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§ Slovak-Hungarian relations have constantly been the most sensitive in the V4. The relationship between 

Slovakia and Hungary was problematic already in the 1990s even though the fall of communist regimes 

in Central Europe and the prospects of integration in Euro-Atlantic structures promised the possibility of 

a new era of reconciliation.  

 

§ It became evident that membership of multi-lateral platforms - like the EU or V4 - alone could not be the 

panacea solving all problematic issues between Slovakia and Hungary as tensions continued to be 

exacerbated after the EU accession while V4 cooperation deliberately avoided sensitive bilateral issues. 
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The parliamentary elections in Hungary and 
Slovakia in 2010 changed the political situation and overall 
climate in both countries. However, it can be argued that 
the improvement in bilateral relations is based more on the 
changed rhetoric and style of communication than on a real 
reconciliation process. Additional political will and 
maintenance of a consensual approach remain necessary 
preconditions for solving existing problems and dismantling 
deeply rooted ethnic stereotypes which arise from different 
and selective historical narratives, collective memory and 
changing the status quo.  

In the first part, the paper provides a brief 
overview of the most problematic issues in Slovak-
Hungarian bilateral relations in the context of last thirty 
years. Secondly, various governmental initiatives and non-
governmental reconciliation efforts are evaluated. Finally, 
the paper aims to summarize the most important 
prerequisites for the future development of Slovak-
Hungarian relations and offers some lessons learned, as 
well as recommendations for Western Balkan countries.    
 

A brief overview of Slovak-Hungarian 
bilateral relations 

Apart from deeply rooted prejudices and 
stereotypes resulting from a more than one-thousand-year 
long coexistence of the Hungarians and Slovaks in one 
state, most of the tensions in bilateral relations relate to the 
status of the Hungarian minority living in Slovakia. After the 
split of Czechoslovakia in 1993, Slovakia became the only 
country in Central Europe with a significant number of 

 

1 Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic, “Population by 
nationality – 2011, 2001, 1991”, 
https://slovak.statistics.sk/wps/wcm/connect/bd447dc5-c417-
48d6-89e1-
0a2d60053cf6/Table_10_Population_by_nationality_2011_2001_1
991.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=kojGfKx&CVID=kojGfKx&CVID=k
ojGfKx, [2 November 2019]. 
2  In the past, the Party of Hungarian Coalition – Strana 

ethnic minorities. The Hungarian minority is not just the 
biggest minority living on the territory of Slovakia, 
representing around 8,5 % of the total population according 
to the 2011 census1, but the only one having relevant 
political representation in the parliament, and, from time to 
time, also in the state apparatus. 2  The status of the 
Hungarian minority and its loyalty to the Slovak state was 
considered to be among one of the most complicated 
political issues in Slovakia in the course of transformation. 
Due to conflicting national narratives that persist today in 
Slovak and Hungarian societies, endeavors to maintain and 
build relations between ethnic Hungarians and the kin state 
were viewed with suspicion in political circles. These 
narratives still have a great impact on collective identities 
of both sides making it hard to overcome fears and 
anxieties.  

On the other hand, the status of Hungarian 
minorities living abroad, especially in neighboring countries, 
has been one of the most important political issues in 
Hungary; also due to the fact that the support for 
Hungarian minorities abroad is embedded directly in the 
Hungarian constitution, while the protection of interests of 
Hungarian minorities as an element of regional policy has 
remained one of the priorities of the Hungarian foreign 
policy ever since the first democratically elected 
government after the regime change.  

After the split of Czechoslovakia, the relationship 
between the Slovak majority and Hungarian minority had 
to reflect the new geopolitical situation. At first, meetings 
on the highest political level bloomed and there have been 
30 presidential, prime-ministerial, ministerial and state 

