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Rural conditions are regarded as a synonym for a disadvantageous 
situation, not only in the everyday language, but also in social sciences. 
Due to the dividing function of borders, most borderland regions are in a 
backward situation. Local governments and their institutions have been 
making efforts to solve this problem in the past two decades. The present 
paper describes this phenomenon along the Hungarian and Slovak 
border. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Most European borders are artificial borders. The artificially formed 
states have not resulted in a ‘pure’ unit, neither in a geographical, a cultural, 
nor in an ethnic sense (Strassoldo 1982). The established nation states are 
centralized; therefore their central regions are the most developed. 
Proceeding from the centre towards the borders of the state, both the 
development level and the performance of the economy is constantly 
decreasing. The unifying Europe has decided to reduce the regional 
difference. The analyses have pointed out that borderland areas need a 
special attention, because most backward regions have emerged along the 
borders. They have to be developed, so that they will approach the 
development level of the core regions, and their population will not move 
from there. (Útmutató (Guide) 1997) 

The role of borders, however, is ambiguous. Several newly founded 
countries show that there are parts of borders, which have influenced social 
and economic development favourably, and there are also backward 
borderland regions, too. Slovakia and the Hungarian and Slovak parts of the 
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border are a good example for the latter. Along the border there are regions 
with very diverse conditions. In my paper I describe the different types of 
borders, give examples for cooperation and show the specific situation of 
rural regions. 

HUNGARIAN AND SLOVAK BORDER TYPES 
 
According to the statistics equivalent to the NUTS 2 division, in 

2002, the regions along the northern border of Hungary contributed to the 
agricultural performance of the country almost in the same proportion, 
whereas the proportion of the industrial sector was higher in the western 
parts. Owing to Budapest, the role of the services in the Central Hungarian 
region was higher than in any other sector. The agricultural performance of 
the regions along the southern border of Slovakia was higher than that of the 
equivalent Hungarian regions, and it is true especially in the Western 
Slovakian region along the Danube, which accounts for the most part of the 
agricultural performance of the country. The capital city has an extremely 
high proportion of services in Slovakia, too. 

 
The division of the gross value added, according to the main groups of 

economic sectors, 2002 
NUTS 2 region Agriculture Industry Construction Services Total 
Western Transdanubia 4,2 37,1 5,4 53,4 100 
Central Transdanubia 4,3 37,8 5,6 52,3 100 
Central Hungary 0,9 18,0 5,0 76,1 100 
Northern Hungary  4,2 33,0 5,6 57,3 100 
Hungary 3,7 24,9 5,3 66,1 100 
      
Bratislava 0,9 17,3 3,4 78,5 100 
Western Slovakia 6,1 35,4 5,6 52,9 100 
Central Slovakia 5,7 25,7 6,7 61,9 100 
Eastern Slovakia 5,2 23,1 5,8 65,9 100 
Slovakia 4,5 26,0 5,3 64,3 100 

Source: KSH 2005 

 
The aggregated figures show that agriculture is still an important 

sector in both of the countries and industry is of a higher proportion on the 
Hungarian side. However, the data broken down to the individual regions 
conceal several internal characteristic features. When examining the zone 
close to the border, we can make the following statements. 
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The region of Bratislava  

Bratislava can be found in the westernmost part of the present 
Slovak border. The town and its environs are a good example for the fact 
that, due to the western, i.e. the Austrian border, the border also has 
stimulating effects. After Slovakia had become independent in 1993, but 
especially after its accession to the European Union in 2004, Bratislava 
became a regional centre of increasing importance; besides, it also became a 
part of an important development area of the European Union. Its 
geographical location is unique, because it can be found on the western edge 
of the county. Bratislava is a gate between the east and the west. The 
developers first turned their attention to the Vienna-Bratislava route. They 
pointed out that, with the iron curtain having been pulled down, this area 
would be the laboratory of integration, because there were such striking 
differences between the two capital cities that they would lead to the rise of 
Bratislava, the weaker one (Mastilak 2004). 

This process is promoted by the role the city plays in administration, 
its increasing economic weight and its importance in the field of education 
and research. The influence of Bratislava can also be felt in Hungary. There 
are already Hungarian villages with inhabitants who originally were 
Bratislava residents. These people commute to the capital city every day. 
However, at the moment, the development of Bratislava has no other 
economic effects on Hungary. 

