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The Hungarian Presidency of the Council of the European Union:
Focus on the Neighbourhood and on a European Roma Strategy
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This article attempts to offer a concise overview of the main developments
relating to the Hungarian presidency, notably in the areas of regional stability
and interethnic relations.

The first year in office of the new Hungarian government—elected with
unprecedented popular support in April 2010—was characterized by groundbreaking
legislative changes and fevered domestic political debates (especially on a new media
law and on the new constitution).1 These debates received broad media coverage and
public attention both at home and in the international arena, which threatened to
overshadow Hungary’s turn in the presidency of the European Union (EU). In this
context the Hungarian government attributed outstanding importance to its
performance during the rotating presidency semester.
As with each member state, during its presidency Hungary attempted leave a
strong imprint of its own vision on European politics. In the first half of 2011 three
main policies reflect this approach: efforts to strengthen economic cooperation in the
EU, the improvement of regional cooperation in Central Europe, and the adoption of a
European Roma Strategy.

*

Institute for Ethnic and National Minority Studies, Hungarian Academy of Sciences, H-1015
Budapest, Országház u. 30. vizi@mtaki.hu

JEMIE 2011, 1
The EU Council and the Hungarian presidency
There are two main approaches to understanding the role of the presidency. One
school of thought argues that the EU Council presidency is a supranational, technical
role which, although a great responsibility for the state that holds it, does not return
any particular political power.2 It offers no significant opportunities to member states
to pursue their own agenda, but is restricted to the management of a common EU
policy agenda. However, a second school of thought promotes a more
intergovernmental approach, arguing that the presidency offers a unique opportunity
for member states to lead the European agenda and to pursue their national interest
from a privileged position.3 One can find relevant periods in the history of European
integration that support both interpretations, but a convincing argument is perhaps
that:
[…] the significance of the Presidency for the member states has varied
throughout the process of European integration in accordance with the
transformation of this institution and that such transformation has been driven
by the institutional decisions taken by the member states at critical points in the
history of European construction.4

From this perspective, since the Lisbon Treaty entered into force the role of
the member state holding the presidency has been more limited than before—both in
its competencies and in its shared role with the permanent president of the European
Council— reflecting a lower profile position than in earlier phases of integration. We
thus need to take into consideration Hungary’s restricted ability to manoeuvre in
accordance with its own priorities and initiatives. In fact the main elements of the
presidency’s program are broadly reflective of issues that have been on the EU policy
agenda for a longer period of time—for example, enlargement, closer economic
cooperation, and macro-regional strategies. However, prioritization is important here
and may provide the best indication of the political preferences of the member state
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presidency. Hungary’s strong support for closing accession negotiations with Croatia,
its support for Romania and Bulgaria in their quest to join the Schengen group, and
the promotion of regional cooperation through the Danube Region Strategy, all
underpinned the importance of neighbourhood relations. The adoption of a Roma
Strategy was quite uniquely associated with Hungary’s long-time policy to address
problematic minority issues, including within the EU.
Hungary took over the Presidency of the Council of the European Union from
1 January 2011, launching its program under the slogan, “Strong Europe with a
Human Touch”. The Hungarian government identified four main priorities: growth
and employment for preserving the European social model; strengthening EU policies
in the field of energy, food and water; the creation of a citizen friendly Union; and the
promotion of enlargement. These stated priorities clearly serve both the deepening
and widening of European integration. The need for a legislative package on
economic governance was one of the driving forces behind deepening the union,
while the priority of promoting Croatia’s membership reflected a strong commitment
to future enlargements.5
An overview of the main decisions adopted by the Council during the six
months of the Hungarian Presidency indicates that economic issues dominated the
agenda. Besides the legislative package on economic governance, the introduction of
the new system of the “European semester”6 to improve coordination of economic
policies, and the decision to set up the European Stability Mechanism (ESM), this
economic focus is further highlighted by initiatives in the field of energy policy and
the Danube Region Strategy.
That said, however, the Hungarian government was also keen to call attention
to the ‘human dimension’ of European integration. Three main issues can be
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identified in this respect: the adoption of the Council Conclusions on the “European
Framework on National Roma Integration strategies up to 2020” was perhaps the
most important achievement of this presidency; in January 2011, a regulation was
signed which contained detailed rules on European Citizens’ Initiatives; while the
third element of the ‘citizen-friendly’ agenda was the extension of Schengen zone to
Romania and Bulgaria.7

