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ABSTRACT: Only limited attention has been paid in the internation-
al academic literature to Hungary’s foreign policy on the disintegration of 
and the wars in Yugoslavia — as Hungary did not play a crucial role in the 
wars—and the issue has not even been covered in the Hungarian literature 
in a comprehensive way. However, Hungary was also affected by the wars 
of the 1990s due to its geographical neighbourhood, the Hungarian minor-
ity living in Yugoslavia, and its NATO membership (since 1999). The pre-
sent study aims to contribute to filling the literature gaps by providing an 
overview of Hungarian foreign policy toward Yugoslavia at that time, rely-
ing mainly on Hungarian sources. The study demonstrates the involvement 
of Hungary and summarises the activities of three Hungarian governments 
of the 1990s — the Antall government, the Horn government and the first 
Orbán government — in relation to the South Slavic wars and international 
peace missions, focusing on the most important events.

KEY wORDS: Hungary, NATO, Wars of the 1990s in Former Yugo-
slavia

The foreign policy doctrine of the Antall government1 elected in the first 
free elections1 held in Hungary in March and April 1990 had three priorities. 
* Professor of Institute of History at the Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest, Hungary.
1 Mostly the Right was in power in Hungary during the wars in Yugoslavia. The coalition, led 

by Chairman of MDF József Antall (and by Péter Boross in the last half-year owing to the 
death of József Antall), governing between 1990 and 1994 was comprised of the Hungarian 
Democratic Forum (MDF), the Christian Democratic People’s Party (KDNP) and the Inde-
pendent Smallholders, Agrarian workers and Civic Party (FKgP, the latter only until 1991). 
The Hungarian Civic Alliance (Fidesz), the FkgP and the MDF formed the coalition, led by 
Chairman of Fidesz Viktor Orbán, governing between 1998 and 2002. The centre-left coa-
lition of the Hungarian Socialist Party (MSZP) and the liberal Alliance of Free Democrats 
(SZDSZ) led by Chairman of MSZP Gyula Horn was in power between the two right-wing 
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Accordingly, it set three objectives pursued by the then and successive govern-
ments: the integration of Hungary into Euro-Atlantic institutions, improving 
relations with its neighbouring countries, and supporting Hungarian minori-
ties outside Hungary.2 One of the Hungarian minority communities beyond the 
border was the Hungarian minority living in Yugoslavia, consisting of more 
than 400,000 people.3 Starting from these premises, the Antall government 
sought to improve relations with Yugoslavia and expected Yugoslavia to sur-
vive in some form (and, of course, to be democratised) up until summer 1991. 
It was considered the most likely and best-case scenario both for Hungary and 
for Hungarians living in Vojvodina. However, ideologically, the right-wing co-
alition government sympathised with the Democratic Opposition of Slovenia 
(DEMOS) and the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) that won the Sloveni-
an and Croatian elections held in April and May 1990. The foreign policy du-
ality — i.e. rational pragmatism and ideological bias — was discernible even 
before the Antall government took office, when Géza Jeszenszky, the nominee 
for the post of Minister of Foreign Affairs, said (crying criticism coming from 
the opposition) at his hearing before Parliament that the new government ex-
pected to have ‘friendly’ relations with Croatia and Slovenia but only ‘fair’ re-
lations with Serbia.4 Making such distinction was not the best diplomatic state-
ment, which, in addition, led to ill-judged moves in autumn 1990.

The Kalashnikov affair

The Serbian daily newspaper Politika Ekspres reported on 10 January 
1991 on secret arms sale from Hungary to Croatia, then Belgrade television 

governments, from 1994 to 1998. There were differences in foreign South-Slavic policy be-
tween the three governments, but they shared the same strategic priorities. The Ministers of 
Foreign Affairs were Géza Jeszenszky (1990-1994), László Kovács (1994-1998), and János 
Martonyi (1998-2002).

2 The new foreign policy doctrine of Hungary was comprehensively outlined relatively late. 
As a matter of fact, the first attempt in this direction was the External Relations Strategy 
adopted in 2008, although the above-mentioned principles had been included, from the out-
set, in some form in certain government programmes and several parliamentary resolutions, 
inter alia, in Parliamentary Resolution 11/1993 on basic principles on the security policy of 
the Republic of Hungary (https://mkogy.jogtar.hu/jogszabaly?docid=993H0011.OGY) and 
Parliamentary Resolution 94/1998 on basic principles on the security and defence policy of 
the Republic of Hungary (https://mkogy.jogtar.hu/jogszabaly?docid=998H0094.OGY, ac-
cessed 11 November 2019).

3 According to the population census in 1991, 427,000 Hungarians lived in Yugoslavia, ac-
counting for 1.9% of the total population. The overwhelming majority of Hungarians lived 
in Vojvodina (339,000 people, accounting to 79% of Hungarians living in Yugoslavia), 
where they represented 16.9% of the population of the province.

4 Szilágyi I., A magyar külpolitika és a délszláv térség 1990 után (The Hungarian Foreign 
Policy and the Southern Slav Region after 1990), Külügyi Szemle, III/1-2 (2004), 4-26, 4.
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showed Hungarian trucks laden with arms — as it was stated, with at least 
36,000 Kalashnikov assault rifles and other weapons — crossing the border 
in October 1990.

The public disclosure of the arms deliveries created a domestic polit-
ical storm in Hungary, deteriorated the country’s international appraisal and 
provoked strong objection from Belgrade. The opposition — the Socialist 
Party, the Alliance of Free Democrats, and the Fidesz — criticised the gov-
ernment for being nationalist, dilettante and irresponsible and required par-
liamentary scrutiny,5 the western press criticised the Hungarian government,6 
and the literature on the break-up of Yugoslavia also covers the affair, most-
ly taking a relatively critical tone.7

Budapest first denied the arms deliveries to Croatia, then attempted to 
trivialise and to present them as a non-political business deal (this argument 
was also unfortunate, as it suggested that Hungary was willing to sell weap-
ons for money to any countries in a neighbouring conflict region). According 
to official explanations given on the affair after the first reflexive denials, a 
state-owned company, ‘Technika’ (TKV) authorized to sell weapons, indeed 
transited and supplied, under an order from a third country, small arms — ten 
thousand old Kalashnikov assault rifles from the stockpiles of the disband-
ed worker’s Militia (the militia organisation of the former communist party 
of Hungary) — to the company ‘Astra’ in Zagreb in October 1990. The deal 
was legal in accordance with normal conditions for international arms trade, 
and it could not be considered as major arms delivery due to the nature and 
quantity of the arms supplied. Further, the Hungarian government acknowl-
edged that the arms had been bought by Croatia but continued to declare the 
deal as a matter of strict business and as being insignificant.8

5 On domestic political reactions see Lenkei G., A Kalasnyikov-ügy (The Kalashnikov Af-
fair), in Gerő A. (ed.), Skandalum. Magyar közéleti botrányok 1843-1991 (Scandal: Hun-
garian Public Scandals, 1843-1991), Budapest, 1993, 234-250.

