October 1999



Special VOJVODINA ISSUE



Vol. 8, No. 3

Memorandum on the Situation of Hungarians in Yugoslavia:
Restore Autonomy in Vojvodina to Ensure Democracy and Durable Peace

The United States and its NATO allies are committed to peace and stability in Central and South Eastern Europe.  It is in their common interest and in the long-term national interests of the individual members of their alliance to resolve the conflicts in this region and to encourage the adoption of democratic values, including the ideal of majority rule with minority rights.  The prospects for achieving these alliance interests and commitments are directly linked to the realization of the autonomy aspirations of Hungarians in northern Vojvodina.
The airwar over Kosovo and over Yugoslavia, followed by NATO efforts to establish peace in the region, dramatically confronts the alliance with the limitations of the nation-state system which has been imposed on the region of East-Central and South Eastern Europe since the collapse of the multinational Ottoman and Czarist empires and the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy.  It incontrovertibly demonstrates the shortcomings of the "structure of peace" that was imposed on this part of the world following World War I and World War II.  The break-up of the Yugoslav Federation, Czechoslovakia and the USSR also indicate that the old order was flawed.  Furthermore, as the ethno-national struggles throughout the former lands of Yugoslavia demonstrate, the process is not yet complete.

Now that Milosevic's Yugoslavia has been militarily defeated and NATO forces are making it possible for Albanian refugees to return to their homes in Kosovo, an opportunity exists to establish comprehensive region-wide peace and stability.  However, to do this, the US and its allies must address the remaining conflict zones in the region, including the fate of Hungarians in Vojvodina and the fate of Muslims in the Sandjak region of Serbia.  In the peacemaking and the peacekeeping process that should follow, policy-makers and implementers must address the outstanding problems so that the "one crisis at a time" approach does not jeopardize the gains made.

The aggressive nationalism of Milosevic and many other Serb leaders has been the major force behind the current confrontations.  Although this is not new, but a legacy of the 19th and 20th centuries, it has become particularly acute under the current Yugoslav leadership.  Milosevic has stoked the fires of ethnic hatred and a whole generation of followers have swallowed the Serb commitment to ethnic cleansing.  This destabilization began when Tito’s finely crafted balance between the different ethno-national communities was challenged by Milosevic's attack, first, on the autonomy of Vojvodina in 1988, and then his attack on the autonomy of Kosovo in 1989.  It is only in response to this threat of a Great-Serb "nation-state", that Slovenia and Croatia seceded from the federation, soon to be followed by Bosnia-Herzegovina and Macedonia as well.  The Serb attempt to consolidate Yugoslavia under their control led first to the abortive war against Slovenia, then Croatia, and finally Bosnia-Herzegovina.  While in the first two instances the Serbs came out as clear losers, in the latter case the verdict is not yet in, in spite of the Dayton Agreement.  In the meantime the efforts to keep Kosovo and Montenegro within this losing enterprise have led to additional bloodshed and more and more "ethnic cleansing".

It is in this context that NATO could no longer afford to remain a passive bystander.  The punitive air-strikes begun on March 24th, 1999 were the beginning of NATO's effort to stop the political destabilization of the region by targeting the military and general coercive capabilities of the Milosevic-Seselj Greater Serbia conspiracy.

While this NATO campaign has been justified by the need to defend the human rights of the Kosovo Albanians, the justification should also include that all people have a right to self-determination and self-defense if threatened by "ethnic cleansing," "colonization," abuse and harassment, and discrimination that limits or destroys their right or ability to preserve their cultural and historical identity.  This is particularly true for the Hungarians in Vojvodina since they were transferred at the end of 1918 to a Greater Serbia (i.e., Yugoslavia) in direct violation of the democratic principle of self-determination.  (No referendum or plebiscite was held!).  It should become a generally accepted principle that a state abdicates its right to govern the territorial settlements of its minority peoples if it threatens these peoples with extinction as a religious community, culture, linguistic group, or ethnic collectivity.
Yugoslavia's defeat provides the opportunity to re-establish the self-governing institutions that existed before Milosevic abolished the autonomous existence of Vojvodina and Kosovo.  However, they now need to be re-established in a different way, taking into account the political and demographic changes that have taken place during the past 10-11 years.

