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PREFACE
There are numerous discussions regarding Serbian-Hungarian relations, however these are
often limited to common history and culture. Present issues, challenges and opportunities
often remain out of the focus of the public and elite in the two countries. Having this in
mind, the International and Security Affairs Centre (ISAC fund) and the Friedrich Ebert
Foundation in Serbia, decided to concentrate on current topics such as bilateral relations,
European integration, economy, trade, cross border cooperation, as well as the issue of
national minorities.
The paper itself is based on ISAC Fund’s in-house research as well as on information gathered
at the conference Serbian-Hungarian Relations – A Way Forward (Belgrade, June 18, 2012)
organised by ISAC and Friedrich Ebert Foundation . Participants included politicians, experts,
academics and others, both from Serbia and Hungary. The purpose of this paper, beside
providing comprehensive information about the scope of Serbian Hungarian relations
today, is to stir a public debate in both countries about the mutual relations.
The author, Igor Novaković, is a research fellow at the International and Security Affairs
Centre – ISAC Fund from Belgrade, Serbia. The editorial consultant was Dušan Reljić, senior
associate at the German Institute for International and Security Affairs (SWP), Berlin.
We thank Michael Ehrke, Ivana Račić and the other members of the Belgrade branch of the
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung for their support.
Belgrade, March 31 2013
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ABBREVIATIONS
AP Vojvodina – Autonomous Province of Vojvodina
GDP – Gross Domestic Product
EGTC - European Grouping for Territorial Cooperation
EU – European Union
IPA – Instrument for Pre-Acession Assistance
NATO – North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
OSCE – Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe
RTV – Radio-televizija Vojvodine
USA- United States of America
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FOREWORD
Ivan Ivanji

SOME MOMENTS IN THE HISTORY OF THE SERBIANHUNGARIAN RELATIONS1
I have had many professions in the course of my career, but above all I was writing what
the Anglo-Saxons call fiction, even though I prefer the term “belles-lettres”, belletristic and
I consider myself a novelist, a narrator. However, I will try to prove that non-fiction can
certainly be fictional on an example that is very important for Hungarian-Yugoslav, i.e.,
Hungarian-Serbian relations.
Which ever role you would prefer for me to take here, I believe no one expects from me to
say something truly profound about the Serbian-Hungarian relations in 15 minutes. I can
only try to point out, from my own subjective standpoint, some significant moments of the
intertwined relations between the two nations. I will try for those to be moments that do
not come up first in people’s minds or those that rely on my own experience and research.
I think the Battle of Kosovo for the Serbs is the equivalent to a battle at Mohács 137 years later
for the Hungarians. On both sides, myths and legends became more important in the minds
of people than the historical truth. On the role of Serbs in Kosovo and Hungarians in Mohács,
quite a large book could be written, but as far as I know this topic is still waiting for its author.
To give an example: may I compare Prince Marko – the hero of the Serbian mythology - but
in the actual history, the vassal of the Ottoman Empire - with Janos Zapolja, who kisses the
hands Suleiman the Magnificent at Mohács? And a TV show about the very same Suleiman,
to my great surprise, is entertaining Serbian population every night. Suleiman has headed
in the direction of Mohács from Belgrade. However, it would be good to remind about the
fact Serbian capital at that time was under Hungarian rule and they called it Nándorfehérvár.
It is better not to raise the question of the nationality of the hero who defended Belgrade from
the Turks, Serbs respect him as Sibinjanin Janko, Hungarian as János Hunyadi. Personally, I
think he was Romanian, but there is no doubt that he was the father of the great Hungarian
King Mátyás Hunyadi.
How difficult it is to determine the nationality of the great personalities in Hungarian and
Serbian history, we can see on the example of the greatest Hungarian poet of all time, a
person who changed the course of history of his country with his work, poetry and efforts,
and he was a Serb, while his mother tongue, when he was growing up, was Slovak. You all
know that I think of Aleksandar Petrović, who chose the name by which we remember him:
Sándor Petőfi. It is not important what he was based on racial or ethnic grounds, but that he
felt Hungarian, he lived, fought and died for Hungary. However, unlike a man who is recorded
in history as his greatest ally, and who actually became his biggest nemesis, Lajos Kossuth,
he was not a nationalist, on the contrary, thanks to his origin, he understood the importance
of minorities, which were, in Tito’s Yugoslavia, called “narodnosti”, the word which can not be
translated to any other language in the world, except to Hungarian, nemzetiség.
1

I ntroductory presentation at the conference Serbian-Hungarian relations - The Way Forward, organized by the International and Security Affairs Centre
(ISAC) and the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, June 2012
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We have no time for an overview of the development of the Serbian-Hungarian relations in
the nineteenth century, I will just emphasize the place where, at the time, the most important
and to this day very significant cultural institution of Serbs was established already in 1826.
That was not in Serbia, but in Budapest in 1826. Matica Srpska was founded in the capital of
Hungary.
Hungary lost, on the basis of a Treaty concluded in the Trianon, after the World War I, 71% of
its territory and 59% of its population. Although the Emperor Franz Joseph carried the title
of the king of Hungary as well, and beautiful and mysterious Elizabeth, Sisi, was the queen
of Hungary, Hungary lost the war as a part of the Imperial Austro-Hungarian Empire. Serbs
viewed Austria-Hungary as a “prison of nations”.
We can not directly compare the Security Council Resolution 1244 from June 1999 to the
Treaty of Trianon from June 1920, but we could compare the current sentiment in Serbia
over the loss of Kosovo with grief of the Hungarians over the territories that were lost more
than nine decades ago.
Regarding the Second World War – but again not having enough time to analyze the details
– I would like to remind that on the 12th December 1940 Yugoslavia and Hungary signed
the “Treaty of Eternal Friendship”. Not even four months after that, due to the coup, Hitler
decided to attack Yugoslavia on 27 March 1941, he offered Hungary some of its parts so that
it would in exchange participate in the attack without a declaration of war. The Hungarian
Prime Minister, Count Pál Teleki, who resisted that, was over voted at a war council and at
dawn on the 4th April, he committed suicide. In his farewell letter to the head of state, Horthy,
he wrote, among other things: “We are breaking the given promise out of cowardice... We
have lost our honor... We became robbers of corpses... The most horrible nation... “. I really
must say that the usually conservative politician, and even declared anti-Semite, aristocrat
Teleki, with his life and his decision to cut it short with his own hand, at least in my eyes,
saved the honor of the Hungarians.
A similar character for me is a Hungarian politician Endre Bajcsy-Zsilinszky, who started a
debate in the Hungarian parliament after the raid of Novi Sad in January 1942 by saying that
it was a crime, and for that, he was hanged on 24 December 1944 by the fascists Nyilasists,
when they took power in Hungary.
We got to the moment some of the oldest among us have experienced. Having a halfauthentic document stating that I was Hungarian, as a third-year student of the Hungarian
high school in Novi Sad in the morning of 21 January 1942, I went to school and I saw the
announcement that any movement is banned and I got back home happily knowing that I
can avoid lessons. In part of the town where I lived, nothing terrible has happened, except
that the Hungarian police knocked on the door twice and asked for the IDs of the ones
present. And just hundred and fifty meters away people were being killed. If I lived elsewhere,
I would not be talking here today. On the 24th January it was my thirteenth birthday, so,
according to Jewish belief, I became an adult. Hungarian police will arrest me only two years
later, and hand me over to the SS, that will send me to Auschwitz, but that’s another story. I
am only mentioning that here because I dare to say that I did not care whether a miserable
gendarmerie captain with a beautiful surname Kepiro, who is ninety-something years old,
would die free or in prison.
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The same way I was indifferent to his fate, even though, to say figuratively, he almost killed
me, I was also indifferent to whether someone will call the region I was born in, Vojvodina,
Délvidék - southern province - as most Serbian politicians today call Kosovo and Metohija
“Serbian southern province.” I have in my mind the following saying “You can call me a pot,
just do not break me”.
Lately there are a lot of talks about the Hungarian victims in Yugoslavia after the liberation
of Vojvodina. I have studied the fate of the Germans of Vojvodina, and wrote for the German
radio station WDR in Cologne, I published a short series on the subject in the weekly
magazine “NIN”, and finally as an irreparable novelist, I wrote a novel.
Toma Granfil, who was before the Second World War lawyer in Kikinda, and who was during
the war constantly on high, of course, illegal, party positions2 in the occupied Vojvodina,
gave me in 1989 a statement, and I quote:
“After the liberation, when Bačka was not yet completely liberated, Ivan Milutinović was
coming to us in the name of the Supreme Headquarters and Politburo of the Central
Committee... At that time, the military government for Banat, Bačka and Baranja was
organized, and I became the deputy commander of the military region of Banat. Ivan
Milutinovic conveyed on behalf of the Supreme Committee and Politburo at one of the
meetings the following: In the Banat and Bačka all the Germans should be put in camps,
and in Bačka also Hungarians. This directive has been changed already after a week:
Germans should be put in camps, but not the Hungarians from Bačka, only dislocate
Hungarians from Žabalj and Čurog to other places...”
I was not able to find any document or a record with such decision, maybe it is lost in some
archives, maybe it is still a secret, but I believe that even extremely important decisions
during that fall of 1944 were brought quickly orally and carried out in the field based on
local interests or arbitrariness.
I did come across the murders of innocent Germans in Banat under terrible circumstances and
already in the eighties I wrote about it because I thought it was exactly the task of someone
with my past. I did not, however, come across the data about murders of Hungarians only
because they were Hungarians in Banat, but I can not say that what I did not find did not
exist. I do not know what I would do, if I would get my revenge, if I was not in a concentration
camp in Germany at that time, I can only hope that today I would not regret for what I would
have done in anger immediately after the war.
A would like to dedicate a little more attention to the Hungarian revolution in 1956.
Coincidentally, in the summer of that year I was in Hungary upon the invitation of the youth
newspapers, and in October as a special correspondent of our weekly magazine from that
time “Mladost”. On this subject I have written two books, a novel and a non-fictional book,
which was released in 2007, and in which I did not rely upon my personal experiences, but
rather I studied relevant documents, I went through the archives and libraries, had talks with
the people involved and read dozens of books that have come out until that point.