 
The two banks of the Danube 

The two banks of the Danube form one geographical unit, even if 
they belong to two countries. Since there are good quality arable lands, the 
roads are suitable for transportation and there are nearby cities that have to 
be supplied, both agriculture and food industry based on it are highly 
developed. The difference between the two countries lie in the fact that in 
Žitný ostrov (Csallóköz), which belongs to Slovakia, people are mostly 
involved in agricultural activities and food industry based on them, therefore 
this region is much poorer than the highly industrialized areas to the north of 
it. In Hungary, the situation is different, because the region between 
Budapest and Vienna is the most developed area of the country. In this 
borderland region there are quite a lot of towns with highly developed 
industry, which attracts labour force. Before the depression a part of the 
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labour commuted from Slovakia. Between the two countries there are 
activity forms that complement each other. Commuting from Slovakia 
depends on transport conditions.  They can take on jobs not far from the 
bridges over the Danube. 

The region between the Rivers Ipoly and Bodrog 
Due to the economic changes, the area between the Rivers Ipoly and 

Bodrog has become rather backward. The main reason for it is that, with 
coal and iron ore mines worked out, both the Hungarian and the Slovak raw 
material exploitation has declined and most mines have been closed down. 
Consequently, the processing industry has no raw materials. Both 
agricultural and industrial performance is rather low. Therefore, the number 
of the population has also decreased in the borderland region.  

It is only the city Kosice that distinguishes itself from the whole of 
the backward Eastern Slovak region. Kosice is the second-largest regional 
centre of the country, but lags behind Bratislava in every aspect. It has a 
central role, but only at a regional level. It is the centre of Eastern Slovakia. 
It is a potential communication centre, since it is only included in the 
motorway construction plans as a destination and not as a starting point. The 
development level and traffic of its airport are much less important than t of 
Bratislava. Apart from the plan of the motorway leading to the western part 
of Slovakia, the construction of the motorway to Uzhhorod is also still a 
plan. The town is only connected to Ukraine with its broad-gauge railway, 
which is therefore of utmost importance. The iron works can satisfy its raw 
material needs in this way. Undoubtedly, it was the iron works (established 
in the 1960s under the name Eastern Slovak Iron Works) that made it 
possible for Kosice to develop from a provincial small town to an industrial 
centre of national importance. After that the inflow of the population started, 
which made it necessary to build huge housing estates and service providing 
units for them. It was highly necessary, because, in the golden age of the 
factory, the iron works employed 24 thousand people. The crisis of the iron 
works was solved by the Pittsburg-based US Steel by buying and 
modernizing it in 2000 (US Steel Košice). As a result of modernization, it is 
involved in plate manufacturing for the increasingly prosperous Slovak car 
manufacturing industry. At present there are about 16 thousand people 
working there. As a result of the depression, production has been reduced, 
which also means redundancy.  

The effect of the border can be seen in the following phenomena: 
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The most obvious effect is that the gravitation of Budapest can 
hardly be felt along the River Ipoly. The agglomeration of Budapest restricts 
itself to a zone of 80 km around the city. It includes jobs and housing 
facilities and it can be regarded as the most dynamic region of the country. 
This ring around the capital city is broken to the north, that part of the 
region has become rural. Rurality means that agriculture cannot ensure 
subsistence for the people living on the two banks of the River Ipoly, and in 
the small towns there are not enough jobs available, either. Since the 
landscape is really beautiful, a national park has been established here. It is 
tourism that can contribute to people’s incomes. Due to the low 
development level of transport, traffic from the north to Budapest is rather 
small. This borderland region of Slovakia is one of the least developed ones. 
This is the reason why this will be the route of the planned motorway 
connecting Cracow and Budapest. Nógrád County could benefit from the 
motorway; it would ease its backward situation if it were built there. 

The unfavourable effect of the border can be seen in the elimination 
of the fair route. In the valleys between the Hungarian and Slovak mountain 
ranges, cities emerged which provided markets for the products of the 
diverse regional units for centuries. The border cut off one half of the 
environs of the towns, therefore their connecting role ceased. The areas 
along the border show hardly any signs of industrialization, they are 
underdeveloped and agricultural with backward small towns. The 
population in Slovakia is moving to the north, to the industrial areas. In 
Hungary they move to Budapest, or to other, more dynamically developing 
settlements: from the periphery along the border to dynamic centres. 

On the Slovak side, in the northern part of the former Nógrád 
County, there are important mineral layers (wood, steatite and kaolin), 
which could be processed in the processing plants on the Hungarian side. To 
exploit them and operate the processing plants, entrepreneurs with 
considerable capital would be necessary. Without them, rural development 
programmes are being organized based on the historical memorial places 
and the high number of mediaeval castles. This, however, cannot create jobs 
or ensure incomes for a high number of people.  

With the coal and iron ore mines having been worked out, 
metallurgy and machine production came to a crisis. Due to the elimination 
of metallurgy in Ózd, thousands of people became unemployed. In the 
decades, however, when metallurgy was prosperous, the border was closed 
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and people from Slovakia could not go to work there. At present there is a 
high rate of unemployment and people move away in large numbers on both 
sides of the border. At the same time, the old road between Ózd and Jenice 
(Jéne) in Slovakia has been opened.  

