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Hungarian civil society organizations
abroad in the Carpathian Basin

Being an active member of a Hungarian civil society
organization means something completely different
in one of the adjacent states than it does in Hungary.

In the Hungarian ethnic minority communities, such
engagement can be a way of expressing one’s Hungar-
ian identity. In the interwar period the neighbouring
states sought to impose restrictions on the functioning
of the civil society organizations of the minority ethnic
Hungarian populations. Under communism, the near-
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universal prohibition on civil society organizations great-
ly affected the Hungarian communities in the neigh-
bouring countries. Yet, there were also occasions when
the Communist Party created a Hungarian ‘civilian’ or-
ganization, which was then directed by the authorities
(e.g. Csemadok in Czechoslovakia, est. 1949).

Since the change of system, many tasks have been
performed by the Hungarian civil society organiza-
tions in the neighbouring countries. The main fields
of activity are culture, education, language use and
the protection of interests. All of these are fields that
should be addressed by the given state, with a view to
developing the individual and the community. In re-
sponse to this situation and in order to strengthen eth-
nic culture, identity and a sense of belonging, the Hun-
garian state elaborated and implemented a national
policy strategy from 2013 (State Secretariat for Nation-
al Policy, Prime Minister’s Office). When implement-
ing this strategy, the government first created a cen-
tral budgetary appropriation (National Cooperation
Fund), which supports the work of civil society organ-
izations. In early 2023, the Hungarian state supported
5,477 Hungarian civil society organizations in the Car-
pathian Basin beyond the country’s borders, of which
52% were registered in Romania, 24% in Slovakia, 15%
in Serbia, and 6% in Ukraine. Among these, 50% are
cultural, 13% educational, and 10% youth organizations.

In Transylvania, there are 2,854 Hungarian civil so-
ciety organizations, of which 62% are based in Székely
Land, 18% in Partium, and 20% in other parts of Tran-
sylvania and the Banat. In terms of their activities, 44%
are cultural organizations, 16% are educational organ-
izations, and 11% are youth organizations. The Tran-
sylvanian Association of Hungarian Civil Organiza-
tions (est. 2004) seeks to coordinate the operation of
nearly 14 thousand Hungarian NGOs in Transylvania.
The umbrella youth organization is MIERT, the Hun-
garian Youth Conference (est. 2002), which has nearly
400 branch organizations in Transylvania. The Hungar-
ian Teachers’ Association of Romania (est. 1991) is an
important body in the field of public education, while
the Sapientia Foundation (est. 2000) promotes the work
of the Hungarian private university network. The old-
est Hungarian civil society organizations in Transyl-
vania are the Transylvanian Museum Society (EME,
1859-1949, 1990-) and the Transylvanian Hungarian
Educational Association (EMKE, 1885—-1946, 1991-).
A majority of the Hungarian civil society organizations
operate in the ‘cultural and economic capital’ of Tran-
sylvania, Cluj-Napoca (Kolozsvér), and in the larger
Székely towns (50—65 Hungarian NGOs per 10 thou-
sand Hungarian inhabitants, compared to the Hungari-
an average of 29 in Transylvania) E3¥EM. The lowest
level of civil society engagement in the Transylvanian
Hungarian community can be observed in the Banat
region and Partium, which are near the major towns
of eastern Hungary. The only exception in this regard
is Oradea (Nagyvarad), with 9—16 Hungarian civil so-
ciety organizations per 10 thousand Hungarians.

In the Hungarian ethnic areas of Slovakia, there are

1,326 Hungarian civil society organizations (63% of
which are active in the cultural/educational field). The
major organizations include Csemadok (est. 1949), a
cultural society of ethnic Hungarians in Slovakia, the
Forum Minority Research Institute (est. 1996), the As-
sociation of Hungarian Teachers of Slovakia (est. 1990),
the Association of Hungarian Parents in Slovakia (est.
2004), the Hungarian Scout Association of Slovakia
(est. 1990), the Via Nova Youth Group (est. 2007), and
Pro Civis (est. 2003). As many as 70% of Hungarian
civil society organizations in Slovakia are based in the
western parts of the country, with the largest number
being found in Koméarno (Komarom), Dunajska Streda
(Dunaszerdahely), and Bratislava, the capital of Slo-
vakia. Other centres of civil society activity in Slova-
kia’s Hungarian community are Koldrovo (Gtta), Sahy
(Ipolysag), Filakovo (Fiilek), Rimavska Sobota (Rima-
szombat) and Vel'ké Kapusany (Nagykapos).

In the former Yugoslav territories, changes to the
law enabled the creation of civil society organizations
from 1982 onwards. The subsequent period saw the
foundation of many Hungarian cultural and other or-
ganizations. In Vojvodina, 819 ethnic Hungarian civil
society organizations currently receive funding from
the Hungarian government. In comparison with else-
where in the Carpathian Basin, the proportion of cul-

tural and educational organizations is low (35% and
10%, respectively). This reflects the fact that the Ser-
bian state and the Vojvodina provincial government
provide funding for educational and cultural tasks, with
the level of funding being more substantial than the
amounts received by the Hungarian minorities else-
where in the Carpathian Basin. Umbrella organizations
(e.g. the Association of Hungarian Civil Associations
of Vojvodina, est. 2008; the Vojvodina Hungarian Cul-
tural Association, est. 1992; and the Association of Pro-
fessional Associations and Societies, est. 1965) play a
vital role in coordinating the work of multiple organ-
izations. Most Hungarian civil society organizations
operate in the northern part of the Backa region and
in the provincial seat, Novi Sad. The highest rate of
civil society activity (50—-90 civil organizations/10
thousand Hungarians) can be observed in this area.
Many civil society organizations are active in the
Hungarian community in Zakarpattia, Ukraine. The
oldest and largest organization is the Cultural Alliance
of Hungarians in Zakarpattia, which was established in
1989 and promotes the interests of ethnic Hungarians
in the region. Sixty-four of the 342 supported organi-
zations are affiliated with the Cultural Alliance. Almost
half of the civil society organizations serve cultural
purposes. In view of the grave economic situation, how-

ever, a relatively large proportion are devoted to social
topics. Most of the organizations operate in the largest
Hungarian communities (Berehovo/Beregszasz, Uzh-
horod, Mukachevo, Tiachiv).

In the Pannonian areas of Croatia, 70 civil society
organizations of the local ethnic Hungarians (9,217
in 2021) receive funding from Hungary. Three-quarters
of them are active in the cultural field, with two-thirds
operating in South Baranja. The largest umbrella or-
ganizations - the Democratic Union of Hungarians in
Croatia (est. 1993) and the Central Association of Hun-
garian Associations (est. 1998) — are based in the same
region. The main centre for journalists, teachers, and
linguists from the Hungarian community is Osijek,
while the main academic centre is the capital, Zagreb.

The estimated 5,000 Hungarians living in Slovenia’s
Prekmurije region operate 59 civil society organizations,
half of which are active in the cultural sphere. As many
as 40% are based in Lendava (Alsélendva), at the heart
of the mixed-language border region.

The Hungarian community in Austria’s Burgenland
has grown in recent times, with new arrivals from Hun-
gary and Romania. The community currently compris-
es around 12,000 people. Yet, there are just five civil so-
ciety organizations, two of which are based in Oberwart
(Fels66r) and one in Unterwart (Alsé6r).
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