2

Communist Party of Yugoslavia (com.ed.).
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I would like to prove at this point, based on one example, how one mistake, that was not
even unintentional, but obviously built on a conscious lie, afterwards is transferred into
other texts, so that many start believing it to be true.
American Professor Charles Gati - Hungarian by birth and named Karoly Gati - says about his
book “Lost Illusions” that it was written based on the archives of USA’s intelligence services,
which were opened for him for the first time. He claims regarding the secret meeting of Tito
and Khrushchev in Brioni: “Tito did not only approve of the decisions of Kremlin, but also
offered to lure Imre Nagy to the building of the Yugoslav Embassy, and then allow for the
KGB to kidnap him and drag him to Romania”. Gati refers to the book by Veljko Mićunović
“The Moscow years”, but this is not mentioned in this book.
At a meeting that was held at the proposal of Khrushchev in Brioni in the middle of the
Hungarian Revolution, on the 2nd and 3rd November, from the Soviet side there were
Khrushchev and Malenkov, and from the Yugoslav side, Tito, Kardelj, Ranković and Veljko
Mićunović, who was then ambassador in Moscow. The conversation was held in Russian
language without an interpreter, it was not recorded and the record was written after it
was ended by Mićunović. I had access to that document, which is, of course, much more
extensive than what is stated in the book. There is nothing in this document either about
the fact that Yugoslavia wanted to “lure” Nagy. In the report of Khrushchev in Moscow,
which Yeltsin gave to the Hungarian side along with other documents, there is literally
nothing about this as well. On the contrary! The Yugoslav side was desperate because Nagy
sought asylum exactly in their embassy and it hesitated whether to give it to him. This can
be seen through messages which the embassy was exchanging with Belgrade, but was
also confirmed through my conversations with Miklos Vašarhelji, and from the Yugoslavs
primarily with Osman Đikić, at that time minister counselor at the Yugoslav Embassy and
Dobrivoje Vidić, deputy secretary at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, who came to Budapest
so that he could in the direct contact with János Kádár find the solution for Imre Nagy at
the embassy. On the second floor of the Embassy, from the Russian tank fire, our cultural
attaché, Milenko Milovanov, was killed at the time when Nagy was inside.
Like I said, I had access to some Yugoslav documents, but not to all that I requested.
Dobrivoje Vidić told me that Nagy and Losonci brought a suitcase with documents to the
Yugoslav embassy, which he later personally took to Belgrade. I have not found any trace of
it anywhere.
Long ago, I announced that the four of us, all journalists, had a conversation with János Kádár
on 29 October, that we have not made public, because, among other things, he told us, and
this is the short version: “If I continue like Nagy, we will have neo-fascism, and if I invite the
Russians to come back, I will go down in history as the executioner of the Hungarian people.
Tell our comrades in Yugoslavia that socialism in Hungary is ruined one way or another!” In
Hungarian that is: igy is, ugy is! We did not convey this even to our representative at that
time, Dalibor Soldatić, what happened is that Đuka Julius and myself immediately went to
the border and Đuka wrote a report, which Geza Tikvicki took for Central Committee. Half
a century later, I did not manage to find that document either. In my book I mentioned the
points that should, in my opinion, be clarified, based on documents that are still secret or
unfound, and there are plenty of them. In Hungary, a special Institute is in charge of that,
which I visited on two occasions and read their publications.
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I presented this case in length so that I would, I hope, raise doubts in all of you regarding the
non-fiction a la Gati, (who, as I am reading on the Internet these days, is now going against
Orbán). It is necessary to look through a variety of claims, and not to rewrite each other.
That October, I was confused by the massacre in Budapest at the Republic Square, which I
attended as a spectator, a man hanged from a tree on the boulevard, and the slogan: “Hang
communists and Jews”. But it may already be too subjective... Is it?
I wish for our grandchildren to live in a time when the diversity of folklore will be the only
thing that separates people along ethnic lines. Why not? Folklore can be nice. That, of course,
far surpasses the problem of the two adjacent, and often bleak nations, but its solution could
be a very good contribution to such development.
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1. POLITICAL DIMENSION OF SERBIA-HUNGARY RELATIONS
BILATERAL RELATIONS SINCE 1990
Politicians from Serbia and Hungary insist, that bilateral relations have never been better.
During the 1990s, Serbia and Hungary remained at arm’s length. For a long time, Hungary
had been the inevitable transit corridor for many Serbian citizens heading towards Central
and Western Europe (Croatia was barred because of the war). Moreover, it was the closest
place for international bank transactions and the purchase of consumer goods that were
scarce or prohibitively expensive in Serbia because of the international sanctions against
Belgrade. However, politically there was little overt communication between the two
countries. For Serbian citizens belonging to the Hungarian national minority, emigration
to Hungary was often the only choice if they wanted to avoid being drafted into the army
or to escape various forms of political pressure and the economic misery that plagued
the country. For its part, as a newcomer to Euro-Atlantic integration processes, Hungary
was adamant to act as a disciplined future full member of the Western club. Serbia, under
Slobodan Milošević, lived under protracted confrontation with the West which ended in
1999 with the NATO war against Serbia.
During this time, Hungary often complained to the European public about the deteriorating
position of the Hungarian minority in Serbia.3 Following the crisis in Kosovo (1997-1999),
Hungary alerted the international community to what Budapest perceived to be hostility
against Hungarians in Vojvodina, Serbia’s northern autonomous province. Various issues
were subject to criticism – for instance the settling of Serb refugees from Croatia and
Bosnia-Herzegovina in Vojvodina, especially in areas inhabited by ethnic Hungarians.
After the regime in Serbia changed, in October 2000, relations between the two countries
improved. a number of high profile political visits between both states visits and economic
co-operation has surged.
Nevertheless, at one moment, Serbia’s most neuralgic problem, the Kosovo issue, again
became a stumbling block: in March 2008, Hungary, along with the majority of EU and NATO
states, recognized Kosovo after the Albanian-dominated government in Priština unilaterally
declared independence on 17th February. As part of an immediate reaction against all states
that recognized Kosovo, Serbia issued a protest note to the Government of Hungary and
withdrew the then Ambassador in Budapest Predrag Čudić. At that moment, bilateral relations
touched their lowest point since the 1990s. Nevertheless, relations quite soon moved back
towards normality: in October the Hungarian Minister of Foreign Affairs Kinga Göncz visited
Belgrade and the Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsány in November of the same year.
In 2010, the Ministers of Defence of both states signed a bilateral defence and security
agreement on military cooperation, it outlined a training framework for soldiers, further
co-operation in cartography, education, the exchange of experiences in peacekeeping
missions and the surveillance of air space.4 Serbia has recently joined the Hungarian-Slovak

3

4

S zilard Sasvari, “We Demand Minority Cultural Autonomy! Hungarian Education Is in Grave Danger in Vojvodina” Magyar Nemzet (Budapest), 1. oktobar,
1996, citirano u Ted Galen Carpenter and Pavel Kislitsyn, The Border between Hungary and Serbia, NATO Expansion Flashpoint No. 2.
Vojne reforme ubrzavaju pristupanje Srbije EU, Ministarstvo odbrane Republike Srbije
INTERNET http://www.mod.gov.rs/novi_eng.php?action=fullnews&showcomments=1&id=1997
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peacekeeping mission in Cyprus: 46 troops were deployed, the number may increase in the
future.
During the Hungarian EU presidency in the first half of 2011, Budapest underlined its
support for Serbia’s drive towards EU candidacy. Another result of the Hungarian presidency
that has been significant for Serbia, was the Danube Strategy adopted by the EU Council
in June 2011, which establishes goals in infrastructure, development, culture, environment
and other.
Hungarian support to Serbia’s EU membership stalled at the beginning of 2012, just after
Serbia had extradited all the remaining war crime suspects to the ICTY in Hague, thereby
fulfilling the political criteria for EU candidate statues. Hungary objected to the Serbian
draft Law on the Restitution of Collectivised Property between 1945-1965 or Payment of
Damages, a key piece of legislation in Serbia’s EU bid. The law excluded people who had
served in the armed forces occupying Serbia during World War II and their descendants from
reclaiming their property. This could have prevented the return of property to a number of
Hungarians in Serbia from the region of Bačka (Vojvodina), which was annexed by Hungary
during World War II. These provisions were criticized by the Hungarian government which
accused Serbia of applying a principle of collective punishment and denying civic rights
to a part of the population, in this case almost the entire population of ethnic Hungarians
in Vojvodina. Budapest and the Hungarian minority parties in Serbia pointed out that
in most ethnic Hungarians were regular conscripts, obliged by law to join the Army in
Horthy’s Hungary, a satellite state of Nazi Germany. Hungary threatened to withdraw its
support for Serbia’s candidacy unless the law was amended.5 The solution was found, after
consultations between the then President, Boris Tadić, and political representatives of the
Hungarian minority. In the final formulation of the law, only the descendent of members of
the occupying forces who had committed war crimes were denied restitution rights.
excerpt from the conference discussion

Geopolitical reflections – Hungary and Serbia
During the past 70 years, Serbia and Hungary, which are neighbouring countries, were
geopolitically divided. The last 20 years were marked by two parallel processes, both based
on the “return of democracy” to the former communist states. One was the return of Hungary
to the Central Europe and the second was the return of Serbia to the Balkans. Although
Hungary also faced its own “demons of the past”, such as nationalistic myths, its leaders
managed to lead it through the successful process of economic and political transition,
marked by the EU and NATO membership, thus fortifying Hungary’s Western geopolitical
orientation. Serbia underwent a troublesome process marked by the Yugoslav wars and
political and economic degradation, just to become (again) an EU aspirant country in the
beginning of 2000s.
During the course of the roundtable, a participant from Hungary underlined the similarity
between Serbia and Hungary: in size and population, but also in numbers of neighbouring
5

 ndrzej Sadecki and Marta Szpala, “The Serbian-Hungarian dispute over the restitution law”, CE Weekly, Centre for Eastern Studies, 19. October 2011.
A
INTERNET http://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/ceweekly/2011-10-19/serbianhungarian-dispute-over-restitution-law
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countries – Hungary 7, Serbia 8. He reminded the audience of Chancellor Helmut Kohl’s
words after the unification of Germany, that for the first time Germany is surrounded by
friends. This participant proposed a similar goal for both Hungary and Serbia. EU neighbours
(including Croatia) offer numerous perspectives for Serbia. Hungary opens path towards the
Vishegrad area, a strong and durable structure of political convergence and cooperation. This
country also represents Serbia’s gate to the Shengen zone and a key country for application
of the Danube strategy in Serbia. Romania and Bulgaria are the gates towards the Black Sea,
a rising region, despite all the differences between the states in it. This participant argued
that in geopolitical terms, Hungary is in this moment the most important neighbouring
country for fulfilling the positive transition goals for Serbia.
Other participants noted the importance of the “other poles of affection” – Russia and Turkey,
which are influencing all countries in the region. They emphasized the fact that Serbia is on
the edge of the “two solar systems” keeping in mind the new influence of Turkey and Russia
in this country. One of the participants from Hungary concluded that after the dissolution of
the USSR and the accession of Romania and Bulgaria to the EU and NATO, the influence of
Russia is debatable, since the distance is affecting political and military relations. Hence, he
suggested that the only possible way for Serbia is Brussels. Turkey, on its behalf, offers some
strategic perspectives which are mostly along the EU lines, some participants from both
Serbia and Hungary concluded.
A participant from Hungary underlined the geopolitical importance of ethnic and
political diversity in the wider region. He said that the EU is sometimes not aware of the
importance and the scope of these problems. There are bad precedents, such as Serbian
“aggression” towards minorities in 1990s and Hungarian political, intellectual and historical
“aggression” towards its neighbours. This speaker gave an example of car stickers with the
map of Greater Hungary – he said that average Hungarian does not understand that those
borders are comprised of the major part of Croatia or the whole territory of Slovakia, among
other territories. He also noted that some of the aspects of new policies that were pushed
forward by the Hungarian government are quite problematic – offering of citizenship and
involvement of high ranking politicians from Hungary in the political campaign during
the elections in neighbouring countries. These policies could stimulate disputes and even
bilateral problems between Hungary and its neighbours.
One participant from Hungary said that when one state has a large minority of a
neighbouring state, relations with them are always complex. In case of Serbia and Hungary
there are at least three levels of communication: Government of Hungary and Government
of Serbia, government of Hungary and Hungarian minority in Serbia, government of Serbia
and Hungarian minority in Serbia. If we also include the Serbian minority in Hungary in that
list, then there are six different levels of communication, and all are important for relations
between the two countries. For both Hungary and Serbia who have a significant proportion
of kin minority in almost every neighbouring state this fact represents a diplomatic and
geopolitical challenge. Therefore, none of these relations can be neglected or and must be
taken into consideration at all times, if we want a prosperous future for both the bilateral
relations of Serbia and Hungary and wider region as a whole.
One of the participants said that we should not forget the processes within the EU. There
are new cleavages which are creating a different environment for Hungarian-Serbian
- 12 -

cooperation. Both Hungary and Serbia have to prepare for these upcoming challenges, in
order to become at least modest policy shapers for the future European integration policy.
Until today, both countries were mostly policy receivers.
excerpt from the conference discussion

