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Tamás Matura                          Sino-Hungarian Relations in 2010

The year of 2010, with the landslide victory of the conservative party Fidesz–Hungarian 
Civic Union and of its ally the Christian Democratic People’s Party (KDNP), and with the 
preparations for the upcoming Hungarian EU presidency, brought a significant turn in the 
domestic and foreign politics of Budapest. The new political environment could have had 
a major impact on our relations with the Zhongnanhai administration, but fortunately the 
attitude of the new government towards China shows continuity with the previous years. 
Since 2010 is the first year of the new decade, it seems to be practical to establish now a 
series of annual assessments of Sino-Hungarian relations.

General BackGround

Although it is hard to summarise the history of Sino-Hungarian relations in a 
nutshell, it is worth providing a very brief overview. Hungary (at that time the 
People’s Republic of Hungary) was among the first states to recognise the People’s 

Republic of China, on 4 October 1949, and on 6 October of that year the two countries 
established diplomatic relations. Since the establishment of diplomatic ties the relations of 
the two countries have gone through several challenges, in the contexts of the Cold War, 
the Sino-Soviet split and the fall of the socialist bloc. However, Sino-Hungarian relations 
were and are special ones. One reason for this distinctive attention is that in the view of a 
lot of Chinese people Hungary is imbued with a kind of cultural and historical romance. 
Although the descent of Hungarians from Huns is not substantiated from a historical 
point of view, the transcription of ‘Hungary’ in Chinese contains the phrase pertaining 
to the proto-Hunnic tribe of the Hsiung-Nu,1 which reinforces our Asian roots, and thus 
in this way the Sino-Hungarian quasi-relationship, in their eyes. Moreover, during the 
socialist era, in the 1950s and 1960s, until the rupture between Moscow and Beijing, 
several Chinese students studied in Hungary, preserving good memories of us. It is also 
true that most Hungarians consider the Chinese to be hardworking people who have had 
a beneficial impact on the Hungarian economy. There were times in the 1990s when more 
than 40,000 Chinese immigrants lived in Hungary, and their number is still somewhere 
around 15,000–20,000. After the collapse of communist rule in Europe the East-Central 
European countries turned to the West and their political interests began concentrating 
on the Euro-Atlantic integration process. Thus Hungary paid less attention to the East 
and to China itself. It is quite obvious that immediately after the success of the accession 
to NATO in 1999 and to the European Union in 2003 (the year of signing the accession 
treaty), the Hungarian government once again turned to the East. If a single moment has 
to be picked, it should be 26 August 2003, when then Hungarian Prime Minister Péter 
Medgyessy visited Beijing. Many analysts consider his trip to China to have ushered in 
a new dawn in Sino-Hungarian relations. Since the first Fidesz administration between 
1998 and 2002 was really busy with economic reforms and with the accession processes 
on the one hand, and due to some ideological concerns it paid less attention to communist 

1 The Hsiung-Nu (or Xiongnu) were initially a collection of small tribes residing in the Mongolian 
highlands. They were considered as the most prominent of the nomads bordering the Han Empire.
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China on the other, the new attitude of the socialist–liberal governments (2002–2010) 
towards Beijing was remarkable. During this period all three Hungarian Prime Ministers 
(Péter Medgyessy, Ferenc Gyurcsány and Gordon Bajnai) visited China several times. 
On the Chinese side President Hu Jintao paid an official visit to Budapest in 2004,2 while 
Vice-President Xi Jinping arrived in Hungary in order to celebrate the 60th anniversary of 
diplomatic ties in 2009.3

The good relationship is also strengthened by the fact that Hungary is the only country 
in the Central European region to have a bilingual (Hungarian–Chinese) elementary 
school; the Bank of China has a presence in Budapest as well, and besides the Confucius 
Institute, a Chinese cultural institute (with a Hungarian counterpart in Beijing) and an 
office of the China Investment Promotion Agency will be opened in Budapest in the 
future. The Hungary Pavilion at the Shanghai World Expo was also very popular among 
the visitors of the event, and the Hungarian geometrical invention Gömböc4 has attracted 
the attention of the Chinese people, acquiring even more interest than in Hungary.5