At a minimum the Hungarian American Coalition calls for an acceptance of the autonomy aspirations of the Hungarians in the Vojvodina (see attached "Three-way autonomy: A blueprint for the nationalities of Vojvodina"). 

It is no longer enough to grant autonomy to Vojvodina as a whole.  During the past eleven years the region's demographic profile has been completely transformed, making the Serbs - through an aggressive colonization process - the overwhelming majority (64.3%) of the entire province.  The autonomy concept must be revised to also apply separately to the northern one-fourth of the province.  Autonomy, local self-government must be granted to this sub-region.

We call your attention to this solution because Serb-controlled Yugoslavia has a legacy of unmitigated oppressive policies against its Hungarian inhabitants - as against the Albanians.  The peace concluding hostilities in the present war will provide an opportunity to keep the Serbs from continuing their abuse and will prevent them from attacking the Hungarians next and from spreading instability and conflict.  It is therefore in NATO's and Hungary's long-term interests -- the one front-line NATO state in the region -- that the sacrifices of the victims of Yugoslav aggression and the efforts of NATO not be in vain.  It is in the national interest of the US to apply preventive medicine so that it can forestall having to intervene militarily a third time.

To protect the region against the continued expansion of the policies of ethnic cleansing, the region north of the Veliki canal (Nagy canal, formerly Ferenc canal) linking the Danube and Tisza (Tisa) rivers and the trans-Tisza region north of the Zlatica (Aranka) river should be given autonomy within Vojvodina.  The borders of this region would include the area from Bezdan (Bezdán) on the Danube in the west to Bečej (Óbecse) on the Tisza in the east (See map 1).  This region is the most densely populated Hungarian inhabited part of the Vojvodina and includes most of the 350,000 Hungarians of present-day Yugoslavia.  The Hungarian population constitutes a clear plurality in this region.  The Bunjevci (Bunyevac), Serb and Croat populations of this northern region are all minorities.  In the case of the Serbs in this region, most were brought in during the present century as colonists (dobrovoltsi) following World War I, as colonists taking over Swabian German settlements following World War II, and as Krajina “refugee colonists” following the Dayton accord of 1995.  The major settlements in this region include Subotica (Szabadka), Sombor (Zombor), Bajmok, Bečej (Óbecse), Senta (Zenta), Bačka Topola (Bácskatopolya), Srbobran (Szenttamás), Čoka (Csóka), and Novi Kneževac (Törökkanizsa).

Within this region as well as throughout Yugoslavia, the Yugoslavian government must guarantee the security, human rights and citizenship rights of all inhabitants, including the non-Serb peoples in Vojvodina.  It must desist from policies of Serbianization, including the settlement of more Serb refugees in Hungarian or other minority inhabited regions.  It must keep Serb paramilitary units out of these areas and punish all those, like Seselj and Arkan, who incite ethnic hatred, spread fear and intolerance, and engage in any other activities that threaten these historic minority communities.

Finally, in the event that Yugoslavia continues to deny internationally recognized obligations regarding the rights of its minorities – including personal, cultural and local autonomy for Hungarians – then the northern one-fourth of Vojvodina should be detached from Serbia as a preventive territorial adjustment.  The latter should be legalized through an internationally supervised plebiscite, which would determine the wishes of the inhabitants of the region.

Three-Way Autonomy: A Blueprint for the Nationalities of Vojvodina

The Hungarian minority in Serbia, numbering 350,000, resides primarily in Vojvodina, the northern province of Yugoslavia.  This province (along with Kosovo) enjoyed autonomous status within Serbia until 1988. Serbs and Montenegrins comprise 53 percent of Vojvodina’s population; the Hungarian minority constitutes 17 percent. Other nationalities in Vojvodina include Croatians, Slovaks, Romanians, Ruthenians and Ukrainians.

In the context of international efforts to secure peace in the Yugoslav region, the Hungarian minority in Vojvodina has put forward a detailed Agreement on the Political and Legal Framework (hereinafter “Agreement”) to reestablish Vojvodina’s autonomy. The following is a summary.