maďarskej koalície/Magyar Koalíció Pártja, had represented the 
interests of the Hungarian minority. After the 2010 parliamentary 
elections, however, SMK (then renamed to the Party of Hungarian 
Community/Magyar Közösség Pártja) did not enter the 
parliament. Most votes from the Hungarian voters went to the 
Most-Híd party, which declared itself as the first party bridging 
gaps between the Slovaks and Hungarians.  
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secretarial meetings between January 1993 and May 1994.3 
However, after the initial enthusiasm, the complexity of 
problematic issues and lack of interest from both sides 
halted the reconciliatory efforts. The then-Prime Minister 
Mečiar’s government opted for an ethnocentric model of a 
state that places one ethnic group/nationality before 
another. Although Mečiar and his collaborators were 
defeated by a democratic coalition, including also Strana 
maďarskej koalície/Magyar Koalíció Pártja, in 1998, even 
the two succeeding governments led by Dzurinda were not 
always free from ethnic tensions. The participation of an 
openly nationalist and anti-Hungarian Slovak National Party 
(Slovenská národná strana - SNS) in the first Fico´s 
government (2006-2010) and legitimization of its program 
by coalition partners was considered as a step back by the 
representatives of the Hungarian minority, as well as the 
Hungarian government. The issue of the amendment of the 
Act on the State Language from 2009 was considered to be 
a symbolic ‘top of the iceberg’ by the critics of the Robert 
Fico government in Hungary, as well as in Slovakia. In 
addition, bilateral relations between Slovakia and Hungary 
were poisoned by several representatives of the ruling 
coalition openly voicing anti-Hungarian statements. 
 Hungarian ruling elites have also contributed to 
the deterioration of bilateral relations with Slovakia; the lack 
of political empathy and support for unilateral action can be 
viewed as one of the most fundamental mistakes from 
Hungary’s side. It was the first Orbán´s government who 
established institutional links with Hungarian minorities in 
neighboring countries. The launching of the Standing 
Hungarian Conference in 1999, supposed to provide the 
representatives of Hungarian minorities in neighboring 
countries a direct opportunity for consultations with the 
institutions of the Hungarian state, was viewed with 
suspicion on the Slovak side. The passing of the Hungarian 

 

3 Boros F., A magyar-szlovák kérdés történeti kontextusban, 

Status Act was considered to be another attempt at bringing 
the Hungarians closer to their kin state and therefore it was 
rejected in Slovakia. The establishment of the Forum of MPs 
of the Carpathian Basin by the Hungarian Parliament, which 
provided the Hungarian parliament with a direct instrument 
for communication with deputies of other national 
parliaments, was categorically rejected by Slovakia – the 
argument was that Hungary should not build institutional 
links with deputies elected in other countries. Although the 
first attempt to launch a double citizenship law in 2004 was 
not successful, the new FIDESZ-led government took the 
opportunity and passed the law only a few weeks after the 
May 2010 elections – doing so without consulting the 
governments of the neighboring countries. Slovak 
government reacted with the amendment of the citizenship 
law which in fact takes away the Slovak citizenship from a 
person holding citizenship of another country. 
 Some other issues from more distant past 
between Hungary and Slovakia also remain unresolved – 
the Gabčíkovo-Nagymaros case, dating back to 1977, is a 
well-known example. Although this joint hydro energetic 
power plant over Danube had been meant to become an 
example of good bilateral relations between (back then) 
Czechoslovakia and Hungary, it became one of the most 
divisive issues instead. Despite the International Court had 
ruled on the case years ago and the whole issue was passed 
to relevant experts, the ruling of the Court has still not been 
implemented.  
 The change in communication style between 
Slovakia and Hungary was brought about with the 
government led by PM Radičová in 2010. Although the 
government survived only two years, the following second 
and third Fico government continued similar policy towards 
national minorities. In years 2010-2012 and again after 
2016 one of the parties representing Hungarian community 

Hantken, Budapest, 2011. 
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– Most-Híd – has been an integral part of the government 
coalition. 
 Several achievements regarding the status of the 
Hungarian community in Slovakia have been achieved after 
2016. Above all, a law on financing minority cultures was 
drafted and passed. The newly elected president Zuzana 
Čaputová seems to continue policy respectful towards 
minorities, since she – as the first Slovak president - invited 
two representatives of the Hungarian community to her 
team of external expert advisors. A symbolic gesture 
towards the Hungarian minority was also her attendance at 
the Gombaszög Summer University which had not been 
attended by previous heads of state despite the organizers’ 
invitation. 
 Increase in trade exchange between Slovakia and 
Hungary has also strengthened the spirit of cooperation. 
For Hungary, Slovakia is the third most important trade 
partner, while for Slovakia, Hungary ranks fourth on the list 
of trade partners.  
 

Reconciliation efforts 

In this part, selected substantial initiatives – both 
governmental and non-governmental – contributing to the 
reconciliation between Slovakia and Hungary will be 
described. 
 