The eastern region, where three borders, those of Slovakia, Ukraine 
and Hungary, meet, is even more underdeveloped. The impoverished 
eastern periphery is inflicted by the many borders that tore apart former 
gravity zones. The railway junction in Csop (Csap) was attached to Ukraine 
in 1945, therefore traffic became cut up in the individual countries. The 
Slovak settlements can join the transport system of Eastern Slovakia via 
Kosice, and Sátoraljaújhely can do so via Miskolc. In the region along the 
rivers agricultural activities are typical. The broad-gauge railway in Ukraine 
made it necessary to establish reloading stations, which create some jobs in 
Čierna nad Tisou (Tiszacsernyő). 

 
INSTITUTIONAL FORMS OF COOPERATION 

 
After the change of regime, in 1995, the two countries signed an 

agreement. It was of utmost importance that the two parties agreed to ensure 
the same conditions for the state and municipality participants of 
cooperation as the conditions they have in the cooperation within their own 
countries. They set up the ‘Hungarian and Slovak Intergovernmental Mixed 
Committee for Cross-border Cooperation’. 

After 1990 it was a sign of sympathy for the Hungarian ethnic 
minority that twin-settlement agreements were concluded, mutual meetings 
were organized, first of all on national holidays. In the course of time, 
however, the relations gradually changed into project-based cooperation 
then served the organization of service provision.  

The institutions of the individual settlements also developed cross-
border relations, which enjoy the same independence as municipality 
relations. The individual institutions decide in their own authority whether 
to cooperate or not. Consequently, developing relations depend on the 
intentions of the two parties. 

In Europe, the cooperation of euroregions looks back on a 50-year-
long tradition. Their activities are important even in the present-day 
borderless Europe, because the people living along the borders would like to 
solve the problem of their backward situation with the help of this 
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organizational form. The representatives of both local and regional 
authorities and the actors of social and economic life are involved in it. 
Owing to municipality actors, they also play a political decision-making 
role, therefore they are also in connection with the national and European 
decision-making bodies. Euroregions, however, are not in the focus of 
attention either in Hungary or in Slovakia. They did not become legal 
entities with privileges and they did not get any legal support. The European 
practice of cross-border cooperation resulted in a new legal form, i.e. 
European grouping of territorial cooperation.  

The European Parliament and Council passed the decree Nr. 1082 of 
July 2006 on European grouping of territorial cooperation (EGTC). This 
form of cooperation is a response to the difficulties hindering common and 
successful work in euroregional cooperation. With the decree, they intend to 
eliminate legal insecurity by recognizing the legal entity status of groupings. 
They intend to increase the independence of groupings by allowing them to 
possess movables and real estates, employ staff and take legal actions.  
Their space of mobility is increased by the fact that they not only can count 
on community funds when planning their programmes, but, apart from 
them, they can also rely on the national or regional resources of their own 
country, and also on their own resources without any other contributions. 
The members of the groupings can be member states, regional or local 
authorities and other public institutions.  

The conditions of cross-border developing programmes and 
economic and social cooperation changed basically after 2008. By the 
elimination of internal borders, economic relations are getting stronger and 
new business cooperation is developed. Besides, as a result of the decree 
regulating cooperation groupings, and with cross-border rural development 
programmes, better chances of organic and coherent development of the two 
regions on both sides of the border can be expected. 

It is the most complete form of cooperation that, regardless of 
borders, services are interlinked so as to meet new human and market needs. 
This is the most practical form of cooperation, behind which there are 
mostly municipality institutions, e.g. communal service providers, schools, 
health care and social provision, i.e. services to satisfy human needs. County 
authorities provide organizational assistance to help organize cooperation 
between local governments. Then the institutions participating directly in 
providing services (hospitals, medical care, ambulance, primary and 
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secondary schools, social institutions and communal service providers, etc.) 
make each other familiar with their strengths and free capacities as well as 
weaknesses and needs for capacities (Mezei 2008). 

 
SUMMARY 

 
Along the borders surrounding Hungary there are mostly backward 

regions. Due to the weakness of economic actors, the development of the 
backward regions along the Hungarian and Slovak border is organized 
mainly by local governments. Organizational forms have changed a lot in 
the past two decades. Besides twin-settlement cooperation, they also 
organized euroregions; the establishment of territorial cooperation 
groupings is under way. Apart from the transport development of national 
importance, these organizations have to meet local interests, so they can 
only implement small-scale developments. In this way, they cannot get rid 
of rural conditions. 
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