Focus on the Roma Strategy and regional cooperation
A closer look at the real impact of the Hungarian presidency suggests that two major
issues should be addressed in more detail, notably: the strong commitment of the
Hungarian government to the conclusion of accession negotiations with Croatia, and
the adoption of a specific Roma Strategy.
The situation of Roma in the European Union began to receive more attention
in the context of the 2004 enlargement, when countries with relatively large Roma
populations joined the EU.8 Concerns about their social integration, and their access
to employment, education and social services were reflected in a number of European
Parliament resolutions in 2005, 2006, 2008, and 2009. The European Commission
also made efforts to include the Roma in its programs, and to improve cooperation
between its institutional units and different initiatives. The Spanish–Belgian–
Hungarian Trio emphasized the importance of Roma inclusion programs in the
Cordoba Declaration, and the Hungarian government committed itself to elaborate
and adopt the Roma Strategy under its term of presidency. While Hungary’s activism
in this field is almost certainly the result of the serious problems it has faced in
integrating marginalized social groups of predominantly Roma origin, its motivation
is also rooted in a desire to share its positive experiences in fighting discrimination
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and advancing the social integration of Roma.9 Hungary was active in promoting the
idea of a Roma Strategy from the beginning, and its final adoption at the Council in
June 2011, is considered as a significant achievement for the Hungarian presidency.
In April 2011, the European Parliament adopted a resolution on the EU
strategy on Roma inclusion.10 The EP resolution urged the Commission to adopt
priority areas for implementation of the strategy, for example in education, healthcare,
culture, employment, and so on. The European Parliament also asked the Commission
to define objectives for member states, and to develop an appropriate monitoring
mechanism for the supervision of the implementation of the future strategy.
Hungarian Member of the European Parliament (MEP) Lívia Járóka played a crucial
role in elaborating the resolution, as she was responsible for the initial EP report.
The Hungarian government warmly welcomed the adoption of the resolution.
As a second step, the European Commission released its Communication on “An EU
Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies up to 2020” on 5 April 2011,
which formed the basis for the adoption of the Strategy in the Council. The
Commission focused on the economic and social problems of Roma in EU member
states, arguing for the potential economic benefits of Roma inclusion in many
countries. Both the EP Resolution and the Commission’s Communication argue for
the adoption of a framework for national strategies, and underline the importance of
the significant differences between the member states with regard to the number of
Roma living on their territory and their respective starting points. These differences
underpin the need to develop separate national strategies in each country, without
adopting EU-wide legislation or a strategic program for the Roma. It is important to
note that besides the stated need for enhanced efforts to combat discrimination, the
Commission’s proposal is silent on the potential minority rights claims for preserving
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the identity and culture of Roma community. MEP Lívia Járóka stated in a televised
interview that this socioeconomic approach to integration was intentional. The idea
was to seek broad consensus among all 27 member states, and the problems addressed
in the strategy reflect the hidden economic potential of a large, marginalized, and
socially disadvantaged population.11 Thus the question of minority rights was not
made a priority in this context. As a matter of fact the EP Resolution—although it
mentions the Council of Europe Framework Convention for the Protection of National
Minorities as a reference—similarly avoids any reference to member states’ duties or
commitments for the protection of minority rights. Apparently EU institutions only
see the problems of economic and social integration, ignoring minority rights
arguments.
The EU Framework Roma Strategy is expected to name the areas where
member states’ inclusion strategies should be implemented, and to establish a “robust
monitoring mechanism” to ensure concrete results. The European Commission
formulated specific integration goals in four areas: access to education, employment,
healthcare, and housing. It also identified concrete goals to be achieved in these areas:
i) to ensure that all Roma children complete at least primary education; ii) to cut the
employment gap between Roma and the rest of the population; iii) to reduce the gap
in health status between the Roma and the rest of the population; and iv) to close the
gap between the share of Roma with access to housing and to public utilities (such as
water, electricity and gas) and the rest of the population. National strategies are
expected to be developed in accordance with the Common Basic Principles on Roma
Inclusion.12 In this regard the Commission’s commitment to the introduction of a
strict monitoring mechanism is particularly important. The Commission foresees an
annual report evaluating progress achieved in the integration of Roma and inthe
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implementation of member states’ national strategies. The idea is to create a
monitoring mechanism that allows for a comparison of the progress made by member
states in this area and provides a realistic assessment. However additional budgetary
resources will not be provided to member states, as the Commission points out the
unused potential of existing communities programs.
Another important policy goal could be identified in the reinforcement of
regional cooperation in Central Europe, an aim which was reflected in the elaboration
of the Danube Strategy and in the support of neighbouring countries in their EU
integration. The decision to launch an EU Strategy for the Danube Region was taken
by the European Council in June 2009. At the request of the Council, the Commission
elaborated the main challenges and opportunities of this macro-regional program, and
published an action plan to implement the strategy.13 The General Affairs Council
adopted the strategy in April 2011,14 and the document was finalised at a Council
meeting on 24-25 June 2011.
This strategy is primarily focused on closer economic, environmental and
social cooperation between the states of the Danube region. The Commission
Communication highlighted that this region is characterized by great socioeconomic
difference, comprising both richer and poorer countries, and that “it possesses a
striking cultural, ethnic and natural diversity”.15 Taking into consideration that the
Danube Region covers eight EU-countries and six non-EU countries—including
Ukraine, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and Serbia—it is clear that the participating countries’
societies are also characterized by great diversity. Though both the Council
Conclusions and the Commission’s Action Plan focus on the economic potentials of
the region (transport, energy, environment, etc.), the Action Plan includes a chapter
on “Culture and tourism, people to people contacts”. It highlights the importance of
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the preservation of cultural sites, improvement of cultural relations, common festivals,
trainings and so on. While this is a different perspective, again the Council did not see
an opportunity to openly include ethnic and national minorities within the concept of
‘diversity’, even if the importance of preserving such diversity was nevertheless
acknowledged. However there is no doubt that the strategy could build confidence
relations between EU member states and non-EU neighbouring countries, just as the
improvement of critical transport connections and the development of a ‘regional
identity’16 could improve interstate relations. That said, the exclusion of any reference
to interethnic relations shows how cautious the states involved remain on these issues.
Another important priority was to conclude accession negotiations with
Croatia by the end of June. In this respect, the Hungarian government argued that
Croatia’s accession was essential for creating stability in the Western Balkans.
Moreover Croatia could open the door for Serbia and the Former Yugoslav Republic
of Macedonia (FYROM) in obtaining EU candidate state status. Making southern
enlargement a priority during the Hungarian presidency was not only motivated by
Croatia’s timely progress towards membership, but also reflected a deeper
understanding of EU membership as the best instrument for maintaining stability.17
Shortly before the end of the presidency, serious progress was made by Croatia in the
accession process when it closed all critical chapters by the end of May. So accession
negotiations could potentially be concluded before the end of June, which would also
be considered a great success for Hungary.18 Taking a broader perspective, Hungarian
governments are generally keen to advocating for the integration of their neighbours
into the EU structures, as this could serve to improve bilateral relations in a neutral
field even if serious debates on delicate issues—like the situation of Hungarian
minorities—are likely to remain burdensome. This stance was also reflected in the
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strong support given by the Hungarian government to extension of the Schengen
regime to Romania and Bulgaria.19