Hungary and Europe –
Lessons for Serbian pro-European elite?
The pace and success of the transition process in Hungary and this country’s successful
bid for EU membership have often been praised as a role model by Serbia. A speaker from
Hungary said that his country has undergone four stages of its relations with the EU since
the beginning of the 1990s as the transition process advanced: 1. EUphoria 2.Applied
pragmatism (priority of pragmatic goals over applying of values) 3. Euro-pessimism 4. Euroscepticism. Hungary entered the third stage after the accession to the EU and it is in the
process of sliding into the 4th phase since 2010. This 4th phase is characterised with the
rise of the romantic self-perception of Hungary and Hungarian nation, which in turn fuels
nationalistic discourse in relation with Europe. One of the speakers mentioned that this kind
of behaviour is a kind of reaction towards the silent but widespread notion that Hungary in
fact is not the first echelon EU member state, but belongs to the semi-periphery of the EU,
despite its general pro-Western political and cultural orientation.
After the resignation of the former government led by Ferenc Gyurcsány, Viktor Orban
became the new prime minister in 2010. The new government used its two-third majority in
the parliament to initiate series of reforms which resulted in the change of the constitution
and many other important laws. Due to these reforms, out of which some were perceived as
opposite to the EU values, new government of Hungary became l’enfant terrible of the EU
family of member states, as one of the participants said. There is increasingly negative image
of Hungary in the international media that are focused on several areas: economic situation
in the country, social atmosphere, and right–wing extremism as a consequence of the more
radical internal discourse in Hungary.
Other participant said that the ruling political elite is playing with the radical rhetoric, not
just towards Europe but also towards internal “opponents”, condemning all of the criticism
coming from the independent media, intellectuals, NGOs, but also from remaining fragile
leftist and liberal political parties. Methods that are often being applied are “unmasking”
(revealing the “true” background of the individual or institution in question) and discrediting
of individuals and institutions that have a different opinion, added one of the speakers. And
finally, government uses different conspiracy theories to validate this “purgatory zeal” and to
justify the policies that are being applied.
A participant from Hungary said that it seems that the current government of Hungary had
three parallel perceptions of Europe in the aftermath of the 2010 elections victory: 1. The EU
is just a second level of domestic political struggle, a kind of a second battlefield. However,
in this battlefield political players are the member states, and Hungary has to defend its
national interest with all means. 2. Ruling elite wanted to show that Hungary could still have
an impact during the Hungary’s EU Presidency – before and during the Presidency, Viktor
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Orban argued for a strong Europe and presented Hungary as a saviour of Europe 3. Third,
which is becoming more and more important: the idea about the decline of the West (as
the participant said, Orban never speaks in front of the EU flags, he did not even mention
EU in his first parliamentary address etc.) and it seems that for political elite, Hungary’s EU
membership is increasingly represented as a geographical term. As one of the participants
said, notable Hungarian right wing intellectuals like György Schöpflin argue that the EU
does not and could not understand properly Hungary because of the double standards and
because of the different historical experience. On the other hand, for the liberal elite the
case of Hungary falls into the so called fiancée effect, like some of the other Central Eastern
EU States that do not completely comply with the standards of the EU after the accession.
The EU is intervening only when the government crosses the threshold (for example
regarding the Law on Hungarian Central Bank). In most of the cases the EU remains silent
about the reforms that are seriously undermining basic European values and democracy.
One participant said that Government portrays criticisms from outside as a cause of
strengthening the extreme right party of Jobbik. He said that the situation is actually the
opposite, and that the nationalistic rhetoric of the current political elite is giving boost to the
political extremism in the country.
However, several participants pointed out that invited speakers from Hungary
represented only the current government’s opposition that is very critical vis-à-vis the
ruling coalition. Therefore, some participants expressed views that it would have been
perhaps useful to also hear the opinions of the some Hungarian officials and other
independent intellectuals as well.

HUNGARY AND SERBIA –
REGIONAL AND CROSS-BORDER COOPERATION
The cross-border cooperation represents a very important topic in the EU because of the
fact that approximately 30% of the EU territory is a part of border regions and around 40% of
EU population lives in these areas. The importance could be observed trough the constant
rise of the allocations of the EU funds for the promotion of the cross border cooperation
among the EU member states and its neighbours.
After the breakup of Yugoslavia, regional and cross-border co-operation between Serbia
and Hungary was reactivated with the creation of the Danube-Kris-Mureș-Tisza (DKMT)
Euroregion in 1997. The region covers Vojvodina, as well as four Hungarian municipalities:
Bács-Kiskun, Békés, Csongrád, Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok; and four counties in Romania: Arad,
Caraș-Severin, Hunedoara and Timiș.
Cross-border cooperation between the two states under the auspices of the EU began
in 2003, as a part of the Pilot Small Project Fund and the Hungarian National PHARE
Programme.6 Its aim was to support people-to-people contacts and to help the further
development of civil society organisations on both sides of the border. Over the next three
PHARE programme (Poland and Hungary: Assistance for Restructuring their Economies) was one of the pre-accession financial instruments that were
originally created for Poland and Hungary in 1989. It later became a pre-accession instrument for the other six Central-Eastern European states that joined
EU in 2004, as well as for Bulgaria and Romania.

5
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years, 2004-2006, Serbia, Hungary and Romania established a trilateral Neighbourhood
programme of co-operation. For the first time organisations in Serbia had the opportunity
to submit projects themselves, thus to apply for funding. In Serbia, the territory covered
by the Neighbourhood Programme was the Autonomous province of Vojvodina and the
City of Belgrade, and in Hungary Csongrád and Bács-Kiskun. In the framework of this
programme 46 projects worth 4 million Euros were implemented.
The establishment of the Instrument for pre-accession assistance (IPA) for the EU budget
period 2007-2013, that became also available to the potential candidate countries, was
another important step in the fostering of cross-border co-operation.. However, out of the
five components, potential candidate countries could avail only of components 1 and 2 –
support for transition and institution-building and cross border cooperation. Serbia and
Hungary participate in this program in a joint structure with common financial resources,
through shared management and joint decision making. The indicative Community funding
adopted by The European Commission for Serbian-Hungarian cross border programme
amounts to €50.1 million over a seven years period (2007-2013). The Programme has two
priorities: Infrastructure and Environment (the so called hard topics and measures) and
Economy, Education and Culture (the so called soft topics and measures). The eligible
areas for the project are the two counties from Hungary (Csongrád, Bács-Kiskun) and
seven from Serbia (West Bačka, North Bačka, North Banat, South Bačka, Middle Banat, and
two adjacent regions South Banat and Srem). The programme caused problems for local
stakeholders in Serbia, since the regulations set out that the stakeholders had to finance the
activities on their own and then to ask for the reimbursement.
The programme has five specific objectives: reducing the isolation of border areas by
improving cross-border accessibility; environmental sustainability and safety in the border
zone; economic synergies and co-operation; managing the common cultural heritage to
promote cultural values, traditions and to develop tourism; intense interaction in culture,
education and research. From 2006, three calls for proposals have been launched. There were
183 projects of total value of 34.3 million euro in the first two. The third call for proposals of
total value of 15 million euro was closed by the end of May 2012.
In the first call for proposals 78% of the total funds were allocated to the second priority,
while in the second call for proposals the figure was 87%.7 This situation is not an odd one,
since the cross-border cooperation is a demanding task that involves local and regional
actors that are coming from different legal, administrative and financial systems, which
often creates huge impediments among the cross-border partners. Furthermore, in case of
Serbia there is one additional problem – Serbia did not sign the 1980 Council of Europe’s
European Outline Convention on Transfrontier Co-operation between Territorial Communities
or Authorities (the so called Madrid Outline Convention). This convention represents a basis
for the creation of the cross border regions, and to the date more than 20 states have ratified
it. The importance of this Convention lies in the fact that it offers a framework for the local
and regional actors to cooperate freely without fear that the cooperation could endanger
sovereignty of the states. Therefore, the main reason why the actors restrain from entering

6

1st and 2nd Call for Proposals Hungary-Serbia Cross-border cooperation- List of Contracted projects, INTERNET http://www.hu-srb-ipa.com/
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the projects that fall into the first priority 1 is that they need a lot of permits from the central
authorities, in particular the ministries of foreign affairs. On the other hand, topics like
economic cooperation, education, culture, people to people contacts are significantly easier
to implement.
In addition to the Madrid Outline Convention, the main problems on the Serbian side are
the lack of capacity of the local self-governments to prepare and implement the project
proposals and the proposition of obligatory co-funding of at least 15% of the total value
of the project from their own resources. Fund for Development of the Republic of Serbia
and the regional government of Vojvodina developed a subsidised credit line for these local
stakeholders, but there is a need to solve this issue in a more systematic way.
IPA cross-border projects between Serbia and Hungary will continue in the next EU
budgetary period 2014-2020. During 2012, the European Commission determined the
funds available for the IPA projects in the forthcoming EU budgetary period, amounting
€14,110 million.8 Recently, the already mentioned EU Danube Strategy was adopted. This
is important since it foresees that fulfilling of its priorities will be financed trough existing
programmes, among others, also the programme of cross-border cooperation. It lists 11
priorities (environment, water management, transportation, culture and tourism, security,
etc.) which suggest what should also be the essence of the future cross border cooperation
projects between Hungary and Serbia.
There are also new forms of regional cooperation that might enhance the cross-border
cooperation between Serbia and Hungary such is the European Grouping for Territorial
Cooperation (EGTC). This is the new legal instrument of the EU established in 2006, and
it represents the first European structure with a legal personality defined by European Law
designed to facilitate and promote territorial cooperation (cross-border, transnational and
interregional cooperation), in view of strengthening the economic and social cohesion of the
European territory.9 These groupings could be formed by entities from two or more EU
member states, and they could encompass also non-EU member states. Participants could
be member states, regional and local authorities or any other bodies governed by the public
law. There is an advantage of this type of organising over the Euroregions, since involvement
into EGTC means that one could enter the cross border cooperation without signing of
interstate agreement on cross-border cooperation. So far no EGTC were formed for the
territorial cooperation between Serbia and Hungary. One of the reasons for this situation is
the fact that according to the Serbian law, local authorities cannot participate in the EGTC.
There is a possibility that with the signing and ratification of the Madrid Outline Convention,
this obstacle would be removed.

8

9

 roposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the Instrument for Pre-accession, Assistance (IPA II), EU Comission, Brussels,
P
December 7, 2011 INTERNET http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/highlight/20111207_ipa_final_en.pdf
See What is EGTC INTERNET http://portal.cor.europa.eu/egtc/en-US/discovertheegtc/Pages/welcome.aspx
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STATUS AND ROLE OF MINORITIES
Minorities in Hungary and Serbia before 1990
Serbia and Hungary are two neighbouring states with very different experiences during
the 20th century regarding minorities. After World War I defeated Hungary was forced to
accept the Trianon Treaty and became an almost mono-ethnic state due to the fact that in
accordance with the treaty almost two third of the state’s territory became parts of other
states. Serbia, on the other hand, thanks to territorial gains following the Balkan wars and
the creation of the Yugoslav state after World War I, became a decidedly multinational
community.
After World War II, in Yugoslavia some ethnic groups faced hostilities and repression since
they were seen as having supported the occupying forces.10 Almost the entire German
population of Vojvodina was either evacuated by the retreating German forces or expelled,
persecuted and the remnants even exterminated in internment camps. Despite initial plans
to do the same with ethnic Hungarians, the communist government rejected this idea
thanks to the participation of a number of Hungarians from Vojvodina in the anti-fascist
movement for national liberation (the so called Petőfi Brigade). Nevertheless, members
of the Hungarian minority did suffer repression – more than 30,000 were arrested. The
official number of ethnic Hungarians given by the Yugoslav government in the so-called
Book of evidence of killed war criminals in 1944/1945 was around 1000,11 while some scholars
calculated approximately 5,000 ethnic Hungarians executed in the aftermath of World
War II.12 However, some Hungarian sources claim that the number is much higher, around
30,000, mostly civilians. In the decades after the war, communist Yugoslavia began to
introduce minority-related reforms, especially regarding Vojvodina and Kosovo, the two
Serbian provinces that had large minority populations. By 1948, due to colonization from
poorer parts of Yugoslavia, Serbs had become the prevailing ethnic group in Vojvodina,
constituting more than 50% of the population. After the constitutional reform in 1974 in
socialist Yugoslavia, minorities enjoyed a high degree of cultural and personal autonomy
with positive discrimination in the political sphere.
Since 1921, Hungary has had an overwhelming ethnic Hungarian majority (more than
95%). Between the two world wars, national minorities in Hungary did not enjoy extensive
minority rights. Indeed, while the existence of some minorities was recognized (for example
Serbs, Croats and Slovenians were treated as a single Yugoslav minority), it had almost no
significance for their status. Immediately after the fall of the Iron Curtain, the two states went
in different directions regarding minority rights: Hungary became more open and moved
towards accepting international standards on the protection of minorities, while Serbia
became isolated, and under Milošević’s regime ethnic minorities were viewed mainly as a
security risk.