Of course, our bilateral ties also have their seamy side. The EU’s anti-dumping 
proceedings and measures against Chinese shoe products have overshadowed Sino-
Hungarian relations as well. Chinese authorities reproached Hungary for voting in favour 
of the anti-dumping duties, despite the request of the Chinese Ministry of Commerce, 
while other countries in the region – which are less supportive towards Beijing in general – 
were against these measures. Actually, Hungary did not vote in favour, but abstained 
from voting in the Anti-Dumping Advisory Committee of the European Council. Of 
course, Hungary could not oppose the anti-dumping measures, since Hungary has a 
significant shoemaker industry, and the import of Chinese (and Vietnamese) footwear at 
an irrationally low price would have seriously damaged Hungarian economic interests. 
Though these anti-dumping measures expired in March 2011, it is foreseeable that other 
problematic anti-dumping proceedings will occur in the future.

Political tendency

Realpolitik is no longer sufficient to define a country’s attitude towards China; in 
other words, an attitude cannot be based simply on ideological issues. The Middle 
Kingdom, which has shown an amazing economic performance even during the 

world financial and economic crisis, has become an important factor in the policies of 
every government. Hungary is also trying to gain more benefit from China’s gaining 
ground in Europe.

2 Ági Varga: “President Hu Jintao Boosts Chinese–Hungarian Relations with Visit to Budapest”. Insight 
Central Europe, http://incentraleurope.radio.cz/ice/article/54914, 11 June 2004.

3 “China, Hungary Sign 14 Deals to Improve Ties, Trade”. New Europe, http://www.neurope.eu/
articles/97063.php, 25 October 2009.

4 “The Gömböc at the Expo in Shanghai”. Gömböc, http://www.gomboc.eu/site.
php?inc=&menuId=12&hirId=10, 18 March 2008.

5 “New Geometric Shape ‘Gomboc’ Featured at Shanghai Expo”. CCTV, http://english.cntv.
cn/20100819/103576.shtml, 19 August 2010.
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Because of the low profile and standoffish China policy of the first Orbán cabinet, 
some analysts predicted that the victory of the Fidesz–KDNP parties in 2010 could lead to 
a major shift in Hungary’s policy towards Beijing. It was anticipated that this new policy 
would be politically more critical and economically less supportive (i.e., moving towards 
Poland on the Fox–Godement frame of reference6). However, I think that the coming 
of a serious political shift was not so obvious, since the first Orbán administration had 
already demonstrated its practical intentions in 2000, when a Joint Statement between 
the Government of the People’s Republic of China and the Government of the Republic 
of Hungary was signed by then (and now) Minister of Foreign Affairs János Martonyi 
and his Chinese counterpart Tang Jiaxuan.7 The statement emphasises the point that both 
sides reiterated their respect for the choice by their own people of choosing their own 
path of development in the light of their own national conditions and on a voluntary basis. 
They acknowledged that the two countries have different social, economic and political 
situations and different value systems, and have different views on such questions as 
human rights. However, they were of the view that these differences should not affect the 
development of bilateral relations. They hoped that disputes could be resolved through 
candid and sincere talks. They believed that the bases for dialogue are equality, mutual 
respect and their common interests in developing bilateral relations. In this paper 
Hungary committed itself once again to its One China Policy, emphasising the point that 
the Hungarian government reiterates its respect for China’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity and its adherence to the One China principle. It recognises that there is only one 
China in the world, that Taiwan is an inalienable part of the Chinese territory, and that the 
Chinese government is the sole legitimate government representing China.

