� According to EA’s datas
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