SLOVAK POLICIES ARE UNACCEPTABLE
Slovak-Hungarian Clash in Washington, DC:  We Were Better
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The Hungarian American Coalition wants to make an international issue out of the conflict between Hungary and Slovakia, because with this approach there is hope for a change of policy in Bratislava.   This is the position taken by Maximilian Teleki, President of the Hungarian American Coalition, an organization representing a sizable number of Hungarian Americans, in a Budapest interview given to our magazine.

- How do decision-makers in the United States view Hungary today?
- Overall, and from a historical perspective, Hungary is viewed mostly in a favorable light.  Hungary’s prestige was helped by the tens of thousands refugees who found a new homeland in the United States in the aftermath of the revolution of 1956.  Currently, however, this view does not seem to be the prevailing one.  One of the reasons for this is in the last year and a half under the premiership of Ferenc Gyurcsany, Hungary has developed strong ties with Moscow.  This developing Russian-Hungarian rapprochement has hurt the relationship between Budapest and Washington.  But from our American vantage point we can see today that the current premier and the Hungarian Socialist Party (MSZP) have profited from mistakes made years earlier.

- Why is Washington so troubled by Hungary’s close relationship to Moscow?

- The United States is troubled by the South Stream Gas Pipeline agreement signed between Ferenc Gyurcsany and then-Russian president Vladimir Putin.  According to plans, the pipeline would eventually provide for the energy requirements of half of Europe.  The United States is fundamentally interested in ensuring the area’s energy security, which is why it is important that Russia does not endanger the energy independence of European countries.  This also affects NATO’s energy security.  Sources of energy from outside the Alliance, such as Russian natural gas supply, should not hold hostage European NATO allies.  This is why Washington considers alternative energy sources as a key issue, since those sources may later become a substitute to Russian natural gas.
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- But since there is no unified energy policy in the European Union, and Germany, Italy and France have invariably expressed a preference for Russian natural gas, Hungary is in disadvantage.
- Brussels is badly mistaken in considering only the business aspects of securing energy supplies, without paying any attention to security considerations.  Even though in the last years there were two crises in gas supply, it seems that these signal events were not alarming enough.   The large enterprises of the major European countries have shown serious interest in economic cooperation with Russia.  This means that if Eastern Europe as a region does not want to be at the mercy of outside suppliers, it has to find alternative sources to Russian natural gas.
- In a few months there will be parliamentary elections in Hungary, and it is very likely that the Fidesz Civic Union will be governing again.   Eight, ten years ago Washington has had also reservations about Fidesz.
- Fidesz opposes dependence on Russia to satisfy the energy needs.  For the United States this is a key issue.  Fidesz has made commitments for the development of alternative sources of energy and this is the most critical aspect of Hungary’s relationship with Washington.  Thus, Fidesz has become the United States’ natural partner.  In addition, another American perspective is that the incoming Hungarian government may provide inducements for transatlantic investments.

- You have underscored NATO security.  Isn’t Washington troubled by the fact that since some time ago two of her European allies are not getting along?  We are thinking about the tensions between Hungary and Slovakia.

- Naturally this is a challenge for the military alliance.  But the United States understands the Hungarian concerns for their compatriots across the border.  A majority society has to take responsibility for the minority.  I told my American friends in the legislature about the incident where László Sólyom, President of the Republic of Hungary was not allowed into Slovakia and informed them about the Slovak Language Law that violates the human rights of the ethnic Hungarians of Slovakia.
- The Slovaks in turn have made efforts to defend their position even in Washington.  They have made great efforts in turning American legislators to their side.  Has this Slovak lobbying been successful?
- Bratislava has sent a number of delegations to Washington, but they have had little success in winning favor.  American political circles have made clear that Slovak behavior is unacceptable and have objected to the extremist pronouncements made by the nationalist party led by Jan Slota, a coalition party of the current Slovak government.  At the risk of being too forward, I should mention that the hard work of our organization also contributed to win over the American politicians to the Hungarian side.
- Did the firm American position have an effect on Slovak politicians even behind the scenes?
- No, because Prime Minister Robert Fico is preparing for parliamentary elections in the middle of next year.  He is likely to win, and wants to keep current policies.  If he can.  The Hungarians of Slovakia should not be afraid to take a stand, however, and raise the issue internationally.  This position should be taken also by the current and also the incoming Hungarian government.  Sooner or later, it will become unavoidable that the European Union exerts some pressure on Bratislava to modify her policies.
- How important is East Central Europe for the United States?   Just recently the Obama Administration has transmitted to Prague and Warsaw in two brief telephone calls that these capitals have assumed foreign policy risks in vain: they have withdrawn the placement of missile defense in Europe.

- The cancellation of the missile defense systems against Iranian missiles does not mean that Washington has given up on the region.  President Obama has, in fact, announced the placement of more advanced missile defense system.  The new defense system covers an area that is fifty percent larger, protecting Central Europe, the Balkans and part of Western Europe against a possible Iranian missile attack.  In addition, this new defense system will be placed within the framework of the NATO alliance rather than bilateral agreements.  With this in mind, I do not believe that the region is of secondary interest to the United States.