So it is not surprising after all, that – taking the realities of current foreign affairs into 
account – Viktor Orbán as a responsible and realistic political leader did not have any 
choice but to continue the policy towards China that was initiated by his predecessors. He 
did not accidentally initiate the relationship with the Chinese Communist Party during 
December 2009, as the chairman of the opposition party Fidesz, and did not accidentally 
avoid meeting with the Dalai Lama in September 2010 as Prime Minister. It is noteworthy 
that even Deputy Prime Minister Zsolt Semjén, President of the co-ruling Christian 
Democratic People’s Party (KDNP) and founder of the Tibet Group of the Hungarian 
Parliament, paid an official visit to Beijing and held talks with his Chinese counterpart, 
Vice-Premier Hui Liangyu, in August 2010.

But why does reality dictate to Fidesz and Viktor Orbán (who were sympathetic towards 
the Tiananmen Square student leaders during the regime change and were welcoming the 
Dalai Lama ten years ago) that they should establish a friendly relationship with China?

The answer is a cliché, but it’s true: the Far Eastern giant has become an indispensable 
player in the world economy over the past decade; it produced an economic growth of 

6 John Fox – François Godement: “A Power Audit of EU–China Relations”. ECFR.EU, http://ecfr.3cdn.
net/532cd91d0b5c9699ad_ozm6b9bz4.pdf, April 2009, p. 4.

7 “Joint Statement between the Government of the People’s Republic of China and the Government of 
the Republic of Hungary”. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, http://www.
mfa.gov.cn/eng/wjb/zzjg/xos/gjlb/3175/3176/t16659.htm, 7 December 2000.
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9.1 percent in 2009,8 and 10.3 percent during in 2010,9 despite the crisis. It is a fact that 
China has 2,800 billion USD in foreign exchange reserves, which approximately equals 
Hungary’s aggregated GDP for 15 years – while Western countries, with the US at the 
forefront, are choking on huge debts.

According to some unofficial information, there are two main ways of thinking about 
China in the governing parties. One is pragmatic and favours economic cooperation with 
Beijing, while the other one is more ideologically influenced and suspicious. Since the 
Prime Minister himself emphasised his trust in the bright future of China and his belief 
that the Chinese could support the economic and financial relief of Hungary, it seems to be 
likely that the friendly and proactive attitude towards Beijing will continue. I should state 
that Hungary maintains fairly good relations with Taipei as well: as the sixth EU member 
state to do so, the Hungarian Trade Office in Taipei signed an Agreement with the Taipei 
Representative Office in Hungary for the Avoidance of Double Taxation and the Prevention 
of Fiscal Evasion with respect to Taxes on Income in April.10 The agreement entered into 
force on 29 December 2010. Although this event has triggered some disagreement on the 
part of the Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in Budapest, it seems that their 
protests are no more than a routine reaction.

Even a brief struggle for the position of the Government Commissioner for Hungarian–
Chinese Economic Relations shows the importance of Sino-Hungarian economic 
ties. Originally György Matolcsy, the Minister of National Economy, was in charge 
of economic relations with China, but after a series of clashes within the government, 
Tamás Fellegi, the Minister of National Development has taken over the position. Mr. 
Fellegi has the task of facilitating Hungarian–Chinese economic and trade relations 
in all possible areas of cooperation. Priority tasks include promoting and encouraging 
Chinese investments in Hungary.11 In December 2010 he paid an official visit to Beijing, 
with several Hungarian business leaders in his company. During the four-day visit, the 
Minister met with government officials, heads of banks and with Chairman of Hainan 
Group Chen Feng as well. “These are difficult negotiations, but we are on the right path,” 
Mr. Fellegi said.12 The Hungarian media were so enthusiastic about the visit that several 
sources misinterpreted an article in the China Daily and stated that Mr. Fellegi was called 

  8 IMF: “World Economic Outlook. Statistical Appendix”. International Monetary Fund, http://www.
imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2010/02/pdf/tables.pdf, October 2010.

  9 Estimate of the IMF: “Global Economic Prospects and Policy Challenges”. International Monetary 
Fund, http://www.imf.org/external/np/g20/pdf/021811.pdf, 19 February 2011.

10 “Regulations Regarding the ROC–Hungary Tax Agreement Application for Eligible 
Businesses”. Focus Taiwan News Channel, http://focustaiwan.tw/ShowNews/WebNews_Detail.
aspx?Type=aBS&ID=201102240014, 24 February 2011.