The Starting Point: Fundamental Democratic and Minority Rights for All Citizens

The Agreement provides for the multiethnic and multicultural coexistence of Serbs, Montenegrins, and the other nationalities. The Agreement, in conformity with international norms, is based on full respect for the equality of all citizens. All citizens of Vojvodina, regardless of ethnic affiliation, may exercise their rights without restriction and have the right to be represented at all levels of government.

The Agreement guarantees fundamental rights of minorities, including the public and official use of their languages in oral and written form; access to radio and television frequencies and control of same; financial assistance to found educational, scientific, cultural and religious associations; and education in the native language at all levels. As a rule, funding for these institutions and activities are guaranteed at a level commensurate with the tax contributions of the citizens who constitute the minority.

The guiding principle of minority rights protection is that the nationalities living in Vojvodina make their own decisions in matters relating to the preservation of languages and cultures, and in other matters affecting their identity.  To this end, the Agreement provides for institutions of self-government on three levels: Provincial Autonomy; Autonomy of the Hungarian District; and Personal Autonomy.  

Provincial Autonomy:  Reestablishing Vojvodina as a Multi-Ethnic Entity
The Agreement reestablishes and expands Vojvodina’s autonomy (which functioned between 1974 and 1988).  Vojvodina’s provincial-level institutions include an executive authority, parliament, Supreme Court, and an Ombudsman for Minority Rights.

The provincial government exercises broad jurisdiction over political, legal, economic and social entities and services within the province.  The provincial government will levy taxes to fund these programs and services in conformity with the Agreement.

The Agreement makes special provisions to protect and promote the rights of the national minorities in Vojvodina.  For example, the provincial parliament has two houses: one Council of Citizens, elected directly by the general population, and one Council of National Communities, composed of representatives of each national minority.  The languages of all the nationalities are recognized equally and used officially at all levels of administration, as appropriate and as regulated by law.  

Autonomy of the Hungarian District: Maintaining A Regional Identity

Within Vojvodina, the “Hungarian District” comprises nine townships having a Hungarian majority, plus adjacent settlements having a Hungarian majority 
: The Hungarian District government consists of two institutions: the House of Representatives, and the Executive Committee.  Both are located in the city of Szabadka (Subotica).

The Hungarian District government oversees regional development; regional and trans-border cooperation; environmental protection; and guaranteeing conditions for the official use of the Hungarian, Serbian and Croatian languages.  Given the District’s special character, the District government has the right of consent in the appointment of regional and financial courts of justice, local and regional prosecutors, local authorities of the Interior Ministry, and taxation authorities.

The rights of Serbs and Montenegrins within the Hungarian District are guaranteed.

Personal Autonomy: Building Communities Through Individual Affiliation

As stated above, the rights of the national minorities are guaranteed by the provincial Agreement. But it is through “personal autonomy” that Vojvodina’s nationalities will actively exercise these rights. Personal autonomy is, in short, the means by which each minority will make its own decisions on issues affecting their national identity.

Personal autonomy is exercised by individual citizens through the election of a National Council as the representative organ of their minority. In the case of the Hungarians, for example, the Hungarian National Council has the authority to make decisions in the following issues as they affect the Hungarian national minority: education, culture, media, language use, protection of historical monuments, use of national symbols, and the funding of all of the above.  The Hungarian National Council exercises control over the educational and cultural institutions and media organs which serve the Hungarian minority – in cooperation, naturally, with provincial and Hungarian District officials.

Any citizen of Vojvodina who declares him/herself to be ethnic Hungarian may be entered on the electoral register of ethnic Hungarians; other voters may also be eligible according to criteria set down in the Agreement.

A key feature of personal autonomy is that it enables any member of an ethnic minority, regardless of where he/she lives in Vojvodina, a democratic (and entirely voluntary) means of participating in, and benefiting from, the institutions set up to preserve national identity. For the many smaller nationalities, and small scattered Hungarian communities, personal autonomy represents a vital connection to the larger ethnic community and a sustaining reason to continue living in a community, province and country that feels like home.