6 On international reactions see “A fegyvereladás visszhangja külföldön” (Foreign Media 
Reactions to Sale of Arms), Magyar Hírlap (Budapest), 1991. II. 8, 4-5. (A selection of 
comments on the arms deal in the west’s media.)

7 Ch. Bennett, Yugoslavia’s Bloody Collapse: Causes, Course and Consequences, London, 
1995, 144; S. L. woodward, Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolution After the Cold War, 
washington, 1995, 219, 479; L. Silber and A. Little, Jugoszlávia halála (Yugoslavia: Death 
of a Nation), Budapest, 1996, 150. The arms deal is also mentioned in the memoirs of the 
two Ministers of Defence (of Yugoslavia and Croatia) concerned; Veljko Kadijević nega-
tively (Moje viđenje raspada. Vojska bez države, Beograd, 1993, 14, https://www.scribd.
com/document/60133441/Veljko-Kadijevic-Moje-Vidjenje-Raspada, accessed May 2016) 
but Martin Špegelj positively write about it, stressing that it was the first significant arms 
procurement by Croatia (Sećanja vojnika. Zagreb, 2001, 104., https://www.scribd.com/doc-
ument/37201893/Martin-Spegelj-Sjecanja-Vojnika, accessed May 2016).

8 On the most important statements of the government and the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs made in relation to the affair in January and February 1991 see Magyar Külpoliti-
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Belgrade was not of the same opinion, and not only Serbian politicians 
and communist generals of the YPA (Yugoslav People’s Army), who regard-
ed what happened in Croatia as counter-revolution9, but also the federal gov-
ernment led by Ante Marković, Croatian reformist politician, who was a dar-
ling of the west (even though the affair was not discussed on Marković’s 
visit to Budapest in December 199010). As a result, statements of objections 
were addressed to the Hungarian government, such as the diplomatic note 
of the federal government of Yugoslavia from 4 February, in which it appre-
ciated the recognition made by the Hungarian government in its declaration 
made on 2 February and the steps taken to investigate the matter but under-
lined that the arms supply infringed international law and warned against in-
terference in internal affairs of Yugoslavia.11

The data on the size of arms consignment is contradictory. The then Min-
ister of Foreign Affairs, Géza Jeszenszky, wrote a decade and a half later about 
ten thousand assault rifles, essentially reiterating the number of arms declared 
by the government in early February 1991. As he writes in his study aiming at 
presenting József Antall’s political portrait: ‘In September 1990, Hungary re-
ceived a request from the Croatian government to sell thirty thousand machine 

kai Évkönyv 1991 (Hungarian Foreign Affairs Yearbook, 1991), Budapest, 1991, 141-143. 
Tamás Katona, State Secretary for Foreign Affairs, personally visited Belgrade on 11 Feb-
ruary to ‘repair the damage’. (The series of Hungarian Foreign Affairs Yearbooks is avail-
able at https://library.hungaricana.hu/hu/collection/magyar_kulugyminiszterium_kiadvan-
yai_magyar_kulpolitikai_evkonyv/.)

9 The top military leaders of the YPA and the Ministry of Defence were of different ethnic-
ities on the eve of the Yugoslav crisis (Bennett, Yugoslavia’s Bloody Collapse, 131-132; 
M. Hadžić, JNA: Jugoslovenska Narodna Agonija, Beograd, 2004, 107, 240). The Minis-
ter of Defence, Veljko Kadijević, came from a mixed Serbian-Croatian marriage, the Depu-
ty Minister of Defence, Stane Brovet was a Slovene, the Chief of the General Staff, Blago-
je Adžić was a Bosnian Serb. The Commanders of the Air Force and Air Defence, Anton 
Tus (to May 1991 – from September 1991 the first Chief of the General Staff of the Croa-
tian Armed Forces) and Zvonko Jurjević were Croats. They were members of the League of 
Communists of Yugoslavia and their views were motivated more by their ideological com-
mitment rather than their ethnicity.

10 The supplies of arms were terminated to the objection raised by Yugoslavia at the end of 
October (see below), and the scandal seemed to fade away. Although Veljko Kadijević, 
Federal Secretary of People’s Defence of Yugoslavia (Minister of Defence), did not reply 
in the following weeks to any invitations to meetings received from Lajos Für (the Hun-
garian Minister of Defence also initiated meetings with the Ministers of Defence of other 
neighbouring states), the arms supply had not entailed any other political consequences un-
til its disclosure, at least according to Hungarian sources. Ante Marković did also not make 
any reference to the affair on his visit to Budapest (on the evaluation of his visit see ‘Kö-
zlemény Ante Marković jugoszláv szövetségi kormányfő 1990. december 6-i látogatásáról 
[Communication on the visit of Prime Minister of Yugoslavia Ante Marković on 6 Decem-
ber 1990]’, Magyar Külpolitikai Évkönyv 1990, 340-341).

11 “Bekérették a belgrádi magyar követtanácsost” (Hungarian Deputy Chief of Mission to Yu-
goslavia Summoned), Magyar Hírlap (Budapest), 1991. II. 8, 3.
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guns for the police force of Zagreb. The request was not discussed at the gov-
ernment level, but József Antall, Minister of Defence Lajos Für and I were of 
the opinion that refusal would have scuttled our plans for settling the tensions 
between the two nations dating back to 1848 and re-establishing the close 
friendship between the Croatian and Hungarian nations that had been living 
in a common state for eight hundred years. The quantity and quality of those 
arms ruled out any possibility that they could facilitate an armed conflict, and 
their significance could primarily be of a psychological nature to the new Cro-
atian government with democratic legitimacy that was conducting a political 
debate with Belgrade. Then the Hungarian parties treated the deal merely as 
a commercial matter. In accordance with legislation, a relevant inter-ministe-
rial committee approved the request, along with other arms trade agreements. 
However, after the first consignment of ten thousand rifles had been delivered 
in October, Minister of Defence of Yugoslavia, Veljko Kadijević, sent a trench-
ant letter to his Hungarian counterpart, stating that the federal government did 
not authorize any weapons sales to Zagreb and demanding an explanation for 
what had happened. The Ministry of Defence of Hungary then stopped the fur-
ther delivery of any types of arms to Yugoslavia.’12

The description given by Géza Jeszenszky is more or less in agree-
ment with Hungarian sources. The then Minister of Defence, Lajos Für, de-
scribed what had happened as Géza Jeszenszky did, and the investigation 
mounted against the managing director of TKV, Tibor Miklós, in 1999 was 
also based on this data. Lajos Für goes into the subject in depth in his book 
outlining the last days of the warsaw Pact. As he writes, the Croatians first 
raised the issue of their intention to buy weapons on the visit of State Secre-
tary for Foreign Affairs Imre Szokai to Zagreb in September 1990, and, with 
high-level political endorsement (Prime Minister József Antall’s verbal ap-
proval and the decision taken by the National Security Council), the rele-
vant committee authorized the sale of forty thousand Kalashnikov-type ri-
fles and ammunition (180 pieces of ammunition per rifle) on 10 October. Ten 
thousand assault rifles and 1.8 million pieces of ammunition were delivered 
until the Belgrade statement of harsh objection (that prompted the suspen-
sion of arms deliveries) was received on 30 October.13 At the trial of Tibor 
Miklós, the Hungarian Public Prosecutors’ Office also alleged that TKV had 
indeed delivered ten thousand assault rifles and ammunition amounting to 
USD 1,892,000 (namely at an approximate unit price of USD 190).14

12 Jeszenszky G., Antall József, a külpolitikus (József Antall and Foreign Policy), Valóság, 
12/46 (2003), 57-75. 59.

13 Für L., A Varsói Szerződés végnapjai, magyar szemmel (The Last Days of the warsaw Pact 
as Seen from Hungary), Budapest, 2003, 272-273, 276-279.