 uring the World War II, Hungarian troops committed numerous atrocities against the local non-Hungarian population in occupied Bačka region. In
D
January 1942 Hungarian troops conducted series of raids (in Novi Sad and its surrounding villages, municipalities of Temerin, Žabalj, Srbobran and Bečej)
against the civilian population – mostly Serbs and Jews. Estimated number of victims is around 4,000. In Novi Sad victims were thrown into frozen river
Danube and drowned.
11
Michael Portmann, “Communist Retaliation and Persecution on Yugoslav Territory During and After World War II (1943- 1950)”, in Currents of History,
12/ 2004 , p.66.
12
See A.Kasaš, Mađari u Vojvodini (Hungarians in Vojvodina), Novi Sad, 1996, pp. 160-178.
10
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Minority rights frameworks
SErbia
Socialist Yugoslavia defined the legal status of national minorities liberally and introduced
broad personal and cultural autonomy for nationalities (as national minorities were called
in Socialist Yugoslavia to differentiate them from the six constituent nations) as well as
introducing a so-called “ethnic key” for their representation in political bodies. In the 1990s,
because of the nationalistic and populist character of the Milošević regime, and despite the
existence of Constitutional provisions and legally prescribed systems for financing national
minority institutions, the system collapsed due to the ongoing conflicts and the economic
crisis. At the same time, the growing ethnification of politics during the conflicts and wars
created a general feeling of insecurity as well as animosity and distrust between ethnic
communities in the country.13 After democratic changes in 2000, Serbia returned to a liberal
approach to minorities, following provisions of the key documents of various European
institutions: foremost among these are the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the
Protection of Human Rights and the European Charter on Regional and Minority Languages.
Serbia adopted a new Constitution in 2006 and inherited the Federal Law on Protection of
Rights and Freedoms of National Minorities (adopted in 2002), and adopted the following
laws: the Law on the Official Use of Languages and Script, the Law on Educational System and
Upbringing and the Law on Local Self-Government. In addition to domestic legislation, Serbia
has a bilateral agreement with Hungary on the protection of minorities, which confirmed
the readiness of both states to exercise the best standards in this field.14
The present Constitution of Serbia explicitly guarantees that the state will protect the rights
of national minorities (Article 14), ensuring their full equality with other citizens, preservation
of their identity and prohibits discrimination. Section two, Human and Minority Rights and
Freedoms is devoted to the protection of the individual and collective rights of all citizens of
Serbia. National minorities in Serbia are guaranteed collective rights to, directly or through
their elected representatives, decide on issues connected to their culture, education,
information and official use of language and script in accordance with the law, as well as to
elect their national minority councils for the purpose of fulfilling these rights. (Article 75 of
the Constitution of Serbia). However, the Constitution does not specifically list the national
minorities.
The Law on the Protection of the Rights and Freedoms of National Minorities (2002) was
designed to complement European standards in this area. This law defined the status
of already recognized national minorities and the procedure for recognizing others.
The law also defined the scope of cultural autonomy for national minorities through
which collective rights are exercised: the right to official use of language, to education,
culture and information, the right to official use of the minority language in conducting
administrative and judicial processes, the use of minority languages in communication with
public institutions, the issue of documents and keeping of official registers and personal
data collection in the languages of national minorities etc. In territories where a minority

13

14

Nevena Gojković, System Of Minorities’ Protection In Serbia, Konrad Adenauer Foundation, Belgrade, 20, p.1
INTERNET http://www.kas.de/upload/auslandshomepages/serbien/Gojkovic_en.pdf
Agreement in English, INTERNET http://www.jogtar.mtaki.hu/jogszabalyok/Egyezm_HU_SM_angolul.pdf
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language is in official use, the names of public institutions, units of local self-government,
settlements, squares and streets, and other toponyms also appear in the language of the
national minority, in accordance with their tradition.
The Law on the Official Use of Languages and Script defines the use of the language and script
of national minorities at the municipal level. The Law on Educational System and Upbringing
defines the necessary conditions for primary education in minority language.
The Law defined the right to official use of the language in the following way: when a
minority constitutes at least 15% of the population in a given municipality, the minority has
the right to official use of its language. In addition, in the territory of Vojvodina, it is possible
for a minority language to become “official” also at the level of individual settlements, when
the national minority in question constitutes at least 25% of the population, regardless of the
overall percentage of the population in the municipality to which the settlement belongs.
Regarding the right to education, if there are at least 15 pupils who opt for education in their
native language, the state is obliged to introduce a programme of education in that minority
language. Moreover, in Vojvodina, it is possible to introduce education programmes for an
even smaller number of students with special approval from the Provincial authorities. The
Law also guarantees the right to comprehensive and unbiased information in minority
languages. The state is obliged to enable public service broadcasting in the languages of
minorities, and it is also responsible for funding special radio and TV stations.
To oversee the above mentioned functions, the Law prescribes the creation of national
councils: the minorities’ self-government bodies, which represent them and enable them
to exercise their right to cultural autonomy. National councils are elected every four years
through direct elections or else by an assembly of electors, who, in turn, are proposed by the
national minority parties or minority organisations and CSOs. A person becomes an elector
by collecting 100 signatures from other members of their respective national minority who
are inscribed in separate list of voters in accordance with the Law.
The first Hungarian National Council was set up in September 2002, its members were
appointed by electors. Following changes in the law controlling the National Councils
in 2009, the Hungarian minority in Serbia elected their National Council through direct
elections in 2010.
The previous Law on Political Parties and the Law on the Election of Members of the Parliament
did not foresee mechanisms for positive discrimination in favour of national minorities in
the National Assembly. The representatives of minorities were able to enter the parliament
only if they were on the list of some larger, nation-wide party, or if their minority party was
part of a coalition. In 2004-2005, the Law was amended and a so-called “natural” threshold
for parties of national minorities was introduced. Natural threshold means that parties
registered as minority parties were no longer restricted by the 5% threshold necessary to
enter the national parliament. They may now enter parliament if they obtain a number of
votes equal to the total turnout at the elections divided by the number of seats in parliament.
For example, if the total turnout of voters was four million, a national minority party would
need 16,000 votes to win one seat.
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Hungary – from minorities to nationalities
After the fall of the Communist regime and as part of its drive to enter the EU, Hungary
began to improve conditions for its national minorities. The aim was to catch up with
prevailing European standards, and to introduce policy which would establish a minority
friendly environment for the national and ethnic minorities in which they could preserve and
pass on their cultural identity and live freely with rights enshrined in law.15 Provisions regarding
minorities were embedded in Article 68 of the former Constitution. In 1990, the Hungarian
government established the Office for National and Ethnic Minorities under the supervision
of the Ministry of Justice, aimed at helping draft government policies towards minorities
and observing their implementation.
In 1993, the Parliament of Hungary adopted the Law on the Rights of National and Ethnic
Minorities, with which Hungary officially recognized the existence of 13 minorities within
the state. The main criteria for recognizing minority status was that its members have
lived in Hungary for more than 100 years. Thus the following minorities were recognized:
Roma, German, Bulgarian, Greek, Croatian, Slovene, Serbian, Romanian, Ruthenian, Slovak,
Ukrainian, Polish and Armenian. This Law introduced cultural autonomy for all recognized
national minorities and established a three-level system of minority self-government:
1. If a local government has more than 50% of its representatives from a minority, the government can declare itself a minority government (this model is considered a sort of
territorial autonomy for the minority).
2. If at least the three members of the local assembly are minority representatives they can
declare themselves as minority self-government.
3. It is also possible to establish local minority self-government through direct elections.
This third model is the prevailing one, since minorities rarely constitute even a relative
majority in Hungary’s municipalities.
For example, in 3,149 local governments altogether 1,369 local minority self-governments
have been established, while there have been only 63 elected minority local governments
and 48 mayors have functioned as minority mayors.16 Therefore, in most cases local minority
self-governments are minority representational bodies acting as a consultancy body for
local governments and are entitled to handle identity, cultural and educational issues.
Local minority self-governments have the right to be consulted by the local authorities on
all matters of concern to the minority. These bodies are financed through the state budget,
while the presidents of minority self-governments have the right to attend and address
local government assemblies. Local minority self-government representatives elect
national bodies, which represent minorities at the national level. This law also defines the
right to official use of script and language, the right to minority language education, the
right to establish minority language media, etc. In 2005, the Act was amended by several
provisions, which introduced a county level minority self-government and further clarified
their powers. In addition, in 1995 Hungary introduced a specialized Ombudsman for the
protection of minorities.
15
16

See more Nora Teller, Local Self-Government and Ethnic minorities in Hungary, p.74.
Drafting a new Constitution in Hungary – proposals of the Ombudsman for Minority Rights
INTERNET http://www.equineteurope.org/session=8/equinetnewsletterproposalstoconstitutionhu.pdf
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The main criticisms levelled at the system for the protection of minorities regarded their
parliamentary representation. Some attempts were made to introduce a system of
guaranteed seats for the 13 minorities, but these change have come recently, with the new
government.
With the new right wing government led by Fidesz and Viktor Orban, Hungary introduced
some legislative changes and reforms regarding the rights and protection of minorities.
First, on a proposal of the Ombudsman for the protection of minorities, the new Hungarian
Constitution adopted in April 2011 changed the terminology to identify national and
ethnic minorities. The Ombudsman recommended the historical term “nationalities”
instead of “national and ethnic minorities” as it is more traditional and does not emphasise
whether the minorities have or do not have a kin-state.17 Furthermore, he proposed to
incorporate the most important regulations concerning the system of minority selfgovernment into the Constitution, including their legal status and basic functions. Article
XXVII was the result of these proposal and includes all these provisions. The Election of
Members of Parliament (Article 2), specifies that the participation of nationalities will be
regulated in a separate law. Nationalities are also mentioned in the Preamble to the new
Constitution. In 2011, the Hungarian parliament adopted the new Law on Nationalities
which introduced some changes to the system protecting national minorities/nationalities
established under the previous law. First, to prevent possible abuses, the law requires at
least of 30 registered members of a minority in a settlement to establish self-government.
Moreover, self-government consists of three members when there are less than 100
members of the respective national minority registered in the national community list,
and four members if there are more than 100. The Law also introduces new conditions
and opportunities for the representation of nationalities in national media, regulates issues
of national cultural autonomy and stipulates the opportunities for education and cultural
self-administration.18 Furthermore, the new Act on Parliamentary Elections provides the
opportunity for nationalities to have members in the Hungarian parliament. The number
of members of parliament is set by law at 200, with an additional 13 members representing
the nationalities. A sort of a natural threshold – preferential quota was introduced, hence
the minority lists have to have around one quarter of the votes needed for the regular
political lists at the elections. Citizens have to register if they want to be able to vote for
the minority list. If a representative of a certain minority cannot obtain a seat through the
preferential quota, there is the possibility of delegating a spokesperson for that minority
in the parliament, who will be treated as a regular member of the parliament but without
the right to vote.