11 “Tamás Fellegi, Government Commissioner for Hungarian–Chinese Economic Relations 
on a Visit to China”. Website of the Hungarian Government, http://www.kormany.hu/en/
ministry-of-national-development/news/tamas-fellegi-government-commissioner-for-hungarian-
chinese-economic-relations-on-a-visit-to-china, 8 December 2010.

12 “Development Minister Outlines Progress after China Visit”. MTI, http://mti.hu/english/
article/2010/12/09/development_minister_outlines_progress_after_china_visit-518637, 9 December 
2010.
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“Mr. China” in Beijing.13 However, the truth is quite the opposite: the China Daily wrote 
that the Minister is called “Mr. China” in Hungary.14

The opening of the new consulate-general in Chongqing in February 2010 also 
represents the true intentions of Hungary to strengthen its relations with China. It is the 
seventh consulate in Chongqing (following those of the UK, Canada, Japan, Denmark, 
Cambodia and the Philippines) and it is the first Eastern European consulate in that huge 
city. The new consulate-general covers western China including Chongqing, Sichuan, 
Yunnan, Guizhou, Shaanxi and Gansu. If we consider the fact that in the year before 
2010 due to financial difficulties the Hungarian Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to close 
fourteen embassies and consulates abroad, it is clear that Hungary pays a lot of attention 
to China and the Chinese economy. Although the decision to open the new consulate-
general was made by the previous government, the new leadership of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs – despite some doubts – accepted the importance of the Hungarian 
representation in Chongqing. The consul-general of the Orbán cabinet has pointed out 
in one of his speeches that Chongqing as the economic and trade centre of south-western 
China could provide a new chance for Hungarian small and medium-sized enterprises.15 
Companies concentrating on environmental protection and water management could be 
the most successful ones in the region.

economic relations

China sees the Central European countries as a gateway to the European Union. 
From among them it has a particularly close economic relation with Hungary, or at 
least we hope so. Hungary would like to become a hub for the Chinese economic 

presence in the region. However, there are doubts as to whether this goal is achievable 
or not, because it seems to be more practical and useful for the Chinese to diversify 
their presence in Europe and to establish several hubs. What is certain is that we are 
in competition for Chinese investment with other EU members in the region, and since 
the countries of the region do not have a genuine common China policy, Beijing has the 
ability to pick the best offers at its own discretion.

“It is clear for all of us that a rapid and profound transformation is being experienced 
all over the world, and that China plays a key role in these changes,” said the Hungarian 
Prime Minister at a conference held during the Shanghai World Expo’s closing day. His 
words could serve as a motto of the government’s policy regarding the Far East. The Prime 
Minister clearly follows in his predecessors’ footsteps – from Medgyessy to Bajnai – namely 

13 For instance: “Már ‘Mr. China’ néven emlegetik a magyar minisztert Kínában” [The Hungarian Minister 
Is Already Called ‘Mr. China’ in China]. Híradó online, http://www.hirado.hu/Hirek/2011/03/01/07/
Mar_Mr_China_neven_emlegetik_a_magyar_minisztert.aspx, 1 March 2011.

14 Zhang Chunyan – Zhang Haizhou: “Hungary Sets Sights on China’s High-Speed Rail Tech”. China 
Daily, http://europe.chinadaily.com.cn/europe/2011-03/01/content_12093325.htm, 1 March 2011.