14 “Kalasnyikov-ügy: jogerősen vége” (Kalashnikov Affair: Finally Closed), Népszabadság 
(Budapest), 2003. II. 5, 5. Tibor Miklós was accused of embezzlement of USD 985,000 pre-
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Other sources, however, suggest much larger scale of arms delivery. 
The then Croatian Minister of Defence, Martin Špegelj, stated that Hunga-
ry had delivered 24,000 Kalashnikov machine pistols, 2100 machine guns, 
400 RPG-7 anti-tank weapons, 40 Strela-2 air defence missile launchers and 
their related ammunition worth USD 11 million, which had made Hungary 
one of the main sources of weapon imports for Croatia before 1991.15 These 
amounts of weapons are closer to those alleged by Belgrade, but very dif-
ferent from those mentioned in the defence raised by the Hungarian gov-
ernment, as well as to Ernő Raffay’s claims. Ernő Raffay, State Secretary of 
Defence in the Antall government, claimed, reflecting on the loss of the al-
leged chance of territorial revision (e.g. by creating an anti-Serbian Hungari-
an-Croatian alliance) in the 1990s, without providing concrete numbers, that 
the Hungarian government supplied ‘good-quality weapons and many mil-
lion pieces of ammunition’ to Croatia in 1990.16 If this data is true, it refutes 
the recurrent argument advanced by the Hungarian government to the effect 
that ‘the quantity and qualiti of the arms [sold to Croatia] ruled out any pos-
sibility that they could facilitate an armed conflict’ (see citation from Jeszen-
szky above). It is patently obvious what Kadijević’s opinion was on the mat-
ter. The export of Kalashnikov-type rifles was the main argument brought 
forward by Federal Secretary of People’s Defence of Yugoslavia (Minister 
of Defence) demonstrating that ‘Hungary played a double game. It in gener-
al publicly supported the unity of Yugoslavia but in reality supported the pol-
icy of destruction of Yugoslavia, including the illegal arming of the seces-
sionist Croatia and Slovenia.’17

paid by the Croatians for the third — non-delivered — consignment. He was eventually ac-
quitted in 2003 on the basis that the offshore companies of Astra were unidentifiable, the 
management of Technika had therefore acted legally when putting this money into the cap-
ital of TKV. The Croatian party had brought the action, reducing the positive impact of the 
arms deal on the appraisal of Hungary in the eyes of the Croatians in the early 1990s.

15 “A Kalasnyikov-ügy első kézből” (First-Hand Information about Kalashnikov Affair), Nép-
szabadság (Budapest), 1995. IX. 28, 5. (Interview conducted by Đ. Zelmanović with M. Špegelj.)

16 “The historic process started in 1989 and lasted until the early 2000s created at least half 
a dozen serious historic opportunities for any Hungarian government, namely the Antall, 
Horn or Orbán government, to intervene either by diplomatic means or through use of mil-
itary force (since Hungary had an army back then, in the 1990s). I firmly state that Hun-
gary, in alliance with Croatia, could have regained the Hungarian territories that had been 
detached and added to Serbia. [...] I can now tell you with hindsight that I took part in the 
so-called Kalashnikov affair. we supplied Croatia with good-quality weapons and many 
million pieces of ammunition in 1990, thus supporting the Croatian war of independence 
against Greater Serbia.” Drucza A., Harmadik Trianon előtt (Heading Towards a Third Tri-
anon), Nagy Magyarország, 1/2009, (interview with Ernő Raffay), http://tortenelemportal.
hu/2009/08/harmadik-trianon-elott/ (accessed September 2019).

17 “Mađarska je igrala dvoličnu ulogu. Javno, uglavnom, podržavala je jedinstvo Jugoslavije, 
a stvarno podržavala politiku razbijanja Jugoslavije uključujući i ilegalno naoružavanje vo-
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But the delaying the disclosure of the Kalashnikov affair was part of 
the political games played in Belgrade. It was obviously not by chance that 
the disclosure of an arms delivery in October — of which Belgrade had al-
ready had knowledge in October — was postponed to January, and the ques-
tion also arises as to why specifically the Hungarian arms deliveries of arms 
imports from various sources received so much publicity. For at that time 
Veljko Kadijević and President of Serbia Slobodan Milošević sought to 
achieve significant progress in the disarmament of the so-called paramili-
tary forces (new republican armies that were being raised). The federal pres-
idency of Yugoslavia ordered weapons collection on 9 January, exactly at the 
time when the world was watching and cared about the preparations for the 
first Gulf war, and the Soviet Armed Forces were heading into Lithuania to 
‘bring order to the country’. It seemed to be a good moment for Belgrade to 
attempt to reverse the process in the spirit of the rather die-hard order giv-
en by the Yugoslav People’s Army on 24 January (calling for protecting Yu-
goslavia and socialism against ‘subversive activities’ of the west, most of 
which were taking place via Hungary).

Nevertheless, irrespective of the political games in Belgrade and the 
actual scale of the deliveries, it can be concluded that the arms deal was 
wrong-headed. The only positive that resulted from the affair was the fact 
that it improved the image of Hungary in the eyes of the people of Croatia. 
The Hungarian administration misjudged the political risks and acted very 
imprudently. The arms export was contrary to the then strategy of the Hun-
garian government on Yugoslavia: as mentioned above, Budapest expected 
up until summer 1991 Yugoslavia to survive in some form. Moreover, the 
arms had been exported behind the back of the central government of Yugo-
slavia nine months before the war broke out — and there is not a single gov-
ernment in the world that would tolerate arms delivery to its country with-
out its knowledge.18

jski secesionističkih republika Hrvatske i Slovenije.” Kadijević, Vojska bez države, 14 (pdf 
version). Borisav Jović, Serbian member (and chairman in 1990-1991) of the SFRJ Pres-
idency, had a similar opinion. In his view, Hungary was a tool in the hands of the United 
States against Yugoslavia. „Jedno javno pricaju i drugo tajno rade i to ne samo SAD, nego 
i Nemačka i Mađarska, preko kojih SAD ostvaruje politiku razbijanja Jugoslavije radi svo-
jih ideoloskih i strategijskih interesa.” B. Jović, Poslednjih dani SFRJ: izvodi iz dnevnika, 
Beograd, 1995, 229.

