Hungary and Slovakia

Frost bite
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Icy relations between Hungary and Slovakia turn even frostier

INSISTING on good manners does not end quarrels, but over time it can make them obsolete. That was the recipe the European Union applied to its new members in 2004. For Hungary and Slovakia, at least, it is no longer working.

The latest spat came on August 21st, when Slovakia stopped the Hungarian president, Laszlo Solyom, from crossing its border. On an ostensibly private trip, he planned to unveil a statue of St Stephen, the first king of Hungary, in the predominantly Hungarian city of Komarno, in southern Slovakia. This was not just a diplomatic snub, but also a breach of EU rules on freedom of movement.

Slovaks are prickly about Hungary, which they see as an unrepentant former imperial power ("a thousand years of oppression" is a common phrase). St Stephen is seen as an unpleasant magyariser and Mr Solyom's activities as revanchist. Hungarians dismiss this as paranoia. What they mind about is the rights of compatriots stranded by the dismemberment of Hungary after the first world war. Hungarians form sizeable minorities in Romania and Serbia; in Slovakia they are a tenth of the population. Slovakia has come under particular scrutiny since the hardline Slovak National Party joined the ruling coalition in 2006. In July the government passed a language law to promote Slovak that Hungarians see as discriminatory.

Condemnation of Mr Solyom's planned visit came from Slovakia's president, prime minister and foreign minister. All insisted that it was the date they objected to most. August 21st is the anniversary of the Soviet-led invasion that crushed the then Czechoslovakia's "Prague spring" in 1968, and Hungary was one of the Warsaw Pact countries that took part.

That excuse seems flimsy. But Hungary's claim that St Stephen is part of the region's common heritage might be stronger had any Slovak dignitaries been invited to the statue's unveiling. Komarno has declined to find a prominent place for statues of St Cyril and St Methodius, revered by Slovaks and other Slavs for their missionary work in the ninth century. 
Outsiders find it hard to have an influence. The European Socialists temporarily suspended the membership of the Smer-SD party led by the Slovak prime minister, Robert Fico, but nobody seemed to care. The EU has not taken a stance on the language law. Some hope that things will improve as the fortunes of Jan Slota, the Slovak National Party leader, fade. He specialises in inflammatory attacks on Hungarians (and gypsies and Germans) and some of his supporters are racist.

Scandals are indeed catching up with Mr Slota's party. Mr Fico recently deprived it of the environment ministry, one of the three cabinet portfolios it holds. But Mr Slota is unlikely to take his party out of government altogether. And the row with Hungary suggests that Mr Fico is all too ready to play the nationalist card himself.

That may not make a huge difference now. But if the Hungarian conservative leader, Viktor Orban, wins the election that is likely next year, Slovakia may find its needling meets a more vigorous response. It is easy to stir up rows based on old grievances far harder to calm them down.