The Treaty between the Slovak Republic and the 
Republic of Hungary on good neighborly relations and 
friendly cooperation was signed in Paris in March 1995, and 
as such was a part of a broader initiative of the Stability 
Pact. By signing the Treaty, both Slovakia and Hungary 
declared their desire to be integrated into Euro-Atlantic 

 

4  The Mixed Commissions focused on the following areas: 1. 
European and Euro-Atlantic Integration, 2. Military and other 
Security Issues, 3. Economic Cooperation, 4. Environmental 
Protection, 5. Transport and Infrastructure, 6. Cultural Issues and 

structures, while good neighborly relations were considered 
one of the most important prerequisites for their integration 
into the EU and NATO. The Treaty was the first important 
bilateral document in the new history of Slovak-Hungarian 
relations and remains to be the most complex document 
between Slovakia and Hungary until today. The most 
problematic issues associated with the Treaty do not 
concern its content, but implementation. This also applies 
to bilateral Mixed Commissions, designed as necessary 
instruments for the implementation of particular 
paragraphs of the Treaty. 4  The instrument of these 
commissions has not been exploited sufficiently and some 
commissions failed to meet the expectations related to the 
regularity of their meetings and achieved results.  

The inclusion of Hungarian community 

representatives in the country’s government might 
establish a good base for the future cooperation between 
the Slovak and Hungarian political parties. On the other 
hand, the experience from years 1998-2006 shows that the 
participation of the representatives of the Hungarian 
community alone is not sufficient to solve all problems and 
bridge all the gaps between the two nations and other steps 
contributing to improvement of interethnic dialogue need 
to be undertaken. 

The list of governmental and non-governmental 
initiatives leading to the improvement of bilateral relations 
would include several projects, some of them listed below. 
Unfortunately, they have not been fully implemented or, 
despite their great symbolic value, have simply been 
forgotten or neglected.  
 

Joint Sessions of the Committees of National 
Parliaments 

Print Media, 7. Heath, Health Insurance and Social Care, 8. Internal 
Affairs, 9. Education, Science, Sports and Youth, 10. Cross-border 
Cooperation, 11. Agriculture, Veterinary and Phytosanitary Care, 
12. National Minorities.  
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One of the consequences of the increased tensions 
in bilateral relations during the first Fico government was 
an initiative of the heads of the national parliaments. In 
December 2008 they initiated joint meetings of committees 
of national parliaments as another instrument for 
development of bilateral relations. Through these meetings, 
the MPs of the National Council of the Slovak Republic and 
Hungarian National Assembly were supposed to discuss and 
possibly find solutions for some of the problems in bilateral 
relations.  

 

Common Past, Common Future in the Mirror 
of Common Projects 

On 14 June 2007 the Prime Ministers Robert Fico 
and Ferenc Gyurcsány agreed on a document entitled 
Common past, common future in the Mirror of Common 
Projects5. The document encompassed fourteen points and 
reflected different forms of cooperation, including economic 
and cultural cooperation. The Prime Ministers declared that 
all fourteen points represented projects that were 
achievable in the foreseeable future.  

Despite the list of priority projects from the 
Common Past, Common Future document contains only 
non-conflict issues, there has been a significant delay in 
their implementation. Therefore, the Prime Ministers met 
again in September 2009 and issued a joint statement, 
which was basically summarized in 11 points6.  In one of 
the points the Prime Ministers again stressed the need to 
reconvene in meetings of all Mixed Commissions for 
implementation of the Treaty of 1995. The Prime Ministers 
also entrusted the Ministers of Foreign Affairs to prepare an 
enhanced cooperation package for the consideration of the 

 

5 Úrad vlády Slovenskej republiky, “Informácia o priebehu 
a výsledkoch pracovného stretnutia predsedov vlád SR a MR v 
Bratislave dňa 18.6.2007“, 
www.rokovania.sk/File.aspx/ViewDocumentHtml/Mater-Dokum-
66229?prefixFile=m_, [3 November 2019]. 

heads of governments that would propose the 
establishment of the Hungarian-Slovak Cooperation Council 
as a non-political independent consultative body fostering 
cooperation between the two countries. Another role of the 
Council would have been to supervise the planned 
Hungarian-Slovak Cooperation Fund, which was aimed at 
supporting projects, scholarship and student exchange 
programs, as well as cultural, arts and sports events 
focusing on promoting Hungarian-Slovak cohabitation and 
cooperation.  