18 It was also mentioned as Croatia’s argument — and the Hungarian party also argued — that 
the arms delivery could not be considered as illegal import of arms from Croatia’s point of 
view. Since the legislation of Yugoslavia in force at that time permitted for the republics to 
import a certain quantity of arms under some specific circumstances, e.g. when federal au-
thorities were unable to fulfil the so-called ‘legitimate’ needs of the federal socialist repub-
lics (Špegelj: Sećanja vojnika, 104 [pdf version]). The federal, Serbian and Croatian gov-
ernments conducted a fierce debate on it. However, it does not justify Hungary’s position, 
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At the same time, the importance and role of the Hungarian export of 
arms in the outbreak of the war should also not be overstated. The deliveries 
of Kalashnikov-type rifles only represented a minor part of the total imports 
of arms to Croatia, and the Antall government (or the subsequent govern-
ments) did not make the same mistake again. Hungary respected the relevant 
United Nations (UN) resolutions, including the Resolution adopted by the 
UN Security Council on 25 September 1991 imposing general arms embargo. 
The Kalashnikov affair did not irreparably damage relations between Hunga-
ry and Serbia. After Hungary acknowledged the arms deliveries, expressed its 
regret and confirmed that it did not wish to interfere in internal affairs of other 
countries, the conflict ceased by spring. The whole affair was rather due to the 
inexperience and uncertainty of the new Hungarian government composed of 
political novices than due to ‘Hungary’s participation, knowingly and inten-
tionally,’ in the break-up of Yugoslavia as early as in 1990.

Challenges posed by the wars of 1991-1995 for Hungary

The wars of 1991-1995 posed security policy risk and had an econom-
ic cost for Hungary, while Hungarians living in Yugoslavia were directly af-
fected by the wars. Although Hungary was, in fact, in no immediate dan-
ger of drifting to war (as opposed to the situation with regard to the air war 
in 1999), several airspace violations and border incidents took place and oc-
curred. There were several incidents in which the aircrafts of the Air Force 
of the YPA started their attack manoeuvres against Croatia and opening fire 
at targets on the other side of the border in the airspace over Hungary, and, 
moreover, a Yugoslav MIG-21 dropped cluster bombs on the outskirts of 
Barcs, a village along the Croatian border, on 27 October 1991, but minor 
Croatian units also crossed the Hungarian border from time to time to get be-
hind their enemies. Around fifty thousand refugees fled to the country, the 
large majority, but not all of them were Hungarians. Several person from the 
Hungarian minority fell victim to the wars as well.19 Economic losses due to 
the weakening of bilateral economic relations, adverse effects on transit traf-
fic, hesitation among certain foreign investors and compliance with sanc-
tions imposed by the UN could be estimated at USD three billion.20

as it was not for the Hungarian government, or any other foreign government, to decide a 
purely internal dispute of Yugoslavia.

19 Angéla Szabó’s book contains data of 64 Hungarian officers and soldiers of the YPA and 
AFY, who died between 1991 and 1999 (Szabó A., Holtszezon /Dead season/, Novi Sad, 
2005). There are only estimates about other losses (civilian victims, Hungarian soldiers of 
the Croatian armed forces).

20 The most comprehensive study of the wars between 1991 and 1995 in Hungarian literature: 
Juhász J., Magyar I., Tálas P. and Valki L., Kinek a békéje? Háború és béke a volt Jugo-
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However, the Kalashnikov affairs initially made it difficult for the 
Hungarian government to react to the events, as the negative media reso-
nance of the arms deliveries made Hungary’s policy toward Yugoslavia pas-
sive. Finally, Hungarian foreign policy adopted a cautious and western-
oriented attitude. However, the fact that the Hungarian attitude toward the 
countries of South-Eastern Europe was definitely ambivalent in the years af-
ter the regime change also played a part in its cautious and reasonable posi-
tion. Budapest was indeed interested in developing relations with countries 
in this region, while it sought to openly distance itself from the Balkans or 
South-East Europe. Since Hungary wished to be integrated into Euro-Atlan-
tic institutions, i.e. to become a NATO and European Union member, as soon 
as possible, it thus wanted to show itself as stable and westernised (as being 
part of Central Europe with close links with the west) and did not want the 
west to regard it as a country belonging to a least-developed conflict region. 
Hungary’s policy toward the Balkan region was characterised by this duality 
in the 1990s. For example, Hungary, as well as Slovenia and Croatia, initial-
ly refused to become a member of the Southeast European Cooperative Initi-
ative (SECI, the first international umbrella organisation established in 1996 
for dealing with the consequences of the wars) and became a member state 
of the SECI only at the USA’s express request.

It was not easy to bring together its different South Slavic relations. It 
required Hungary to reconcile its foreign policy toward Croatia and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina with its relations with Serbia and to take the different inter-
ests of the three groups of Hungarians living in Yugoslavia (Hungarians liv-
ing in Slovenia, Croatia and Serbia, i.e. Voivodina) into account. Since Hun-
garians living in Vojvodina (80% of Hungarians living in Yugoslavia) only 
sympathised with democratisation endeavours and did not support the ef-
forts to break up Yugoslavia, as they were concerned that after the break-up 
— which actually occurred shortly afterwards — they would be trapped in 
the nationalist Serbia.21

The ambivalent and lukewarm attitude of Hungary is underlined by 
the fact that the Hungarian mission to the UN received hardly any instruc-
tions on the South Slavic crisis from Budapest in 1992 and 1993, when Hun-
gary was a non-permanent member of the United Nations Security Council. 
Ambassador André Erdős, Head of Mission, recalled that the mission had al-
most been completely left to itself with regard to taking a position on mat-
ters relating to the South Slavic crisis. As he writes: ‘But Budapest simply 
failed to realise the significance and outstanding opportunities of the Hun-

szláviában (whose Peace? war and Peace in the former Yugoslavia), Budapest, 2003. On 
Hungarian aspects see in particular: 43-44.