Overall evaluation of the Hungarian Presidency
This overview of the six months of Hungarian Presidency will be concluded by a
short reflection on the debates that have arisen within EU institutions with regard to
domestic political developments. It is regularly true that the member state that takes
over the presidency immediately receives greater attention from the media, and
obviously not only on EU-related matters but on its domestic policies. However
international media coverage of the legislative actions of Hungary’s new government
was much broader and more critical than one might have expected.20
The package of laws which regulated a new framework for he media was
adopted in November 2010 and entered into force on 1 January 2011. It was widely
criticized both by journalist associations, opposition parties and opposition press.21
Part of the criticism was focused on compliance with EU law.22 Critical views
appeared in international media as well as within the Orbán cabinet, and the new
media legislation was also discussed in the EU institutions. Even at the beginning of
the presidency, when Prime Minister Viktor Orbán gave a speech at the plenary
session of the European Parliament on 19 January 2011 to introduce the priorities and
program of the Hungarian presidency, much of the discussion was dominated by the
media law.23 Partly in response to this criticism, the Hungarian government entered
into consultation with the European Commission, which resulted in a number of
technical modifications to the law by the Hungarian parliament in March 2011.24 This
modification was welcomed by the Commission and reflected constructive
cooperation that met all the requirements formulated by Commissioner Kroes on
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compliance with EU law.25 Nevertheless the political debate continued in the
parliament and, with the votes of the Socialist, ALDE and Green/EFA groups, a
resolution on the matter was adopted on 10th March 2011.26 This increased political
attention to sensitive issues could also be seen in the European Parliament during the
adoption of the new Hungarian constitution.27
At the end of the Hungarian presidency of the Council, it can be noted that
while contested domestic developments have received strong public attention in the
European Parliament, the Hungarian government was nevertheless successful in
managing its original presidency agenda. Success and failure in this respect are highly
relative, since major decisions depend on obtaining consensus among member states,
and crucial issues (like closing accession negotiations with Croatia, or the accession
of Romania, Bulgaria to the Schengen regime) remainedopen until the end of the
presidency. However the conclusion of accession negotiations with Croatia clearly
needed an active and supportive Presidency. And the adoption of a European Roma
Strategy, is undoubtedly a visible sign of EU support for Roma integration. Although
it will only take the form of a framework for coordinating national Roma strategies—
as opposed to an EU-wide joint program, or as a basis for a future legal regulation—it
still represents an important step forward in translating general EU commitments in
this field into concrete action.
The Hungarian presidency showed tangible support for both goals relating to
the extension of European integration, that is, the conclusion of accession negotiations
with Croatia, and inclusion of Romania and Bulgaria with the Schengen zone. This
showed that, despite criticism of its national domestic political program, the
Hungarian government remained committed to strengthening regional stability and
bilateral relations, including through the institutions of European integration.
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