Ethnic Hungarians in Serbia
Hungarian community exists in today’s territory of Serbia for more than 1,000 years. They
are the largest national minority in Serbia (excluding Kosovo). According to the 2011
Census there are 251,136 ethnic Hungarians in Serbia, 3.53% of the total population.
They constitute around 13% of the population of Vojvodina. Their settlements are spread
across the province covering all three traditional regions (Srem, Banat and Bačka). There
17
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Drafting a new Constitution in Hungary – proposals of the Ombudsman for Minority Rights
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are members of this minority in all the 45 municipalities of Vojvodina. Most settlements
with an ethnic Hungarian majority are in the north of the Bačka and Banat regions on
both banks of the river Tisa, and in several municipalities they have an absolute majority
(Kanjiža, Senta, Ada, Čoka, Bačka Topola and Mali Iđoš) while they constitute a relative
majority in the town of Subotica, and the municipality of Bečej. Since the 1950s, the
ethnic Hungarian population is in constant decline. The 1961 Census gave 442.560 ethnic
Hungarians living in Vojvodina (23.9% of total population), while in the 1991 Census the
number was 340,946 (16.9%). Finally, just in the past nine years there has been a huge
drop in numbers of ethnic Hungarians in Serbia - according to the 2002 census there were
293,299 ethnic Hungarians in Serbia, comprising 3.93% of total population of Serbia and
14.3% of Vojvodina’s population. For the most part, this sharp decline can be explained
by three factors: a low birth rate, assimilation and migration to Hungary (especially after
1991). The most significant factor is the ageing demographic pattern of ethnic Hungarians.
Assimilation of ethnic minorities in Yugoslavia, and later in Serbia – unlike in some other
states – has never been forced by the political elite, and it works in a “natural” way, mostly
through mixed marriages.
Also, Hungarians have been leaving their homeland either to Hungary, or, following the
pattern of other Serbian citizens, to Western European countries. In recent history, there was
one notable wave of immigration: in the early nineties a number of young Hungarian males
chose to move abroad to avoid being drafted in the Yugoslav Army. Because of the above
mentioned way of “natural assimilation”, the lack of a young male population had a serious
effect for the demographic patterns of Hungarians.
High education and mobility are interconnected, and, as a result, many Hungarian
doctors, teachers, lawyers and other professionals are now missing from the Hungarian
communities in Serbia. After 1990, the Hungarian state introduced special scholarship
programs to educate ethnic Hungarians in universities in Hungary, but few of these young
intellectuals chose to return to their original homeland. Recently, most of the scholarships
by Hungarian organs and funds to ethnic Hungarians are offered to sponsor studies in
universities in Serbia.
excerpt from the conference discussion

NOTION OF TRANSITION AND IMPROVEMENT OF RELATIONS
One of the speakers from Hungary argued that the notion of transition, as one of the
dominant phrases in the Central and South-Eastern Europe since the end of the Cold War,
is dangerous for the perception of reality. Even before, during the socialism, Yugoslavia and
other communist countries described themselves as countries in “transition to communism”.
This contributed to a specific mindset, where focus of attention and action was not set on
the current, real life problems, but on “all problems” especially the ones that are undermining
the creation of the communist society. For example, the problem was not the bureaucracy
but “too many kulaks”, and when the transition process is over and when country reaches
the real and full communism, then everything would be in order including those neglected
and real life problems.
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The same mindset is present today. When we speak about the reasons for low employment
or about the troubles at the financial markets, the usual answer is that we are still in
transition. The speaker concluded that in order to cope with the current challenges, we
have to dismiss the idea of transition as a justification for current problems, to accept the
reality and than to fight against the challenges. He underlined that there is a similar choice
regarding the position of minorities – between the ideas of transition and the ideas “this is
it”. He emphasized regarding the position of Hungarian minority in Serbia, that some strong
nationalists (not that strong as before) perceive the current situation as a sort of transition
phase and that there will be a change of borders somewhere in the future. And when whole
of Vojvodina or parts of it become a part of Hungary, everything would come to place. But
there is also a perception of transition on the other side. Serbian nationalists believe that
the fact that there is multilingual Vojvodina Is also a matter of transition until everybody will
speak only Serbian.
The answer to these challenges is to scrap the idea of transition and to accept that “this is
it”. In order to deal successfully with the minority issues all have to accept situation as it is –
Vojvodina is a part of Serbia and it will remain a part of Serbia. In addition to Serbs, there are
minorities living in Vojvodina and they will stay. And Vojvodina will remain a multicultural
region.
Another considerable factor for the decline of population in percentages is also the
continuous process of migration of ethnic Serbs and other ethnic communities to the
territory of Vojvodina. This is ongoing for more than 80 years. After the First and Second
World War, the state organised the arrival of settlers to Vojvodina from other, mostly
mountainous and poorer parts of the country, but during most of the time it was of informal
nature. During the most recent wars in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, many Serbian
refugees from these countries looked for opportunities to settle in Vojvodina. Being more
prosperous than most other parts of Serbia, it also offered more opportunities.
The very first national council formed in Serbia after the introduction of the new Law on
Protection of Rights and Freedoms of National Minorities in 2003 was the Hungarian one.
The current president of the council is Prof. Dr. Tamás Korhecz Hungarian is one of the official
languages in Vojvodina and is consequently also used in the provincial Assembly. It is also
the official language in 28 municipalities, while in three municipalities (Apatin, Kikinda and
Pančevo) it is in official use in some of the settlements according to provincial regulations.
The major difficulty in public institutions in Vojvodina and Serbia (above all in the courts) is
the relatively small number of civil servants that can understand, speak and use Hungarian;
an analogous situation is found in the police and other institutions.
Hungarians in Vojvodina exercise their right to education in their native language at all
levels. There are programmes and courses in Hungarian at the University of Novi Sad: the
Faculty of Philosophy, the Teacher’s Faculty in Subotica and more recently the Faculty of
Law. According to the Law and provincial regulations, National councils may also establish
schools (both secondary and primary) where teaching is conducted entirely in the minority
language. This means that the state and province are still financing teachers salaries and
operational expenses, while National Councils are now entitled to be co-financiers, and thus
to improve the conditions in schools and the quality of education. To date, the Hungarian
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National Minority Council has obtained the founding rights to eight schools. Overall, there
are 130 schools with instruction in Hungarian. In addition, there are also four Hungarian
theatres that are state funded, as well as a number of libraries.
In 2004, under the provisions of the new Law on Public Informing, the Provincial Assembly
transferred all media founding rights to the respective National minority councils, in
accordance with the language of the media.19 The Hungarian National Minority Council
took control over the daily newspaper Magyar Szó and the weekly Hét Nap. The Hungarian
National Minority Council is a co-founder of several other media such as the radio and
television broadcaster Panon. According to the Media Strategy recently issued by the
Hungarian national minority council, in Serbia there are about 100 printed, electronic
and internet media in Hungarian.20 In addition, Radio Television of Novi Sad has been
transformed to a Regional Public Service Television and renamed Radio Television of
Vojvodina. It has a Hungarian desk and regularly broadcasts news and other programmes
in Hungarian.
Hungarian community is well integrated in the political system of Serbia. They are
participating at the elections; they have their own political parties which for years constitute
one of the important elements of the Serbian political system. There are several Hungarian
parties – the Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians (Vajdasági Magyar Szövetség - VMSZ), the
Democratic Party of Vojvodina Hungarians (Vajdasági Magyar Demokrata Párt), the Democratic
Community of Vojvodina Hungarians (Vajdasági Magyarok Demokratikus Közössége), as
well as the two most recently formed parties the Hungarian Civic Alliance (Magyar Polgári
Szövettség) and the Hungarian Hope Movement (Magyar Remény Mozgalom).
In the 2000 parliamentary elections, Hungarian minority parties managed to breach the
threshold of 5%. The then leader of the Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians, József Kasza, became
the vice-president of the Serbian government. In the 2003 parliamentary elections, none
of the Hungarian parties managed to enter the Parliament, which caused dissatisfaction
among the parties. Since the introduction of the “natural threshold”, Hungarian national
minority parties have entered the Parliament at three consecutive elections in 2007 (3 seats),
2008 (4 seats)21 and in 2012 (5 seats). During the campaign for the most recent presidential,
parliamentary, provincial and local elections in 2012, the Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians
was supported by the Prime Minister of Hungary Victor Orban, who visited Subotica and
several other towns.
The Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians is also present in the provincial assembly. Since
2000, this party has participated in governing coalitions with the Democratic Party
(Demokratska stranka). Currently their leader holds the post of Vice-President in the
Government of Vojvodina, while they also hold the post of President of the Provincial
Assembly and several provincial ministries.

 owever, these solutions have been heavily criticized recently by the independent journalists’ association for “continuous attempts to monopolize the media
H
scene in minority languages”. – see NUNS i NDNV: Prevelika uloga nacionalnih saveta u manjinskim medijima (Too big role for the national minority
councils in the minority media), Blic daily newspaper. September 21 2011
INTERNET http://www.blic.rs/Vesti/Drustvo/278297/NUNS-i-NDNV-Prevelika-uloga-nacionalnih-saveta-u-manjinskim-medijima
20
See Medijska strategija Vojvođanskih Mađara 2011-2016 (Media Strategy of Vojvodina Hungarians 2011-2016). Nacionalni savet mađarske nacionalne
manjine, 2011 http://www.ndnv.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Medijska-strategija-vojvodanskih-Madara.pdf
21
Part of a Hungarian Coalition. Partners were the Democratic Party of Vojvodina Hungarians and the Democratic Community of Vojvodina Hungarians.
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Of the ethnic Hungarian parties, at present, the Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarias, led by
István Pásztor, scores best at elections. Their programme covers the protection of the
status and identity of Vojvodina Hungarians and urges fulfilment of national legislation
and provincial regulations regarding national minorities. Their foreign policy agenda is
pro-Western, proposing Serbia’s faster movement towards EU and NATO membership. The
Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians regularly tries to outreach to the Serbian population.
In addition to their local branches in Hungarian populated regions, they also formed a
Belgrade branch, where most of the members are Serbs, sympathizing with the issues the
party brings up.
Beside personal and cultural autonomy, this party (and other Hungarian minority parties)
advocate some form territorial autonomy for Vojvodina Hungarians. One idea, a special new
autonomous district, would encompass nine municipalities in the north of the Bačka and
Banat regions: Subotica, Ada, Čoka, Bačka Topola, Bečej, Kanjiža, Mali Iđoš, Novi Kneževac
and Senta. It is remarkable, however, that none of the parties ever ventured to take concrete
political steps to realize territorial autonomy, and only the smaller parties use hints at
territorial autonomy in their campaigns.
According to a December 2007 poll by the Senta-based NGO “Identity Research Workgroup
of National Minorities,” some 45% of ethnic Hungarians vote for mainstream Serbian parties
at the national elections, mostly the DS, the G17 plus, the LSV and the LDP. According to
this research, among the Hungarian parties the VMSZ had almost 45% of all the votes,
and all the other Hungarian parties scored some 8% altogether. The typical supporters of
Hungarian parties are the elderly, the lower educated and the village population. Young,
educated and urban Hungarians tend to vote for the Serbian parties.22
The Hungarian National Council, elected in June 2010 has an almost 78% majority of the
VMSZ (28 seats out of 35), followed by a list controlled by the DS, a mainstream Serbian
party, with 4 seats. Three other formations of Hungarian minority parties hold one seat
each in the Council. Representatives of the defeated parties say that this is the result of the
electoral lists that were mostly collected by the VMSZ – this party has the best organization
and the most modern logistics to reach individual voters.
Serbia did not object to the decision of the Hungarian government to grant citizenship
to ethnic Hungarians in neighbouring states. In 2004, almost a year before the Hungarian
referendum on this issue, Serbia’s prime minister, Zoran Živkovic signalled to his Hungarian
counterpart that there was no objection to granting dual citizenship to ethnic Hungarians
in Serbia. By March 2012, after changes to the Hungarian Citizenship Law in 2010, close to
30,000 Serbian citizens obtained Hungarian citizenship. The Hungarian embassy in Serbia
expects to receive around 80,000 applications.

