The Power of Non-Governmental Organizations – A Message from Overseas
by Valeria Kormos

The Washington-based Hungarian American Coalition took shape in 1990 at the time of the disintegration of the communist regime in Hungary.  The moral and intellectual foundation of the organization were laid by personalities such as Mrs. Edith Lauer, the first president of the Coalition, as well as Messrs. Zsolt and Szabolcs Szekeres, the late Rev. Imre Bertalan, Mr. Julius Varallyay, the late Sandor Taraszovics, Frank Koszorus, Jr. and Mr. Laszlo Hamos, president of the Hungarian Human Rights Foundation.  The membership of the Coalition was made up non-governmental organizations operating  throughout the United States, that considered part of their mission not only to be effective community-based organizations but also capable of projecting a measure of influence on the fate of the Hungarian communities of the Carpathian Basin.  Even today, these minority Hungarian communities may be subject to serious human rights violations, where protests may constitute a powerful force.
The Hungarian-American Coalition functions as an umbrella organization with individual and organizational membership adding up to a total of 30,000.  This is not typical in the highly segmented diaspora population.   Neither is the fact that, along the years, the Coalition has been an increasingly influential entity among those American decision-makers, who are receptive to the cultural and human rights issues of Central and Eastern Europe.  It was five years ago that Maximilian Teleki, now in his mid-forties, was elected president of the Coalition.  He represents a generation of those who were born in the United States and whose education and social relations reflect that reality.  On the other hand, his family’s historic roots, his intellectual and moral bearings make him particularly receptive to the plight of the weak, represented by defenseless minorities living anywhere in the world.
Usually, when a young man reaches a position of leadership in an organization, “innovation” is in order.  To what degree did you feel this urge at the beginning of your tenure?
I took a path that was well prepared by my predecessors.  Our main goals have not changed.  That is, the protection of the human rights of the Hungarian minorities, to help them keep their cultural heritage with dignity and also keep the ability to use their native language freely.  It is also apparent that in our changing world new and unanticipated economic and social conflicts are thrust upon us, such as the problem of energy security that affects particularly adversely small countries and communities.  Naturally, this reality only brings new tasks for us.
Going a bit further on this, in the United States there are “a million” of non-governmental organizations furthering a variety of interests, but not every organization has effective political influence.  The Coalition, on the other hand, has some influence.  How did you achieve this?
As I alluded to before, our success is the result of the hard work of my predecessors and this includes the “capital” of the contacts made along the way.  We think that it is of particular importance to seek to maintain good relations with both Democrats and Republicans, if we want to keep small countries and their environs, normally in the shadow of great powers, as “a topic of conversation”.  One of the ways to do this is to organize events, such as gala diners, where significant players in the economic and political life may be brought together “at a single table”.  With this opportunity for informal conversation, it is easier to bring up issues affecting Hungarian communities in the entire region of East Central Europe.  If it turns out that we elicit their sympathy, it will be evidently easier to ask for their political and financial support for our programs.  Naturally, our initiatives may take months or even years to reach the various levels of political decision making or, the shapers of public opinion.

From the point of view of an influential non-governmental organization, what do you consider the most salient and recent achievement?
It would be unfair to highlight just one issue.  Among other areas, I could mention the visa waiver program for Hungarian citizens that we, in our own way, tried to promote.  This issue took us about two years and a half.  In 2005 we have also worked hard on the issue of property restitution for the Hungarian minorities, that is, on the problem created by properties taken away from minorities by previous regimes.  Our intern program focuses on the importance of promoting the education and interest in public life of younger generations by widening their horizons.  So far twenty talented young Hungarians have had the opportunity to acquire valuable experiences while interning at congressional offices in Washington, DC.  I consider a great success that our efforts to protect the rights of the Hungarian minorities is in the agenda of not only for 23 of our organizational members, but that we also raise our day-to-day concerns in this area with members of the Administration.  This approach has better chances to succeed if the issue at hand is placed in such a geopolitical and economic framework that it ends up eliciting interest.
Could you give an example?

The natural gas pipeline conflict between Russia and Ukraine was perilous not only to the countries in the vicinity, but it was also a warning sign.  When the issue of energy security became internationally a big political issue, we found it opportune to bring up problems associated with Hungary, one of the affected countries of the region, including the problems related to the neighboring Hungarian minorities.   We try then to “place” Hungarian interests within the geopolitical context.

How the communities associated with the Coalition did was affected by everything that took place after the “Oszodi Speech” in Budapest in September 2006 and on October 23?
Our membership organizations tried to obtain reliable information and clarification of the events.  After this, using communication channels such as internet forum, we made public the rights violations and our position of condemning those violations.  We were quite effective in our background conversations with our political contacts as well as the transmission of credible information from reliable sources.  You may remember that it was in your publication that I asked in an Open Letter for the resignation of Ferenc Gyurcsany. [former Prime Minister of Hungary]
You have raised your voices against the tenor of the Slovak Language Law, with Edith Lauer in September, and, in October with former Governor of  New York, George F.. Pataki, and Laszlo Hamos, president of the Hungarian Human Rights Foundation.
Do you feel that you had a breakthrough?

We definitely ended the silence and the denigration.  It was a necessary encouragement for the Hungarian community of Slovakia.  But before taking that step we analyzed the issue, including the legal implications and sent the results in a newsletter to all our members.  As time went by we noticed that protests did not have a serious impact on the Slovak government.   We also realized that we should make clear that this issue is not a “traditional” conflict between two countries, but rather it is about more universal principles.  We were surprised to learn that the European Union has not given this issue its proper weight, thereby mishandling it.

So, the Non-governmental Organizations have to present the problem at international gatherings and explain the issue?

Exactly. We avail ourselves of every opportunity so that the Hungarians of Slovakia may have a satisfactory solution in the use of their language.  One of our objectives is that American decision-makers should prime the Slovak leadership to draft a new law that would place an equal footage the language of the minorities and the Slovak language.
To this end we have formed a special task force, providing continuing information to the Obama Administration on our position and on events related to this.

How did you feel when you first heard about this law?

I think that it is absurd that in the 21st century in a democracy the free use of language becomes an issue.  And that it may be sanctioned.  But I  see the greatest threat on the message.

Which is?

A law such as this may elicit fear and anguish among the citizenry, wherever they live, anywhere in the world.