21 Szilágyi I., A magyar külpolitika és a délszláv térség 1990 után, 8.
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garian membership of the UNSC at a time of crisis, the South Slavic crisis, 
and, with hindsight, it can be said that although the mission endeavoured to 
inform the people back home as fully as possible about what was going on 
in the UNSC, the relationship between the centre in Budapest and the Hun-
garian mission to the UN in New York was, with a few rare exceptions, 
one-sided. Given the geopolitical situation, history, geography and histor-
ical background of Hungary, besides international meetings, consultations 
and speeches related to the matter at other levels, it should have reaped fur-
ther benefits from the unique situation that offered opportunities, due to our 
entitlement as a member of the body, for greater involvement in operation-
al decisions, namely to present our national position, make proposals and, if 
necessary, rectifications in the UNSC. [...] The awareness of the Hungarian 
political elite and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs should therefore have been 
raised as regards the opportunity afforded to Hungarian foreign policy by the 
UN. Many hardly knew anything about the activity. A sentence from a tele-
gram sent from a colleague of mine working in another station of major im-
portance in Europe to me towards the end of our two-year membership in the 
UNSC — which provides that they had no idea what we were doing in the 
UNSC in New York — came as a shock to our UN mission.’22

However, the cautious and western-oriented attitude meant neither in-
activity nor neutrality. This is illustrated by what Prime Minister József Anta-
ll said in an interview with the Austrian Der Standard on 3 July 1991 (name-
ly that he advocated the sovereignty and the right of the republics to self-de-
termination, and the confederation of Yugoslavia) or by the declaration of the 
Hungarian and Polish Prime Ministers issued in October 1991, following the 
termination of the moratorium created by the Brioni Agreement on postpon-
ing the declaration of independence of Slovenia and Croatia by three months 
(in which the Prime Ministers agreed that there was aggression against Cro-
atia, which must have been curbed by deploying international peacekeeping 
force).23 what this means is that Budapest already took the ‘Slovenian-Cro-
22 Erdős A., Adalékok a magyar diplomácia történetéhez a rendszerváltozás korában (Data 

about the History of Hungarian Diplomacy in the Era of Regime Change), Külügyi Szemle, 
VIII/1 (2009), 186-211, 194.

23 Joint declaration of the Prime Ministers of Hungary and Poland on 8 October 1991, Mag-
yar Külpolitikai Évkönyv 1991, 331. Hungarian Prime Minister József Antall argued in the 
interview with the Der Standard (as the Népszabadság newspaper reported in an article en-
titled ‘Antall: A Vajdaság ügye is megoldásra vár [Antall: “The matter of Voivodina still re-
mains unresolved”]’ on 4 July 1991) that the status of Voivodina should also have been re-
viewed, as it had been added to the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, and not to Ser-
bia, under the Treaty of Trianon in 1920. The statement could be interpreted as a propos-
al for the restoration of the autonomy of Voivodina but also as calling in question the ter-
ritorial belonging of the province. His ambiguous claim might have had the object of test-
ing the waters in relation to the possible opportunities opened by the break-up of Yugosla-
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atian’ and ‘German’ view — that the conflict not to be considered as an civ-
il war but a fight of aggressors and victims, where the Serbs (and the Yugo-
slav People’s Army with orthodox communist views) were the aggressors — 
in international disputes relating to the wars in early summer 1991. This was 
also its interpretation on the Bosnian war that broke out in April 1992.

Hungary thus adopted and applied international sanctions imposed 
against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia constructed by the republics of 
Serbia and Montenegro. It also respected the economic embargo introduced 
by the UNSC on 29 May 1992 and allowed on 30 October 1992 NATO’s 
AwACS aircrafts (unarmed aircrafts for airspace surveillance) to patrol in 
the airspace over Hungary for the purposes of monitoring compliance of the 
UNSC ban on flights over Bosnia. However, it refrained from providing Slo-
venia, Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina with any assistance capable of 
being regarded as military beyond diplomatic support provided in interna-
tional fora, contributing to humanitarian assistance (e.g. reception of refu-
gees), and building bilateral relations. This starting point can be judged as 
right. Since military assistance, in addition to the fact it would not have been 
of great help to Croatia and Bosnia, would have put Hungary and the Hun-
garian community living in Voivodina in imminent danger and would not 
have been consistent with the then policy of western powers (regardless of 
disputes between them).

In addition, Budapest made substantial efforts, again rightly, to ‘have 
left the door open’ for Belgrade. Each Hungarian government had the wis-
dom to adopt a pragmatic attitude towards the Milošević government, if only 
because of Hungarians living in Vojvodina appearing in a hostage situation. 
Therefore, Hungary only to the internationally compulsory limit minimized 
inter-state contacts and economic ties and counterbalanced this by ensuring 
for Serbia important transit to the west via Hungary and maintaining civil 
relations (in this spirit, small-scale border-traffic smuggling was also toler-
ated).

Hungarian foreign policy also aligned itself with the position of Ger-
many and the Slovenian and Croatian expectations at the time of the seces-
sion of states, in 1991 and 1992. Hungary therefore recognised the independ-
ence of Slovenia and Croatia a day after the member states of the Europe-
an Community did so, on 16 January 1992, and of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

via. However, there was no response to his statement from the west. Including the issue of 
Voivodine on the agenda was not compatible with the state recognition policy of the west-
ern powers after the break-up of socialist federations. Since, on the ground of the legal in-
terpretation of the so-called Badinter Commission, the right of secession was only accepted 
and recognised for territorial units with republic status of the Soviet, Yugoslav and Czech-
oslovak federation members to keep disintegration under control.
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on 9 April.24 However, in line with the common position of the international 
community in this regard, it did not show willingness to recognise the seces-
sion of any territory within the republics (Republic of Serbian Krajina, Re-
publika Srpska, Croatian Republic of Herzeg-Bosnia, and secession decla-
ration of Kosovo in September 1991). It did not show willingness either to 
recognise the claim of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia proclaimed on 27 
April 1992 to be the exclusive successor of Tito’s former Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia. Budapest had therefore maintained diplomatic rela-
tions with Belgrade, but at a low level, and the relations were only elevated 
to ambassador level after the Dayton Agreement that put an end to the war in 
Bosnia, after 15 August 1996 (but its relations with Serbia were temporari-
ly decreased again to chargé d’affaires level due to the NATO bombing cam-
paign in 1999).

However, the wars in Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1999 (i. e. in-
cluding the NATO bombing of Serbia in 1999) not only presented challeng-
es, burdens and disadvantages but also brought indirect benefits in political 
terms for Hungary. The growth of the importance of Hungary was signifi-
cant in the eyes of the western powers due to the wars. The peaceful regime 
change in Hungary took on particular importance to provide a model for oth-
er countries, and the west needed reliable partners in the neighbourhood of 
the conflict region to be able to stabilise the area rapidly and in a cost-effec-
tive way. Hungary managed to meet this expectations after 1991.

Hungary’s participation in NATO’s air war against Serbia of 1999

The Kosovo crisis renewed in 1998 created new challenges for Hun-
gary. Milošević’s ‘resolution’ to the Albanian-Serbian conflict, the re-initi-
ation of ethnic cleansing resembling the Bosnian war was not acceptable 
to, inter alia, Hungary, even if taking into account the fact that the Kosovo 
Liberation Army (UÇK), the Albanian separatist organisation using terrorist 
means, had directly ignited the Serbian-Albanian war of 1998-1999 with its 
secessionist insurgency. Milošević’s response was not acceptable, either in 
terms of the common political values upheld by the Hungarian state or loyal-
ty considered to be very important as a new NATO ally (Hungary joined the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation on 12 March 1999) or the endangerment 
of Hungarians living in Vojvodina.