22

See Róbert Badis, A vajdasági magyarság politikai felmérése, Identity Research Workgroup of National Minorities, Senta, 2008
INTERNET http://www.idkm.org/tanulmanyok/Pol_kozv_kutatas.pdf
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excerpt from the conference discussion

ON THE POSITION OF THE HUNGARIAN MINORITY IN SERBIA
One of the participants from Serbia said that Hungarians are probably the best integrated
minority, in political, cultural and economic sense. He said that ethnic Hungarians in Serbia
respect the sovereignty, territorial integrity and the legal framework. But, this participant
also said that Hungarians in Serbia have a dual identity. They are citizens of Serbia and they
share the destiny of Serbs and others that live in this country. However, Hungarians in Serbia
are also linked to Hungary as well, not just culturally and historically. There are also newly
established legal ties since, until this date, tens of thousands of ethnic Hungarians applied
for the Hungarian citizenship.
The same participant emphasized the importance of integration of Hungarian community,
since that represents a constant and a two-way process. It is not just about the willingness
of ethnic Hungarians to respect Serbia and its legal, political and economic framework. It is
also about the willingness of the majority of population to accept minority as such – their
identity, culture and ties with motherland, without a pressure for assimilation. He expressed
his opinion that there is a lot of things to learn and that there are still many shortcomings
that need to be solved. Representatives of Hungarians in Serbia often point out that the
legal system of protection of national minorities in Serbia is well developed and more or
less according to the European standards. However, they also claim that the main problem
is the implementation of the legal provisions, and that there are many shortcomings. There
are several reasons for this situation, above all lack of the administrative capacities of the
ministries in Belgrade to fully implement the legal chamber for protection of national
minorities in Serbia. In addition, there is often lack of financial resources since some of them
are not being planned in the budget. Existing laws often need additional bi-laws for their
implementation. Frequently, these bi–laws are nonexistent or contra-legem to the law itself.
Therefore, there is a problem of effective judiciary protection of human and minority rights.
Another participant from Serbia said that the widespread notion on the level of the average
citizen throughout Serbia (but not in Northern Vojvodina) is that Hungarians are sometimes
perceived as Serbs in Germany, Gastarbeiter or immigrant community. If one makes a
survey about what the average knowledge about Hungarians in Serbia is, the results would
be astonishing, and a lot of effort is needed to spread awareness among citizens of Serbia
about minorities that live there. Serbia is a multiethnic state, and to increase the awareness
and improve the current situation, the process has to start with the media and elite.
Other participants expressed their view that the presence of Hungarian community
represents a huge potential for Serbia in light of European integration process. However,
this potential has not been used properly.
Answering the question about functioning of the Joint interstate Committee on Minorities,
a participant from Serbia said that apart from the lack of regular meetings every year, the
problem with this body is that there is no real mechanism to implement the conclusions
from the previous meetings. Hence, more or less the same issues are being debated from
meeting to meeting.
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Ethnic Serbs in Hungary
Ethnic Serbs constitute one of the smaller ethnic minorities in Hungary (officially 7th out
of 13). According to the 2001 census, there are 3,816 members of this national minority,
although other estimates, based on Serbian language and culture, indicate there are
around 5,000 ethnic Serbs in Hungary.23 Some unofficial estimates claim the actual
number is twice as high, around 10,000.24 One reason for this uncertainty is that over time
Serbian communities have mixed with other south Slavic communities in Hungary, based
on a shared religion (Bulgarians) or language (Croats, Bunjevci and Šokci), and this has
influenced their identities.
The first Serbs arrived in the territory of Hungary as early as the 14th century, moving north
from the expanding Ottoman Empire. In the Middle Ages, Serbs settled down in Hungary in
several waves. In the last decade of the 17th century alone, 40,000 Serbs moved to Hungary.
Their local centre was Szentendre (Sentandreja), north of Buda.
In 1910, according to the then census, there were around 25.000 Serbs at the territory of
the present day Hungary. However, the most ethnic Serbs that lived in pre-Trianon Hungary
opted to move to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes after World War I. Today,
ethnic Serbs live mostly in Budapest (around 40%), but also in number of towns and villages
throughout Hungary: Szentendre (Sent Andreja), Battonya (Batanja), Szeged (Segedin),
Ráckeve (Srpski Kovin), Baja, Mohacs (Mohač) and others. However, the only settlement
where Serbs are predominant is the small village of Lórév (Lovra) with 300 inhabitants, on
the Csepel Island just south of Budapest. The number of people speaking Serbian or SerboCroatian in Hungary is around 25.000.
In the 1990’s, a new colony of Serbs was formed in Hungary. They had escaped from
Yugoslavia in the 1990’s, and a few hundred of them chose to settle down in Hungary,
mostly in Szeged or Budapest.
After the adoption of the Law on the Rights of National and Ethnic Minorities and the first
elections in 1994, Serbs in Hungary formed 19 minority self-governments. This number is
growing - after the 1994 elections there were 35, four years later there were 44. Currently, due
to the change in electoral rules and procedures, there are 42 self-governments, 14 of which
have been formed in districts of Budapest, one in the Capital and 26 in other settlements
throughout Hungary.25 Representatives of all the Serbian local self-governments elect the
National Serbian self–government.
With the change of regime in Serbia in 2000 and with improvements in bilateral relations
with Hungary, the position of the Serbian national minority in Hungary has improved.
Education in Serbian is functioning relatively well. The most famous institution is the Serbian
Grammar School (Gimnazija) in Budapest, which is also quite popular among students from
Serbia. There is also a bilingual primary school in Battonya, which has existed for more than
 act Sheet on Hungary, Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, no 3, 2000.
F
Petar Lastić, “O Srbima u Mađarskoj (On Serbs in Hungary)”, in Miodrag Jakšić, Simon Đuretić (Eds.) Položaj i perspektive srpskog naroda u zemljama
okruženja, Službeni glasnik, 2009, p.35.
25
Ljubomir Aleksov, „Složenost i pluralnost srpske zajednice u Mađarskoj (The Importance and Plurality of the Serbian Community in Hungary)“, in
Miodrag Jakšić, Simon Đuretić (Eds.) op.cit, p.25.
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200 years. The Universities in Budapest and Szeged have Serbian language and literature
departments. In 2008, the Serbian self-government in Hungary founded the Serbian
Pedagogical and Methodological Centre.
The Hungarian public service broadcasters have programmes in Serbian. On radio, there
are two hours in Serbian every day and there is one 26 minutes TV show in Serbian every
week. Serbian self-government in Hungary also founded the weekly Srpske narodne novine
(Serbian People’s Newspapers), which is financed by the State Foundation for Minorities
in accordance with the law. It is also important to mention that self-government has
established an internet radio station Srb, attached to the self-government’s web portal.
The Serbian communities began to establish organisations that assumed some political
features after 1989 – the first was the Serbian Democratic Alliance (Srpski demokratski
savez), the importance of which diminished after the Law on the protection of national and
ethnic minorities – organisations were no longer needed for candidature at elections. After
the changes to the Law in 2005, it was prescribed that candidates represent organisations,
which resulted in a new wave of activity, and ultimately in the foundation of a new
organisation named the ui.
excerpt from the conference discussion

CONSTITUTIONAL CHANGES IN HUNGARY AND THE POSITION OF
THE SERBIAN MINORITY
A participant commented the recent constitutional and legal changes in Hungary. He said
that just like the other 12 historic minorities in Hungary, Serbian minority also became one
of the constituencies of the Hungarian nation with the adoption of the new Constitution.
On the other hand, in the preamble of the Constitution, nation is defined as a community
of common country and common identity, thus the speaker underlined the serious
contradiction in interpreting the nationhood and ethnic minorities in this basic document.
Constitution has some new provisions related to minorities, such as the right to have and
protect ethnic identity. However, this participant highlighted, it was formulated in such a
way that this right is associated only to individuals and not to communities. In addition, in
Constitution the institution of the Ombudsman for minority rights is somewhat scrapped
away since it is integrated together into the new institution Ombudsman for basic rights.
Other participant mentioned that the new Law on the rights of nationalities is restrictive.
There is a tendency of gradual restriction of minority rights. Authorities recognize that
individuals belong to national or ethnic minority only if they officially declare their affiliation
in a manner prescribed by law, which is in contradiction with the inalienable right of
expression of national or ethnic identity by individuals. He underlined that only those people
who declared themselves as members of minority, got the right to vote on the elections for
the minority self-governments.
Regarding the problems connected to the elections for minority self-government,
not enough people declared their national affiliation in 2011 Census, since it was not
compulsory to fill in ethnic or national affiliation. Citizens were not informed that their
abstinence to declare their national affiliation will be used for reorganisation of a system of
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minority self-governments – i.e. if the official numbers of members of nationalities decrease,
government will cut down the numbers of minority self-governments. There will be a big
difference between the results of the Census and estimations of minority organisations
about the actual numbers of minorities. Hence we can expect a dramatic cut of minority
self-governments in 2014.
The same participant claimed that Serbs in Hungary and especially in Budapest, where
around 40% of the total Serb population lives, are not sure if they will be able to elect
properly their minority self-governments. The reason for this, as the speaker underlined, is
that only those NGOs who fulfil the special financial conditions will be able to nominate
candidates for elections. As the Hungarian government is the main source of finance for the
minority NGOs, the government will be the judge which minority NGOs could take part in
minority elections.
Regarding the competences of the minority self-governments, they are significantly reduced
since the right of veto is taken away from minority self-governments. In addition, as the
speaker said, the presence of the representative of the local authorities is compulsory at the
sessions of the minority self-governments. Even in minority self-governments official use
of language is allowed only together with the official use of Hungarian language. Minority
participation in elected bodies at the local and central level was cut in 2005. In 2011 it was
partially restored, but only for those settlements where national minorities are local majority
population, which is not very logical, since the representatives of minorities already run the
local administrations.
Another participant from Hungary said that regarding the parliamentary representation,
Serbs in Hungary had their MPs in the Hungarian parliament in the period 1972-1990. With
the new Law on Elections of Members of Parliament from 2011, Serbs and other minorities
will have the right to elect the representative in the 2014 parliamentary elections who
will actually be a spokesperson – with no right to vote and his participation in discussion
will be limited only to those topics related to minority issues. Therefore their vote will not
result in a full mandate, except for German and Roma national minorities who will be able
to regularly elect one MP. Only one list with the candidates will be nominated by the local
self-government. Minority voters will be separately registered and they will loose their vote
for the list of political parties. Therefore, this reform represents a step forward, but not a
democratic one in every sense.

ETHNIC VIOLENCE, FAR RIGHT MOVEMENTS AND THE RELATIONS BETWEEN
THE TWO STATES
Despite more relaxed relations between the two states, thanks to new minority rights
legislation in both countries and in particular the reforms in Serbia since 2000, minorities
remains one of the most important issues. In the words of Oszkár Nikowitz, the current
Hungarian Ambassador to Serbia, minority issues are “central to the relations between
Hungary and Serbia”.26 Every inter-ethnic incident is a potential threat to relations between
the two states.
26

Maja Poznatov, Nikovic: Status kandidata probio led (Nikowitz:Candidate status broke the ice), Euractiv Serbia, March 9 2012.
http://www.euractiv.rs/srbija-i-eu/3719-nikovic-status-kandidata-probio-led
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A wave of incidents occurred between 2003 and 2005 in Vojvodina causing uneasiness
in relations. Hungarian organisations reported nearly 300 anti-Hungarian incidents in
the province between the end of 2003 and the beginning of 2004. These reports seldom
mentioned acts against Serbs or other ethnic communities. Such incidents included the
beating of Hungarian youngsters, damage to cemeteries and monuments, anti-Hungarian
graffiti on walls, the desecration of Catholic and Calvinist churches, and other forms on
intimidation.27 The Hungarian Government condemned such incidents strongly and called
on Belgrade to prevent what was perceived in Budapest as growing inter-ethnic tensions
in Vojvodina. The Hungarian side insisted on the internationalisation of the issue and
the European Parliament sent a fact-finding mission to the province in January 2005 to
investigate the reported cases. The mission called for urgent measures to prevent future
conflicts and closer monitoring of future developments in Vojvodina during the Stabilisation
and Association negotiations between Belgrade and the EU.28 Debates were also held in
the OSCE, the United Nations and the Council of Europe. In response to external pressure
Serbia investigated the incidents and a number of the perpetrators were brought to justice.
According to data issued by the former Provincial Secretariat for Regulations, Administration
and National Minorities of Vojvodina (Sektretarijat za propise, upravu i nacionalne manjine)
of 300 incidents in Vojvodina up to November 2004 (not always the same incidents cited by
the Hungarian organisations), one third was ethnically motivated, while the others did not
qualify as such, though the conflicting sides were of different ethnic groups.29
For example, one Hungarian family, applied for political asylum in Hungary in September
2004, after their 16 year old son had been attacked in the street, and some graffiti appeared
on the wall of their house. The Hungarian state granted them the asylum, but no other
individuals followed their example.
In late 2012, following a new series of reports in the Hungarian media about attacks against
members of the Hungarian community in Serbia, there were incidents in Hungary directed
towards Serbian national minority such as protests, graffiti on the Serbian institutions and
churches, etc. Hungarian right-wing populists insisted that “the repression against the
ethnic Hungarians in South Outlands”30 was taking place.31
Inter-ethnic incidents continue to occur from time to time in areas with mixed populations
(especially in the regions where Serbian refugees of the Yugoslav wars settled in the mid90’s such as Temerin, Bečej and Subotica), but at present it seems that the situation is much
better than before. After the ratification of the Agreement on the Protection of the Serbian
National Minority in Hungary and the Hungarian National Minority in Serbia in 2004, the
two states created an Interstate Joint Commission for Minority Questions, a body aimed at
improving the status of both minorities.