S. 720 THE SERBIA DEMOCRATIZATION ACT OF 1999
The Hungarian Human Rights Foundation reported that the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee unanimously adopted a bill (S.720) sponsored by chairman Jesse Helms on the principles of a political resolution to the issue of Yugoslavia.  At Connecticut Senator Christopher Dodd's initiative, the Committee also adopted Section 502 on the "sense of the Congress with respect to ethnic Hungarians of Vojvodina."  The section briefly outlines the Hungarian minority's current situation — the harassment and intimidation campaign against them — and establishes that "during the past 10 years this form of ethnic cleansing has already driven 50,000 ethnic Hungarians out of the province of Vojvodina."  The text determines that it is the sense of Congress that the President of the United States should "(1) condemn harassment, threats, and intimidation against any ethnic group in Yugoslavia as the usual precursor of violent ethnic cleansing; (2) express deep concern over reports on recent threats, intimidation, and even violent incidents against the ethnic Hungarian inhabitants of the province of Vojvodina; (3) call upon the Secretary of State to regularly monitor the situation of the Hungarian ethnic group in Vojvodina; and (4) call on the NATO allies of the United States, during any negotiation on the future status of Kosovo, also to pay substantial attention to establishing satisfactory guarantees for the rights of the ethnic Hungarian community of Vojvodina, and of other ethnic minorities in the province, including consulting with elected leaders about their proposal for self-administration. "  Voting by the Senate is expected in October following the summer recess. [U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee (Washington, D.C.), Jul. 28, 1999]

SENATE REPORT RELATING TO THE SERBIAN DEMOCRATIZATION ACT
On July 28, 1999 the Senate Foreign Relations Committee issued Senate Report No. 106-139 to the S. 720, the Serbia Democratization Act of 1999, the relevant section reads as follows:

Title V—Miscellaneous Provisions
Sec. 502  Sense of Congress with respect to ethnic Hungarians in Vojvodina
Given Milosevic's pattern of fomenting ethnic conflict to maintain his personal power, the Committee is greatly concerned about the well-being of the ethnic Hungarian population in the northern Serbian province of Vojvodina. This population has been subject to restrictions of freedom similar to those endured by the ethnic 

Albanians in Kosovo, and more recently has suffered harassment, intimidation, and direct threats from the government. Milosevic's vulnerability at this time may lead him to embark on an armed attack against the Vojvodina Hungarians to divert attention from protests against his government and to further consolidate his power. 

The legislation urges the President to condemn publicly Belgrade's intimidation and harassment of the ethnic Hungarians in Vojvodina and encourages the Administration to monitor closely the situation in that province. In calling upon U.S. allies to pay substantial attention to establishing guarantees for the ethnic Hungarians and other minorities in Vojvodina and to consult with elected leaders in the province about self-administration, the Committee notes that it expects any discussions about the status of Vojvodina to take into consideration the wishes of the whole population of the province. Ethnic Hungarians and other minorities in Vojvodina must have the ability to participate in all discussions about local governance. The Committee notes, in accordance with the Helsinki Final Act, that the Committee does not endorse the secession of Vojvodina from Yugoslavia. The Committee expects that the establishment of a functioning democratic system of government in Belgrade will also benefit ethnic minorities in Vojvodina. 

AMERICAN ORGANIZATIONS SUPPORT RESTORATION OF VOJVODINA'S AUTONOMY

On the initiative of the American Hungarian Federation of Metropolitan Washington, DC, an organizational member of the Hungarian American Coalition, a letter was sent to President Clinton on July 26, 1999 on the eve of the Sarajevo Conference on European Security concerning Yugoslavia. The letter was sent on behalf of the Federation and seven major ethnic, religious and veteran organizations.  The additional organizations included:  the American Jewish Committee, the American Latvian Association, the Estonian American National Council, the Lithuanian American Council, the Polish American Congress, and the Polish Legion of American Veterans, U.S.A, and the Committee for Danubian Research.
The letter expressed the belief that the United States "will advance its foreign policy interests and forestall future military interventions in the Balkans if it lays the foundation for a durable peace." It noted that the "cornerstone for long-lasting security is a comprehensive arrangement that embraces the rights of not only the Kosovar Albanians but of all minorities...including the minorities of Vojvodina." The lesson of Bosnia and Kosovo is that "discrimination and intolerance toward ethnic and religious minorities must be stopped in their incipiency before they escalate into human suffering and bloodshed."