24 Hungarian-Macedonian diplomatic relations were only established on 29 August 1994 due to 
name dispute between Macedonia and Greece. Hungary took a neutral position on the naming 
dispute. It took note of the use of the name ‘FYROM (Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedo-
nia)’ but used the name ‘Republic of Macedonia’ in bilateral context. Diplomatic relations with 
the country were also established using this name (Magyar Külpolitikai Évkönyv 1994, 116.
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However, these theoretical starting points sparked internal political 
debates and lively discourses among intellectuals, despite the fact that the 
Hungarian political elite, opinion-shaping intellectuals and the general pub-
lic almost fully accepted them. Since these starting points could not give 
clear and practical answers to the questions as to how the international com-
munity and NATO should have responded to the actions of the Milošević 
government and which responses Hungary could support. which responses 
could be effective in stopping the ethnic cleansing but otherwise were in line 
with international law? How far could NATO go, without a mandate from the 
UN Security Council, in coercing a sovereign state that was authoritarian and 
built its minority policy on repression but unquestionably protected its inter-
nationally recognised borders? whether the aims (border changes) of and 
means (the semi-terrorist guerrilla warfare of the shadowy UÇK, and its war-
related actions included the intimidation of the Serb population, the killings 
of ‘collaborationist Albanians’, and the clear provocation of the Serbian au-
thorities in anticipation of NATO action) frequently used by Albanians who 
indeed were in need of protection from the humanitarian point of view and 
in terms of human and minority rights were acceptable? what other inter-
ests motivated the NATO intervention, apart from the legitimate objectives 
of easing and localising the Serbian-Albanian conflict? In addition to issues 
of principle relating to the effect of the air war on the future of the interna-
tional order, as well as to debates on the involvement of Hungary, the ques-
tion as to whether it was realistic to create a link between the NATO inter-
vention and Hungarian aspects, such as the issues of the autonomy of Hun-
garians living in Voivodina or of aiming at the role of ‘base-state’ in recon-
struction programmes, also provoked a rich debate.25

In these circumstances, the air war put Hungary in a difficult situa-
tion, which was not a belligerent but was indirectly involved in the war as a 
NATO member and by permitting the use of its airspace and aviation infra-
structure. Since Hungary was the only member state of NATO that was bor-
dered by and had large national minority living in the Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia under attack. Involvement going beyond political and logistical 
support would therefore have been risky for Hungary.

Budapest already expressed its support for NATO’s intention to pre-
pare for a military action against Yugoslavia in October 1998, when the op-
tion of external military intervention in the Kosovo conflict was first raised 
seriously. The Parliament decided, by an overwhelming majority, on 14 Oc-
tober to allow the unlimited free use of airspace over Hungary by NATO; 
25 For further details on Hungarian dilemmas concerning the NATO intervention, see Juhász 

J., Magyar I., Tálas P. and Valki L., Koszovó. Egy válság anatómiája (Kosovo: Anatomy of 
a Conflict), Budapest, 2000, 296-300, 330-333.
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although Prime Minister Viktor Orbán later claimed that there had been no 
area populated by Hungarians among the ground targets of planned airstrikes 
back then. However, the threat of a military confrontation was averted in Oc-
tober 1998 thanks to the Holbrooke-Milošević Agreement, and it seemed 
that a political solution would be found to the Kosovo crisis. The Hungari-
an administration confirmed its support to the mediation and conciliation at-
tempts of the International Contact Group (representatives of the USA, Rus-
sia, Germany, France, England and Italy), such as the Rambouillet confer-
ence. But the attempts to find a political solution failed. The Hungarian gov-
ernment therefore reaffirmed its solidarity with NATO on the day of the ini-
tiation of NATO’s bombing campaign, 24 March 1999 (but it limited its in-
volvement, i.e. specified that Hungary would not be involved in fighting ac-
tivities and Hungarian soldiers would not enter the territory of Yugoslavia). 
The Parliament also reaffirmed its former decision of October concerning the 
unlimited use of airspace and airports by NATO by a further resolution on 24 
March.26 The practical involvement of Hungary in NATO action was based 
on that policy, namely it authorised NATO to use its air infrastructure and 
was engaged in the political and economic isolation of Serbia27 (it temporar-
ily withheld a Russian-Belarusian aid shipment on 11 and 12 April and ac-
ceded to the Regulation adopted by the European Union on 23 April impos-
ing an oil embargo and the Regulation on exit bans of Serb leaders) but did 
not directly participate in bombing.

However, the result expected by NATO within weeks, i.e. Milošević’s 
retreat, was yet to come, and, moreover, the mass displacement of the Al-
banian population was commenced in Kosovo. It prompted questions about 
the need to widen the scope of intervention by intensifying air attacks and/or 
ground intervention. Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán supported the 
decisions taken in the 1999 NATO Summit held in washington DC on 23-
25 April, then the Hungarian government agreed that NATO aircrafts would 
also carry out combat missions from Hungarian airports. Thus, 24 Ameri-
can F-18 Hornet fighter-bombers used one of the bases of the Hungarian Air 
26 Parliamentary Resolution 59/1998 (15 October) on the contribution of the Republic of 

Hungary to NATO action aimed at resolving the Kosovo crisis (https://mkogy.jogtar.hu/
jogszabaly?docid=998H0059.OGY); Parliamentary Resolution 20/1999 (24 March) passed 
as an amendment of Parliamentary Resolution 59/1998 (October 15) on the contribution of 
the Republic of Hungary to NATO action aimed at resolving the Kosovo crisis (https://mk-
ogy.jogtar.hu/jogszabaly?docid=999H0020.OGY, accessed October 2019).

27 Like many other states, Hungary also distinguished between Serbia and Montenegro. The 
political leadership in Podgorica actually took a neutral position on the matter of the Koso-
vo war escalated into a tripartite (Serbian-Albanian-NATO) conflict, therefore, while most 
international sanctions were officially aimed at the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia as a 
whole, the international community sought to apply real pressure solely on Serbia. Hunga-
ry also followed this approach.
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Force (Taszár Air Base) and 20 KC-135 Stratotankers, military aerial refuel-
ling aircrafts, used Terminal 1 at Ferihegy Airport (now Ferenc Liszt Airport) 
as a base from early May. Hungary therefore was not only a logistical and 
fly-over zone but was also used as a base for air attacks in the last weeks of 
the bombing campaign. It also emerged from discussions on ground military 
intervention and media speculation that NATO was likely to use the territo-
ry of Hungary in case of a possible intervention, and the Hungarian govern-
ment would not have had the luxury to refuse the NATO request (the Hungar-
ian government supported the intensification of air attacks precisely in order 
to avoid ground intervention).28 The situation was very similar to that in April 
1941, when the force of Nazi Germany had marched through, inter alia, Hun-
gary (before the intervention of the Hungarian army) to attack Yugoslavia.