Atrocities against Voivodina Hungarians, Budapest Analyses, 2004
http://bpfrakcio.hu/ba/english/budapestanalyses_48_en.html and http://www.hhrf.org/hhrf/en/vojvodinareport-mar-2005.htm
28
See Motion for a Resolution - On violence against minorities in Serbia, European Parliament, session document, 13 September 2004
29
Etnički incidenti u Vojvodini posle internacionalizacije (Ethnic motivated incidents after the internationalization), Centar za razvoj civilnog društva, Zrenjanin, 2006, p.2 and see also CRCD: Etnički Incidenti u Vojvodin (Ethnic motivated incidents in Vojvodina), Autonomija info
INTERNET http://www.autonomija.info/crcd-etnicki-incidenti-u-vojvodini.html
30
Southland (Délvidék) is the name for the territory of Vojvodina, often used by the nationalist in Hungary, since that was the old term used in the Kingdom
of Hungary for this territory.
31
Đ.Barović, “Poruke mržnje iz Mađarske”, Vesti online, October 29 2012,
INTERNET http://www.vesti-online.com/Vesti/Srbija/265179/Poruke-mrznje-iz-Madarske
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Ethnic Hungarian political parties have been emphasizing that a significant problem is that
the Serbian authorities often fail to prosecute the perpetrators of interethnic incidents.
They also claim that the police and the prosecution in Serbia are biased, and treat ethnic
Hungarian perpetrators more severely than Serbs. According to the Hungarian political
parties, ethnic Hungarians, when arrested, also face difficulties in the legal process –
Hungarian speakers are under-represented in the police and in the judiciary as well, and,
consequently, ethnic Hungarians cannot fully exercise their right to legal proceedings in
their own native language.
Ethnic Hungarian politicians often use the example of the “Temerin Boys”: in June 2004
five Hungarian youngsters assaulted a Serbian man in Temerin, and while this incident
had a few characteristics of an ethnic incident, they were sentenced to an unusually long
imprisonment, a total of 61 years for the five perpetrators. The case has received broad
media coverage in Hungary, and several Hungarian political bodies turned to their Serbian
counterparts to ask them to re-consider the sentence. The case was regularly brought up
at high level state negotiations between Serbia and Hungary, including the Tadić-Schmitt
summit in May 2011, but three of the five “Temerin Boys” are still kept behind bars (two fell
under the 2012 Serbian amnesty law, and were released accordingly).
Another problem that affects inter-ethnic relations in Vojvodina, and consequently relations
between Serbia and Hungary, is the rise in both countries of far-right movements advocating
ethnic pureness and changes in existing borders. While Serbian right-wing extremists are
mainly interested in achieving the former goal, the Hungarian ones are heavily focused on
the latter. The first Hungarian extremist organisation in Serbia openly declared its presence
in 2004: a branch of The Sixty-Four Counties Youth Movement (Hatvannégy Vármegye Ifjúsági
Mozgalom), founded in Szeged in 2001. This organisation advocates the revision of the
Trianon Treaty and the creation of a so-called Northern Multiethnic Territory in Vojvodina/
Southland. This new region would encompass those territories in Vojvodina where minorities
constitute 70% of the population, including the nine municipalities with Hungarian
majorities, but also others like Temerin and Srbobran (Szenttamás). Interestingly enough,
this proposal also puts forward the name Southland (Délvidék) for Vojvodina. According
to the proposal, the region should function as a federation of municipalities with a seat
in Subotica. This would mean a de facto division of the province into a Serbian part and a
part dominated by Hungarians. While the largest Hungarian minority party in Serbia, the
Alliance of Vojvodina Hungarians condemns the activities of the Movement, some smaller
Hungarian parties, like the Movement of Hungarian Hope co-operate with this extreme rightwing group.
This organisation has organized several rock concerts by bands classified in the media as neonazi and has participated in several incidents in Vojvodina in which Serbs were attacked.32
The leader of the Sixty-Four Counties Youth Movement, László Toroczkai,33 was expelled
from Serbia in 2008 for participating in several incidents. It has recently been reported that
Nacionalizam bez diskretnog šarma (Nationalism without a discrete charm), Bečejski mozaik, 2004
INTERNET http://becejski-mozaik.rs/sh/427/30/7343/?tpl=24 and “Pretučeni srpski mladići u Temerinu”, Radio Television of Vojvodina, September 16, 2011
INTERNET http://www.rtv.rs/sr_ci/hronika/pretuceni-srpski-mladici-u-temerinu-_273529.html
33
László Toroczkai is the founder of the Sixty-Four Counties Youth Movement and a former member of Hungarian Justice and Life Party. He was expelled from
that party after party chairman István Csurka found his views too radical. He was also banned from Slovakia for 5 years in 2006, because of a demonstration
in front of the Slovakian ministry of Foreign Affairs.
32
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members of this movment participated in several clashes with the Serb right-wing extremist
movement Obraz (Movement for Fatherland – Obraz, Otačastveni pokret - Obraz).34 The
party considered the political wing of this movement, the Movement of Hungarian Hope,
officially participated in the last elections in Serbia and endorsed Gabor Vona, leader of farright party Jobbik (The Movement for better Hungary – Jobbik, Jobbik Magyarországért
Mozgalom), since 2010 the third largest party in the Hungarian Parliament. At the beginning
of 2012, it was reported that the movement had founded what they called Civil Guards in
several villages in Vojvodina, declaring that they are designed to prevent “petty criminals
from stealing”, in reality, however, these are primarily anti-Roma activities.35
Another cause for concern in Serbia is the rise of right-wing extremism in Hungary itself. In
2007, the so-called Hungarian Guard was formed, which gained national exposure during
popular unrest against the Socialist Government. Their rhetoric, attire and gestures resemble
the Arrow Cross Party,36 and disturbed many people because of memories of war crimes
committed by members of this organisation in Vojvodina during the Second World War.
Today, situation is under control to a large extent, although sporadic incidents do occur.
Nevertheless, inter-ethnic incidents are, for now, outside of the mainstream political
discourse, being politicised almost exclusively by the far-right political groups.

“Policija sprečila sukob “Obraza” i “64 županije” (Police prevented the clash between “Obraz” and “64 counties”)”, Blic newspaper, October 3, 2011
INTERNET http://www.blic.rs/Vesti/Hronika/280631/Policija-sprecila-sukob-Obraza-i-64-zupanije
Goran Necin, “Jobik podržava Pokret mađarske nade (Jobbik supports the Movement of Hungarian Hope)”, E novine, March 22, 2012
INTERNET http://www.e-novine.com/srbija/vesti/61312-Jobik-podrava-Pokret-maarske-nade.html
36
Hungarian World War II fascist party led by Ferenc Szálasi, it came to power only after prince regent Horthy was forced by the Germans to step down in
October 1944, and ruled until the end of the World War II.
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2. ECONOMIC CO-OPERATION BETWEEN SERBIA HUNGARY
FACTS – BILATERAL COOPERATION AND EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT
Hungary’s importance for Serbia as an economic partner has grown over recent years. This
is due in part to links already established before the 1990s but also thanks to the fact that
Hungary is the most economically developed of Serbia’s neighbours. The partnership is also
important on a multilateral level – especially regarding Serbia’s EU ambitions. However, both
countries are rather small economies – Hungary’s share of the world’s GDP is 0.16% and
Serbia’s 0.06%.
When Hungary became an EU member in 2004, the old Treaty on Economic and Trade
cooperation ceased to exist, likewise the Free Trade Agreement signed in 2002. A new Treaty
on economic cooperation was signed in May 2005. Furthermore, Serbia and Hungary
signed treaties to avoid double taxation, to support and protect mutual investments, and
on road transport of persons and goods. In 2006, the two countries signed a Memorandum
of understanding between the ministries of economy, which was followed by the signing of
a Memorandum on co-operation of national agencies for the promotion of trade and foreign
investments and a Memorandum on co-operation in the area of small and medium-sized
businesses.
Regarding the external environment, both countries are dependent on exports, however
Serbia much less than Hungary. In 2011 Hungary’s exports amounted almost 80% of the
GDP or 80 billion euro, while Serbian exports amounted around 32% of the GDP or 8.4
billion. Hungary’s export is mainly based on exports of big multinational companies, mostly
German ones, thus Hungary‘s economy is basically a part of the German export machine.
Hungarian external trade surplus was seven billion Euros, while in the same year Serbia had
six billion in deficits. The structure of the export also differs: while Serbia mainly exports raw
or half-made goods, 60% of Hungary’s export are medium or high tech goods, however
mostly made from imported and then processed materials.

TRADE BETWEEN HUNGARY AND SERBIA
Since 2000, trade between the two states has increased fivefold. However, the exchange has
been marked by Serbia’s trade deficit.
The global financial crisis of 2008-2009 significantly diminished trade but recovery soon
followed. In 2011, the overall trade exchange reached 1,208.8 million USD, 352.6 million USD
of which Serbia exported to Hungary. This is a 16% increase in comparison to 2010. At the
same time, Serbia’s import from Hungary reached 856.2 million USD, a 6% increase when
compared to the previous year. Over the last few years, Hungary has become the 11th most
important importer from Serbia and the 5th largest exporter to this state.
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Trade exchange Serbia and Hungary 2000-2012 (in millions USD)37
Year

Serbia’s export to
Hungary

Hungary’s export to
Serbia

Total

2000

52.8

111.6

164.4

2001

59.2

175.7

234.9

2002

73.5

247.7

321.2

2003

75.7

261.3

337

2004

123.3

320.7

444

2005

132.9

267.4

400.3

2006

181.9

427.6

609.5

2007

247.5

707.9

955.4

2008

327.8

799.7

1,127.5

2009

262.8

465.2

728

2010

307.5

704.6

1012.1

2011

352.6

856.2

1,208,8

2012 (until July)

136.4

457.3

593.7

Serbia’s exports to Hungary are dominated by the following goods: sugar, sugar products
and honey (14%), metal products (11%), vehicles (8%), paper, cardboard and other paper
products (5%), different finished goods (5%), other goods (57%). Hungary’s exports to Serbia
are dominated by oil and oil derivatives (38%), followed by natural and industrial gas (12%),
electric energy (9%), plastic materials (5%), telecommunication equipment and devices (3%)
and other goods (34%). Trade is dominated by the bilateral exchange of energy – around
40% (companies Budapest energy trading, Mol –Intermol, Srbijagas etc).High tech goods
account for only 24% of Hungarian exports to Serbia. In the Western Balkans, Serbia is the
second largest export market for Hungary and the first import market. Western Balkans’ share
in Hungary’s total export is 3.3% and in total import 1.1%, thus the Hungarian surplus is vast.