The letter then stated that a "prerequisite to democracy and stability in Yugoslavia is the restoration of Vojvodina's full autonomy...as well as the regional and cultural autonomy of the various ethnic groups of the province." It concluded by urging the President to support a "comprehensive settlement" that "will preclude other acts of ethnic cleansing" and promote "regional stability" and advance the "geopolitical interests of the United States." 

Frank Koszorus, Jr.

Washington, D.C.

Kocsis, Károly and Eszter Kocsis-Hodosi, Ethnic Geography of the Hungarian Minorities in the Carpathian Basin.  Budapest:  The Geographical Research Institute, Research Centre for Earth Sciences, Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 1998. Pp. 1-241.  ISBN 963 7395 84 9 (2,800 forints)

Károly Kocsis and Eszter Kocsis-Hodosi have again provided an outstanding sourcebook for researchers of Hungarian minority communities in East Central Europe.  Their coverage is compact, precise and effectively documented with excellent maps, tables and figures.  The book is also based on a clear and elegant English translation.  Finally, the timing could not come at a better time, as the inter-ethnic hostilities and conflicts in the region again occupy center stage.  Although Hungarian minorities have not been at the center of most of these conflicts, they play a key role in efforts to stabilize the region.  As the people with the most to lose they have been at the forefront of democratization and economic reform.

As Kocsis and Kocsis-Hodosi point out in their introductory chapter Hungarian minorities constitute the second most numerous minority people in Europe, second only to the Russians.  In two states (Slovakia and Romania) they constitute the largest minorities, while in Yugoslavia they are second only to the Albanians.  In total numbers the over three million Hungarians in minority status provide a larger population cluster than the total population in 87 different countries in the world, including states like Mongolia and Libya.

The book focuses on the Carpathian basin where almost all of the Hungarians are located.  To historians this will come as no surprise, since historical Hungary included the entire Carpathian basin until the Treaty of Trianon (1920).  Kocsis and Kocsis-Hodosi weave together the demographic profile with the territorial and topographic land base.  The result is a fast–paced historical synthesis of the settlement of the central part of

Central Europe.  In addition to the fifty-three supplemental black and white figures and maps, and the thirty-six excellent population tables, the book includes a multi-colored ethnographic map of the Carpathian basin and most of East Central Europe as far south as the Greek, Macedonian and Turkish borders.  Even by itself this ethnographic map is worth the price of the book.

The organization of the book is also logical and well conceived.  After the overview in chapter one, it devotes a separate chapter to each region of the Carpathian basin under the control of the successor states to historic Hungary.  Chapter 2 is devoted to Slovakia, and the subsequent chapters to Transcarpathia (Ukraine), Transylvania (Romania), Vojvodina (Yugoslavia), Croatia, Transmura region (Slovenia), and Burgerland (Austria).  Excellent explanatory footnotes supplement the text whenever new or unfamiliar concepts, regions or peoples are discussed.  

The book also includes a “Geographical Register” (pp. 205-241) in the languages of the dominant peoples who inhabit these lands today as well as the historic Hungarian place names.  The register is divided to coincide with the chapters covering each region.  Furthermore, the names appear in Hungarian and Slovak or Hungarian and Serb for “hydrographic names”, “relief names”, “historical regions”, as well as settlement names, according to the Hungarian alphabetical order.  Here I would like to point out that this section would be more useful to the international scholarly community if the alphabetization would be reversed.  Thus, in Transylvania the current Romanian names should be alphabetized and the historic Hungarian names should follow.  Of course, for scholars in Hungary the present set-up is more convenient, but information should be more accessible to scholars in the United Kingdom or the United States since this is the English version of the book.

I highly recommend this book to all foreign policy specialists, in government and academia, who have to deal with East Central Europe and inter-ethnic relations.  It should be on the shelves of all research libraries that deal with this region and it should be in the hands of all human rights activists who wish to inform the rest 

of the world about the fate of Hungarians in Transylvania, Vojvodina, Slovakia, or elsewhere in the Carpathian Basin.

Andrew Ludanyi

Ohio Northern University
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� Among Vojvodina’s minority nationalities, only the Hungarians are of sufficient number, and reside in settlements that are sufficiently ethnically homogenous, to make the concept of district-level autonomy viable.
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