The imminent risk of Hungary’s drift to war differentiated public opin-
ion and political forces. The majority of public continued to support NATO ac-
tion but was opposed to ground intervention,29 the largest opposition party, the 
Hungarian Socialist Party (MSZP), put forward the possibility of the revision 
of the parliamentary authorisation granted in March, i.e. of the withdrawal of 
the authorisation for the unlimited use of airspace and airports, and an intel-
lectual peace initiative, Movement for the Peace of the Balkan, was also estab-
lished. The events of the next few weeks made further disputes meaningless. 
The Belgrade leadership back-pedalled by early June, the issue of ground in-
tervention and the risk of Hungary’s drift to war thus fell off the agenda.

Dilemmas concerning the air war also included the issue of Voivodi-
na. Several, especially right-wing politicians indicated that needed the ac-
ceptance of the so-called “threefold autonomy concept”: restauration of the 
provincial autonomy, establisment of the cultural self-government for whole 
Hungarian population and regional autonomy of the North Backa (region in 
Voivodina with Hungarian majority). The far-right Hungarian Justice and Life 
Party (MIÉP) actually wanted to put the issue of border changes on the agen-
da.30 However, linking the issues of Kosovo and Voivodina was not realis-
tic, and none of the Hungarian parties joined the extremist platform of MIÉP.
28 According to preliminary plans, entry into Kosovo from Albania, its nearest neighbouring 

country, was preferred, but intrusion from Bosnia, Bulgaria or Hungary was also considered 
(Juhász et al., Koszovó, 346-349).

29 According to the surveys carried out by the Medián (one of the leading public opinion re-
search institute in Hungary) on 23-26 April, 54% of the Hungarian population supported the 
NATO intervention. However, only 34% of the population agreed that ground attack should 
have been initiated in the event that such air attacks had proved ineffective, and only 11% 
agreed that Hungarian troops should have participated in the intervention. ‘Tartós bizony-
talanságérzet (Long-Lasting Sense of Insecurity)’, HVG (Budapest), 1999. V. 1, 22.

30 Chairman and parliamentary group leader of MIÉP István Csurka required to delineate the 
new Hungarian-Serbian border along the Sombor-Srbobran-Kikinda line (Origo, 2 June 
1999, https://www.origo.hu/itthon/19990602amiep.html, accessed October 2019).
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The last act in Hungarian reactions to the war in Kosovo was the re-
ception of the declaration of independence (on 17 February 2008).31 The Gy-
urcsány government32 had already adopted the position of the western pow-
ers at the time of the Kosovo status talks led by Martti Ahtisaari that the fu-
ture of Kosovo could not be based on either ‘permanent temporariness’, i.e. 
the permanent maintenance of international presence, or solutions unaccep-
table for Albanians making up the overwhelming majority of the local pop-
ulation (i.e. the reintegration of Kosovo into Serbia despite the fall of the 
Milošević regime in October 2000). Budapest also considered likely that the 
western powers would recognise the independence of Kosovo. Therefore, 
Hungary also had to make its position on this matter and its interests clear. 
A general consideration and a specific aspect were elements of the Hungari-
an position. One was that Hungary had an interest in the stability and consol-
idation — to lay the foundations of its capacity to develop — of the region 
as a whole from a security, neighbourhood, foreign trade policy perspective 
and in terms of investment; and the other consideration was that the recog-
nition by Hungary would not lead to atrocities against Hungarians living in 
Vojvodina. Hungary’s position — that Kosovo should have been recognised, 
as deciding status issues was essential to achieve lasting stability in the re-
gion, while Hungary did not want to openly call for secession or be among 
the first states to recognise the independence of Kosovo — was based on 
these considerations. Furthermore, Budapest explicitly sought to make ges-
tures towards Serbia, i.e. to link the recognition of Kosovo with the impor-
tance of protection of the Serbian minority and the intensive support of Ser-
bia’s European integration ambitions, in order to overcome the conflict to be 
expected with Belgrade. Indeed, recognition by Hungary did not lead to the 
significant and lasting worsening of bilateral relationship between Hungary 
and Serbia, and Hungarian Minister of Foreign Affairs Kinga Göncz’s visit 
to Belgrade in September 2008 put an end to the differences over the issue.

Although there was consensus among the parliamentary parties on the 
policy of ‘deferred recognition’, they did not agree on the timing of recog-
nition. The initial position of the government on the choice on timing was 
that Hungary should have expressed its recognition with the European Un-
31 Hungarian foreign policy did not encounter any difficulty in recognising the independence 

of Montenegro. Since the State Union of Serbia and Montenegro (2003-2006), reconstitut-
ed from the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, was partitioned by amicable agreement and 
under a scenario accepted by Serbia, Hungary could establish and develop relations in par-
allel with both republics. This is reflected by the fact that Hungary already opened a repre-
sentative office – but not yet an embassy, just as a satellite office of the Hungarian Embas-
sy in Belgrade accredited to the Stae Union – in Podgorica on 17 November 2005.

32 In 2008 Hungary was again led by the centre-left coalition government of the Hungarian 
Socialist Party and the Alliance of Free Democrats under Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsány.
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ion or a little later. It became apparent, however, after 17 February that the 
recognition process was slower and more diffuse than it had been previously 
assumed, and there would be no common EU position. A domestic political 
conflict, the so-called social policy referendum on doctor visit fees and tui-
tion fees, attracted public attention in Hungary in early March. The Hungari-
an government finally announced the recognition of the independence of Ko-
sovo on 19 March, jointly with Croatia and Bulgaria, waiting for the undis-
turbed conducting of the celebratory events in Voivodina relating to the Hun-
garian national holiday of 15 March, and was the eighteenth member state of 
the European Union to do so.33

Hungary’s involvement in peacekeeping and initial 
reconstruction programmes

within its means and capabilities, Hungary participated in interna-
tional missions in Kosovo and Bosnia and Herzegovina after December 
1995 and June 1999. It, as a donor state of the peace process in Bosnia, be-
came a member of the Peace Implementation Council monitoring the im-
plementation of the Dayton Agreement and later of the International Steer-
ing Group formed to monitor the independence process of Kosovo and the 
observance of the obligations contained in the Ahtisaari Plan. An important 
commitment was its contribution to military peacekeeping. Hungary did 
not participate in the mission of the United Nations Protection Force (UN-
PROFOR, 1992-1995), as it would not have been advisable for Hungary as 
a neighbouring country in wartime and was not requested by the UN. How-
ever, it has participated in the missions of the Implementation Force (IFOR, 
1995-1996) in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which was replaced by the Stabi-
lisation Force (SFOR, 1996-2004), of the European Union Force (EUFOR, 
since 2004) and of the national security forces (Kosovo Force, KFOR) from 
the outset.34

33 An in-depth overview of the processes leading to the recognition of the independence of 
Kosovo by Hungary is provided in L. Márkusz, Hungarian View on the Independence of 
Kosovo, in K. Csaplár-Degovics (ed.), These were hard times for Skanderbeg, but he had 
an ally, the Hungarian Hunyadi. Episodes in Albanian-Hungarian Historical Contacts, Bu-
dapest, 2019, 231-254.