It can be argued that most of the tasks included 
in the two above mentioned documents, including the 
establishment of the Hungarian-Slovak Cooperation Council 
and Cooperation Fund, had not been fulfilled yet.  
 

Good Neighborhood and Understanding 
Prize 

Another symbolic initiative supporting the 
standardization and development of bilateral relations is the 
establishment of a new tradition of the prize entitled ‘Good 
Neighborhood and Understanding’ to one individual or 
community in each country to honour their outstanding 
contributions to the Slovak-Hungarian cooperation. Such a 
prize was initiated by the former foreign ministers Ján Kubiš 
and Kinga Göncz in 2008 and has been awarded annually 
until 2013.  

 

Reconciliation Initiative of the Catholic 
Bishops   

The process of reconciliation between the Slovak 
and Hungarian Catholic Church began symbolically in the 

6 Úrad vlády Slovenskej republiky, “Meeting between Gordon 
Bajnai, Hungarian prime Minister, and Robert Fico, Slovak Prime 
Minister in Szécsény, Hungary”, 
http://www.sfm.vlada.gov.sk/17200/spolocne-stanovisko-roberta-
fica-a-gordona-bajnaia.php, [3 November 2019]. 
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town of Esztergom in 2006. During their meeting and joint 
celebration of the mass the Slovak and Hungarian bishops 
issued official letters in which they apologized for their 
deeds in the past and asked for forgiveness. Despite the 
mass being attended by many worshippers from both 
countries, the initiative was not followed by any political 
declaration and was only poorly reflected in national media. 
The Bishops took the initiative once again in 2008, when 
they publicly called for understanding between the two 
nations and rejected any form of violence and extremism.  
 

Round Table of Hungarians in Slovakia 
The establishment of the Round Table was 

initiated by the South-Slovakian Civic Information Network 
at the Civic Forum Conference in 2008 held in 
Šamorín/Somorja. The Round Table is an open, 
independent, non-partisan, voluntary and informal 
institution, functioning as an umbrella platform for 
organizations and esteemed personalities of the Hungarian 
community in Slovakia. Any cultural, self-governmental, 
state-run or non-governmental organization (or institution) 
can participate in the national meetings of the Round Table, 
which, among other formal criteria, should act in the 
interest of the Hungarian community in Slovakia, foster 
minority culture, education and identity, and should be 
ready to share responsibility for the development of the 
community and support its advocacy.  
 

Forum Minority Research Institute 
The Forum Minority Research Institute was 

founded in 1996. At present, the Institute is located in 
Šamorín/Somorja, south Slovakia. Its primary objective is 
to carry out complex studies on the situation and culture of 
the national minorities in Slovakia, as well as documenting 

 

7 The Forum Minority Research Institute, www.foruminst.sk  

their written and even more extensive heritage. As a non-
profit organization, the Institute operates as a public and 
service institute. The Institute hosts a resource center with 
Bibliotheca Hungarica, Hungarian Archives of Slovakia and 
the Centre for Digitalization and Internet Databases. The 
Institute undertakes various policy research, publishes 
books and journals, organizes different seminars, training 
courses and conferences on various topics.7 
 

Slovak-Hungarian European Forum and 
Slovak-Hungarian Discussion Forum 

The main goal of the project coordinated by the 
Slovak Foreign Policy Association in cooperation with the 
Hungarian Institute of International Affairs between 2007 – 
2012 was to contribute to the identification of common 
interests of Slovakia and Hungary and their application at 
the European, regional, as well as bilateral level. One of the 
aims was to contribute to the demythologization and 
qualitative change in bilateral relations between Slovakia 
and Hungary, by developing a regular and structured 
dialogue of experts and civil society in general.  
In 2013, the initiative was renamed to Slovak-Hungarian 
Discussion Forum and acquired the financial support from 
the grant scheme of the Slovak Ministry of Foreign and 
European Affairs. The first session of the Slovak-Hungarian 
Discussion Forum with participation of the representatives 
of both ministries of foreign affairs and think tank 
communities was held in 2013, followed by two more 
meetings in 2014 and 2015. Currently the project is on hold, 
since none of the stakeholders involved feel an urgent need 
to organize a common session.  
 