HUNGARIAN INVESTMENTS IN SERBIA
Hungarian investments in Serbia are much larger than Serbian investments in Hungary.
According to the National Bank of Serbia, overall Hungarian investments for the period
2001-2010 are estimated at around 316 million Euros, while Serbian investments to
Hungary is just a fraction of it. Some 15 large Hungarian companies have offices in Serbia.
In addition, around 500 small and medium-sized mixed Hungarian-Serbian companies have
been established. Serbia attracts Hungarian investors mainly because of its geographical
proximity, the relatively cheap and well-trained labour force, and low taxes. Serbia’s
numerous free trade agreements with both EU and non-EU countries such as Turkey, Russia,
Kazakhstan and Belarus, as well as the existence of the regional free trade area CEFTA, also
makes investment attractive to Hungarian businesses. The overwhelming majority of mixed
companies are registered in Vojvodina.
37

Source – Chamber of Commerce of Serbia.
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The largest Hungarian investments are in Serbia’s banking sector – in 2006, the Hungarian
OTP Bank bought 75% of the capital of Cepter Bank for 32 million Euro, 67% of the capital
of Kulska banka for 118.6 million Euro and 83% of Niška banka for 14.2 Euro. Hungarian
companies also participated with six million Euro in the privatization of five other companies:
Obnova – Ada (a construction company in the Ada Municipality), the Agriculture company
Sloga from Perlez (in the Zrenjanin Municipality), Valjevo Put – a Road construction company,
Rad – a metal products factory (City of Belgrade), an Agriculture company entitled Sokolac
(in the Novi Bečej municipality), and the construction company Univerzal Kolubara (in the
Lazarevac municipality, City of Belgrade).
Regarding greenfield investments, one of the largest projects was undertaken by MolIntermol, a Hungarian oil and gas company, which had opened 34 gas stations in Serbia and
keeps expanding. The Masterplast Group invested around €3.5 million in a new polystyrene
(plastic) factory in Subotica. The Italian-Hungarian company EUROWIND invested €4 million
in building a plant for the production and trade of spare parts for freight vehicles and trailers
in the industrial zone of Ečka in Zrenjanin. It is also worthy mentioning two construction
companies, Arcadom and Kesz Kft, the pharmaceutical company Richter Gedeon, as well as
the Fornetti plant for mini pastries in Subotica all of which have created their own production
facilities in Serbia, and mostly in Vojvodina.
Before the global economic crisis, numerous Hungarian companies expressed interest in
investing in Serbia. However, these plans have stalled somewhat over the last few years
(Tri-Gránit, Hunguest hotels, , GlobusTranselektro, System consulting, Decotra Power). Just
recently, the Bečej Municipality and Aquaprofit Company from Budapest founded Vitalspa,
(with support from the Government of Hungary and the Government Vojvodina), a company
aimed at building a Geothermal Spa.38 In the post crisis years 2011-2012 there has been a net
capital outflow, i.e. repatriation of Hungarian capital from Serbia.

CO-OPERATION IN THE TRANSPORT SECTOR
Hungary and Serbia are connected through the two European strategic corridors – the river
Danube or Corridor VII and Branch B of the EU corridor X (Budapest, Novi Sad, Belgrade) –
both highway and railway corridors. These corridors are the main routes to Black Sea basin
and Middle East, and as such extremely important for the overall economic cooperation of
the EU with its eastern and south-eastern neighbours.
Traffic on the Danube is regulated under the Danube Convention, while transport on the
river Tisa is regulated by the bilateral Treaty on the Navigation Regime. Road traffic between
the two countries is regulated by the Treaty on Road Transport of Persons and Goods and
the Treaty on Combined Transportation.
At the moment there are nine border checkpoints between Serbia and Hungary: five
road checkpoints, two river checkpoints and two railway checkpoints. Three new road
checkpoints are going to be opened in 2013, and the capacities of several others are being
improved.
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CO-OPERATION IN THE ENERGY SECTOR
The energy sector is one of the most important areas of bilateral economic co-operation,
due to existing connections between the energy systems and the planned expansion of
joint projects in this field.
Hungary and Serbia have a long tradition of co-operation in the production and refining of
gas and oil, and trade with derivatives. The Hungarian company MOL is one of the biggest
greenfield investors in Serbia with 34 gas station across the territory.
Currently, gas is transported to Serbia only via Hungary. SRBIJAGAS co-operates with
Hungarian MOL on the transport of natural gas to Serbia. Moreover, from time to time,
SRBIJAGAS stores gas in MOL’s facilities in Hungary. With the expected construction of
Russian Gazprom’s South Stream Gas Pipeline through the territory of Serbia, the potential
for co-operation in the energy sector will increase considerably.
excerpt from the conference discussion

EFFECTS OF THE GLOBAL CRISIS ON SERBIA AND HUNGARY LESSONS THAT COULD BE LEARNED?
The crisis created a big decline in Europe, and Hungary’s decline was more relevant than
Serbia’s, due to the openness of Hungary. At the European level, GDP declined by 4.3%, and
exports went down by almost 20%. Already in 2010, exports recovered and returned to the
pre-crisis level, while in many EU countries (including Hungary) GDP remained on low level.
The pre–crisis level is not expected to be reached in the next 2-4 years and in some EU
member states not even in one decade.
A participant from Hungary said that the populists are using these facts to formulate
“lessons” for Hungary:
1. Hungary is too open, thus it should either leave EU or find ways for loosing the restrictions
for the domestic policy making.
2. Hungary’s economic structure is vulnerable, as illustrated by the fact that Hungarian
exports were much more affected by the crisis than in other countries, which did not have
such high share of durable consumer goods, machinery, electronic devices, etc.
3. Crisis has exposed a gap between the competitive transnational companies on one hand
and uncompetitive small and medium size companies on the other.
The same participant offered some reality-checked answers to these questions:
1. Instead of leaving EU, Hungary should concentrate on finding new emerging, dynamic
markets, within and outside the EU. That is precisely what has happened in last years.
2. The proposal of re-specialization of the Hungarian export economy could happen, but
almost all products that do not fall into the group Hungary is already producing are cheap.
That would also mean smaller profits and wages.
3. The gap indeed exists, and it is the guilt of the government that this gap is not reduced.
But the real answer is not to punish foreign companies by imposing high taxes since that
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would substantially reduce their profits, thus motivate them to leave or to slow down
new investment cycles. Instead, Hungary’s policy makers should close the gap trough
clear economic policy based on making competitive small and medium size companies in
Hungary and at the same time increase their competitiveness at the domestic market. Only
in that way, Hungary could accept small scale crowding out of multinational companies.
In connection to this, one of the participants posed a question if any of foreign markets
could represent a sort of a substitute for the EU one? Others answered that the “lion share”
of Hungarian exports to China for example, originates from two to three multinational
companies. On the other hand, it is true that Hungarian exports to these new markets were
the only ones that did not suffer from the crisis. On the contrary, in the period 2009-2011
exports were doubled. According to one participant, Hungary’s exports on these markets
at the moment are estimated to 1.2 billion Euros, while the imports are 4.4 billion Euros.
Therefore, there is a huge trade deficit. But, as one participant from Hungary underlined, 1.2
billion Euros is less than 2.4% of total Hungarian exports, and the 70% of it goes to the EU. He
concluded that even in the case of a dramatic growth of Hungarian export to China, situation
will remain more or less the same in the future. Therefore, China could only be an additional
market. Although in some important aspects different, similar is the situation in Serbia.
One participant from Serbia said that the main question is can Serbia and Hungary help
each other from drowning, since the traditional source of Foreign Direct Investments like
trade and remittances have dried out. According to him, the only option is to enter new
markets, and there should be an open debate about this. This participant underlined that
only in last two years the Prime Minister of Macedonia has visited China three times. Hence,
he concluded that in few years the EU might not be the only “game in town”..

WHERE ARE THE OPPORTUNITES?
Privatization in Serbia is continuing, and there are a lot state owned companies that could be
interesting for Hungarian investors. Other opportunities include Greenfield investment and
the expansion of networks of multinational companies that operate in Hungary to Serbia.
Serbian free trade agreements could prove to be lucrative also for Hungary, since they offer
export opportunities to both the Hungarian companies that currently operate in Serbia and
also to Hungarian companies that operate in other CEFTA 2006 countries.
Environmental issues will become extremely important to Serbia as it is approaching the EU.
Serbia will have to adopt EU’s environmental laws and Hungarian experience could prove
to be important in different areas – from water management to environmental pollution.
Tourism represents another highly unexplored path for cooperation between the two
countries. Apart from its potential attractiveness for investing in tourism, Serbia could
become important tourist destination for Hungarians since it is relatively cheap, in proximity,
and with a rich and interesting offer. In addition, since Hungary and Serbia to an extent share
common historical and cultural heritage, companies from both countries could combine
their efforts to make joint tourist programmes.
Danube strategy outlined some new directions for cooperation. Other opportunities
certainly include two pan-European transport corridors – Corridor 10 and the Danube river,
as well as the energy cooperation – Nabucco and South Stream.
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11 Recommendations for the improvement
of Serbian Hungarian links
1. It is necessary to establish tighter cooperation between Serbia and Hungary in the
process of Serbia’s European integration. It is in Serbia’s interest to use the experiences
of Hungary acquired both during its process of integration and after the accession to the
EU, especially in the following areas: industrial development, transport, environment,
agriculture and development of rural areas. Hungary, on its behalf, has clear political and
economic interests to encourage and support the process of European integration in its
neighbourhood.
2. Serbia and Hungary should jointly work on fulfilling 11 priorities of the EU’s Danube
Strategy. This especially goes for the stakeholders involved in the cross-border
cooperation between Hungary and Serbia. It would be of paramount importance to
establish consultative bodies which would operate with the state institutions, economic
subjects, civil society organisations and all other stakeholders eligible to participate in the
fulfilment of the Danube Strategy.
3. It is necessary to improve the efficiency of the established forums for cooperation between
Serbia and Hungary. The example of such a forum is the Joint Interstate Commission for
Minority Issues, which currently meets on irregular basis and conclusions from previous
meetings are often not being implemented.
4. The Government of Serbia and the Provincial Government of Vojvodina should give
a strong support to the municipalities and other stakeholders in the cross-border
cooperation, especially in the tailor-made programmes of the EU.
a. Among other issues, it is necessary to find ways to help project applicants within
the EU’s Instrument for Pre-Accession Aid Programme (IPA). They are obliged to
co-finance such projects with at least 15% of overall value, what often represents
unsurpassable obstacle for the civil society organisations, municipalities and other
stakeholders.
b. Serbia should consider signing and ratification of the European Outline Convention
on Transfrontier Co-operation between Territorial Communities or Authorities, also
known as Madrid Convention. With its ratification of this convention, municipalities
and other local stakeholders would have more freedom to draft projects from the
IPA Cross border Cooperation, priority area Infrastructure and Environment and
Economy, and without an obligation to wait other state institutions to react.
5. Serbia should strive to attract the multinational companies that operate in Hungary and
to present them with possibilities for enhancing their production chain to the territory of
Serbia. Good example is the growing automobile industry Serbia after the arrival of FIAT,
which is one of the key-industries in Hungary.
6. Serbia should encourage joint export of goods of Hungarian and Serbian companies to
third countries with which Serbia has free trade agreements, such as CEFTA 2006 countries,
Russia, Turkey, Kazakhstan and others.
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7. Serbia and its national economic and tourist bodies should better promote its tourism
potential to Hungarian citizens– both as a field for investments and as a tourist destination.
Geographical proximity, good offer, relatively cheap prices and common heritage and
history are assets for the improvement of cooperation in this field.
8. It is necessary to improve cooperation in informing and people-to-people contacts to
create preconditions for better understanding of nations and overcoming prejudices. For
example, in Hungary there is a widespread notion about strong interethnic frictions in
Vojvodina. On the other hand, there is a widespread impression in Serbia that there is a
rise of retrograde political streams in Hungary. Creating more chances for direct contacts
of the citizens (Culture days, exhibitions, twining of cities etc.) and free flow of information
are most useful for gaining and nurturing of realistic images of each other.
9. Hungarian government should clearly distance from the strivings of some parts of
Hungarian public to renew political clashes from the past, such is the initiative for revision
of the Trianon Treaty. On the other hand, Serbian government should openly reject
demands for the abolishment of the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina. This would
contribute to strengthening of mutual trust. To accomplish this, it would also be useful
to encourage the improvement of mutual cooperation of cooperation of political parties,
academic and scientific institutions, civil society organisations and all other interested
stakeholders in the two countries.
10. Full support to the work of the Joint Commission of the Academies of Serbia and
Hungary, tasked to investigate all the events in Vojvodina during the World War II
and immediate post-war period, would be beneficial for the building of mutual trust.
Results of the Commission’s work should be thoroughly presented to the public in both
countries. Among other future steps it would be necessary to create a joint commission
for school history textbooks, similar to German-French commission in the past or to the
Joint History Project of the South-Eastern Europe (http://www.cdsee.org/projects/jhp).
11. Joint defence and security projects are especially important for strenghtening of mutual
trust. A good example is the participation of 44 members of the Serbain Armed Forces
in the Hungarian-Slovakian contigent of the United Nations peacekeeping mission in
Cyprus. It would be necessary to start new joint security endeavors in supressing of
organized crime or civil protection in the border areas.
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