34 The most important relevant parliamentary resolutions authorising participation are the 
following: Parliamentary Resolution 114/1995 (12 December) on the participation of the 
restricted Hungarian Engineer Contingent serving under forces ensuring the implemen-
tation of a peaceful solution to the South Slavic crisis (IFOR), (https://mkogy.jogtar.hu/
jogszabaly?docid=995H0114.OGY). Parliamentary Resolution 55/1999 (16 June) on the 
participation of the Hungarian contingent serving under international forces participating 
in peacekeeping in Kosovo (KFOR), https://mkogy.jogtar.hu/jogszabaly?docid=999H0055.
OGY (accessed October 2019).
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Hungary provided logistical support for the free passage and, later, 
supplying of peacekeepers, which meant that it allowed the use of the air-
space over Hungary, ensured free movement on road and rail, and made the 
airbase in Taszár available to US forces until the end of the SFOR mission 
in 2004. Another important part of the Hungarian contribution was the Hun-
garian Engineer Contingent deployed in Okučani (1996-2002, initially peak-
ing at 462 people), which participated primarily in the reconstruction of 
transport infrastructure (bridges, roads and railways). This unit raised the re-
mains of the Old Bridge of Mostar destroyed by the Croatian Defence Coun-
cil (HVO) on 9 November 1993 from the riverbed of Neretva in September-
November 1997. A rifle company is currently serving with the EUFOR Mul-
tinational Battalion (MNBN) in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The most impor-
tant Hungarian contribution to KFOR was the Hungarian Guard and Secu-
rity Battalion deployed in Priština (1999-2005, initially peaking at 324 peo-
ple), and its main mission was the surveillance of the KFOR Headquarters. 
A contingent comprised two companies is currently serving with the KFOR 
Tactical Reserve Battalion (KTRBN).35

Hungary could not participate in economic reconstruction by provid-
ing substantial donor assistance due to its limited resources but endeav-
oured to contribute to political reorganisation as a member of the Stabil-
ity Pact for South-Eastern Europe established in 1999. It included the so-
called Szeged Process (conferences and courses to accelerate the process of 
democratisation, the development of municipal self-governments and the 
strengthening of the role of the Serbian opposition), and several Hungarian 
diplomats recognised as experts on the region (who had gained experience 
e.g. as ambassadors in the region) played a significant part in internation-
al mediation and advisory councils.36 Overall, apart from the initial refusal 
of the SECI membership, Hungary made a positive contribution to post-war 

35 On the history of the mission of the Hungarian Defence Forces (MH) in the western Bal-
kans see Kiss Z. L., Magyarok a békefenntartásban (Hungarians in Peacekeeping), Bu-
dapest, 2011, 106-124. On the current Hungarian participation see the relevant pages of 
the EUFOR and KFOR websites: http://www.euforbih.org/eufor/index.php/eufor-elements/
multinational-battalion, https://jfcnaples.nato.int/kfor/about-us/units/ktm, accessed Octo-
ber 2019).

36 Former Ambassador to Bosnia and Herzegovina Kálmán Kocsis (former head of the Hun-
garian civil intelligence, Information Office) led the international monitoring commission 
of the creation of OSA-OBA BiH (intelligence-security agency of Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na) in 2003-2004. Former Ambassador to Federal Repulic of Yugoslavia József Pandur was 
a member of the EU working group, led by Miroslav Lajčák, set up to mediate in the matter 
of the independence of Montenegro in 2006 and was Political Chief Advisor to internation-
al High Representative for Bosnia and Herzegovina (also Miroslav Lajčák) in 2007-2009. 
The current Head of the Office of the High Representative in Banja Luka is also a Hungar-
ian diplomat, Marianne Berecz.
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consolidation and has sought to develop bilateral relations with each state 
of the region since 2000.37

József JUHÁSZ

HUNGARIAN FOREIGN POLICY AND wARS OF THE 1990S 
IN FORMER YUGOSLAVIA

Summary

The consequences of the wars in Yugoslavia were two-fold for Hungary. On 
the one hand, the wars posed security policy risk, caused economic losses, directly 
affected Hungarians living in Yugoslavia, and, all the more, Hungary indirectly be-
came belligerent by giving support to NATO’s air war against Serbia in 1999. These 
challenges and burdens were counterbalanced by the fact that the country became 
more important to the west, as the western powers needed a reliable partner in the 
neighbourhood of the conflict region.

In general, Hungarian foreign policy adopted a cautious and western-orient-
ed attitude in relation to its reactions to the crisis in Tito’s Yugoslavia and to the sub-
sequent wars. However, it also took mistaken steps, such as the arms delivery to Cro-
atia in October 1990 (the so-called Kalashnikov affair). Moreover, some right-wing 
nationalist politicians brought up the matter of revision of Serbian-Hungarian bor-
der again. However, apart from some examples of ‘fishing in troubled waters’, Hun-
gary behaved in a responsible manner and proved to be a cooperative partner in cri-
sis management and peacekeeping missions.

The broadly cautious attitude did not mean its inactivity and neutrality. Hun-
gary took the ‘Slovenian-Croatian’ and ‘German’ view relating to the crisis by ear-
ly summer 1991 and regarded Germany as a beacon throughout the period of war. 
37 As this study is related to the views and activities of the Hungarian diplomacy and Gov-

ernment on the Yugoslav crisis, it primarily leans on Hungarian sources and publications. 
(Also, these materials are less known internationally.) Of course the Yugoslav crisis does 
have great literature. Besides the ones already cited, for example: S. Mesić, Kako smo 
srušili Jugoslaviju, Zagreb, 1992; L. J. Cohen, Broken Bonds: Yugoslavia’s Disintegration 
and Balkan Politics in Transition. Boulder, 1995²; S. Avramov, Postherojski rat Zapada 
protiv Jugoslavije, Beograd, 1997; J. Gow, Triumph of the Lack of Will: International Di-
plomacy and the Yugoslav War, London, 1997; NATO Aggression Against the Federal Re-
public of Yugoslavia. Documents Part One, Two, Belgrade, 1999; J. Guskova: Istorija ju-
goslovenske krize 1990-2000, I-II. Beograd, 2003; S. P. Ramet, Thinking about Yugoslavia: 
Scholarly Debates about the Yugoslav Breakup and the Wars in Bosnia and Kosovo, Cam-
bridge, 2005; D. N. Gibbs, First Do No Harm: Humanitarian Intervention and the Destruc-
tion of Yugoslavia, Nashville, 2009; R. M. Hayden, From Yugoslavia to the Western Bal-
kans. Studies of a European Disunion 1991-2011, Leiden, 2013.
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In this regard, although there were differences in foreign policy between the govern-
ments of the 1990s, but they shared the same strategic priorities. In this spirit, Hun-
gary provided diplomatic support to Slovenia, Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na in international fora, supported NATO’s intervention of 1999 by allowing the use 
of the airspace over Hungary and its airports, and applied international political and 
economic sanctions against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. At the same time, 
Hungary adopted a pragmatic attitude towards the Milošević government and sought 
to maintain – within the limits of the international sanctions – an ‘open-door policy’ 
towards Serbia and the best relations with it.