 



November 2019 

 

7

% 

Joint History Textbook 
An important initiative connected to the work of 

the Slovak-Hungarian Commission of Historians is the 
development of a joint history textbook, which is supposed 
to describe chronologically 15 historical periods. The aim of 
such a textbook is not to replace current history textbooks, 
but to serve as an additional source of information for 
students and teachers at different stages of the educational 
process. Each of the fifteen chapters is supposed to be 
prepared by one Slovak and one Hungarian historian, while 
the two authors are also expected to agree on a common 
summary. However, the project has not been successfully 
implemented yet. The main institutional and expert 
sponsors of the project are the Slovak and Hungarian 
Academies of Sciences. 
There are several other good non-governmental cultural 
initiatives like the cooperation between the Hungarian 
Writers’ Association and its counterpart in Slovakia. In 
2019, they agreed on the mutual and regular translation of 
contemporary Slovak and Hungarian literature in the form 
of journals, anthologies, and in individual volumes. 
 

Main findings and lessons learned 

In the past, the Slovak-Hungarian reconciliation 
has often been perceived as a single act that can be 
reached by one political declaration or agreement. It has to 
be underlined that the reconciliation is a longitudinal 
process and, in some aspects, it may take several years to 
reach the first satisfactory, conclusive, results. Therefore, 
adequate and continuous support by the representatives of 
both countries, going beyond political rhetoric, is a 
necessary precondition. 
Experience from the last (almost) thirty years shows that at 
the political level, unilateral actions prevailed over joint 
initiatives. Even though the latter appeared in political 
statements and declarations, the vast majority of them 
have not been implemented. 

Despite all the initiatives, programs and projects 
neither the governments, nor non-governmental actors 
have succeeded in the implementation of a reconciliation 
process between Slovakia and Hungary. It can therefore be 
concluded that the reconciliation process requires a new 
approach both on the governmental and non-governmental 
side. Special attention needs to be paid to the role and 
opportunities of the next generations of young people who 
could be the vanguards of reconciliation processes. 

Past development showed that neither the left-
wing nor right-wing governments supported the 
reconciliation process between Slovakia and Hungary in a 
convincing way. It can be argued that ethnicity turned out 
to be a more important factor than ideological closeness or 
differences. 

The Treaty of 1995 can be considered an 
appropriate legislation framework for the development of 
Slovak-Hungarian relations; however, all its paragraphs 
need to be implemented in a continuous and systematic 
way. The creation of joint intergovernmental committees 
could be a good practice to foster cooperation, however, 
only if decisions are followed by proper implementation. 

The improvement of civil dialogue and 
intensification of cooperation between various non-
governmental organisations remains one of the 
preconditions for the development of Slovak-Hungarian 
relations. Currently, some of the initiatives led by NGOs lack 
continuity, while others overlap in activities. Another 
important task is the creation of an independent Slovak-
Hungarian cooperation council and fund that would support 
projects aiming at the improvement of Slovak-Hungarian 
dialogue. 

Due to different historical and structural 
conditions, foreign examples of reconciliation, such as the 
Franco-German or Polish-German reconciliation, are 
applicable only partially. A study group consisting of local 
experts could be established in order to evaluate 
possibilities of a know-how and experience transfer.   
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Despite remaining problems and tensions, the 
Slovak-Hungarian relations also present many good 
examples, either at the bilateral or regional level of 
cooperation. What is also needed in the reconciliation 
process is a larger focus on the positive examples in mutual 
relations; the overcoming of divisions can boost 
cooperation in existing areas and create space for new 
initiatives – both at governmental and NGO levels.  

 

Recommendations for Western Balkan 
countries 

In the light of the above, the following 
recommendations can be put forward:  
• Intensify official political dialogue at all levels and avoid 

unilateral action unless these are consulted with 
partners from the partner country, avoid adopting 
legislation that interferes with legal systems in 
neighboring countries without consulting them. 

• Create and regularly update the list of priority 
cooperation areas and start implementing them 
without delay. 

• Consider how young people can be involved from both 
sides into reconciliation activities. 

• Avoid thinking of the EU membership as the solution 
for bilateral disputes and problems. 

• Consider involvement of independent, third-party 
experts in consultations in case of prolonged 
unresolved problems and issues. 

• Support civil society activities in both countries through 
the establishment of bilateral cooperation councils and 
cooperation funds. 

• Support development of cross-border initiatives and 
create favorable conditions for development of 
cooperation at regional and local levels. 

• Enhance economic cooperation at all levels. 

• Guarantee rights of minorities and avoid any 
discriminatory tendencies along an ethnic basis. 

• Create a favorable environment for multicultural 
education. 

• Avoid overlapping initiatives and splitting resources.  
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