15 “Magyar cégek hódításai Kínában. Új célpont: Csungking” [Hungarian Companies’ Conquests in 
China. New Target: Chongqing?]. Magyar Kereskedelmi és Iparkamara, http://www.mkik.hu/index.
php?id=4898&term=csungking, 30 November 2010.
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trying to exploit the possibilities of China’s economic potential. According to Orbán’s 
words, the recent visit was intended to help to provide more money for fresh investments 
and jobs to come to Hungary. The Prime Minister not only met Wen Jiabao, his Chinese 
counterpart, but also paid a visit to the leaders of ZTE and Huawei, the huge mobile 
telecommunication and electronic companies. A development will take place at the latter 
company in the future, which will create 1,500–2,000 new jobs in Hungary.16

Answering a question whether they are in search of a Chinese investor for Malév, 
Prime Minister Orbán told the Hungarian news agency that he had had a meeting with 
Chen Feng, the President of Hainan Group, with whom he had a discussion about the 
establishment of a Hungary-based airline, and the transformation of Malév Hungarian 
Airlines. An agreement concerning the establishment of a long-term cooperation came up 
for discussion with Chen, who is one of China’s richest men, and has a share in a number 
of industries. A joint committee will be created for this purpose, which is intended to 
ground his Hungarian and Hungary-based expansion in Europe.17

A bit opaque is the case of the alleged Chinese financial support to Hungary. Earlier 
reports, in December 2010, quoted the Minister of National Development Tamás Fellegi 
as saying that China may buy up Hungary’s debt. He stated in an interview18 that Chinese 
Premier Wen Jiabao raised the issue during a meeting with Hungarian Prime Minister 
Viktor Orbán in October 2010, and that the Chinese central bank could buy Hungarian 
bonds on debt auctions of the Hungarian Government Debt Management Agency (ÁKK 
Zrt.). Although the CEO of the Government Debt Management Agency was also a 
member of the delegation, later the Minister denied the possibility of Chinese acquisitions 
of Hungarian government bonds.19

While the exports of the European Union have decreased by nearly 20 percent in general 
in 2009, the exports directed to China have increased. This tendency is also noticeable in 
the case of Hungary: the exports to China grew by 4 percent during 2009. However, it is 
also true that the trade balance is considerably in favour of the Far Eastern country: while 
imports totalled 5.5 billion dollars, exports were worth scarcely more than 1.5 billion 
dollars. Although data are not clear yet, it seems that the bilateral trade between China 
and Hungary increased significantly and totalled 8 billion USD in 2010. Behind these raw 
data we have to take two factors into account. The first is that although the huge negative 
turnover of the bilateral trade seems to be harmful for Hungary, in fact a considerable share 
of the imports goes on re-exports to other countries in the region (although data about the 
real percentage are unavailable). The second is that even the relatively small numbers 
of Hungarian exports to China are mainly generated by multinational companies with 
Hungarian production facilities. Commodities produced by Hungarian-owned enterprises 
rarely find their way onto the Chinese market.

16 “PM Meets with Chinese Business Leaders”. ITD Hungary, http://www.itdh.com/engine.aspx?page=
showcontent&content=10china1102. Date of accession: 21 March 2011

17 Ibid.
18 Gergely Dudás – János Haász: “Miért rosszabb a kínai állam, mint más?” [Why Should Be the 

Chinese State Worse than Another?]. Index, http://index.hu/gazdasag/magyar/2010/12/29/fellegi/, 29 
December 2010.

19 Zhang Chunyan – Zhang Haizhou: “Hungary Sets Sights on China’s High-Speed Rail Tech”. China 
Daily, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/world/2011-03/01/content_12091967.htm, 1 March 2011.
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Chinese investment in Hungary is also a hot topic, and the year of 2010 brought 
significant results regarding this issue as well. Unfortunately, the available data about 
the stock of Chinese FDI in Hungary are staggeringly ambiguous; however, according 
to the sources of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, it reached approximately 600 million 
Euros at the end of 2010.20 This means a relatively low level of investment, although still 
the second-highest one in the region. One of the largest Chinese investors in Hungary is 
Huawei, which started the test period of its assembly factory in May 2009, and plans to 
extend its activity with an investment of 100 million USD. But the largest-ever Chinese 
investment in Hungary is the acquisition of the BorsodChem chemical company by the 
Wanhua Industrial Group Co Ltd. The transaction is worth more than 1.2 billion Euros 
(1.72 billion USD): “The integration of BorsodChem into the Wanhua Industrial Group 
creates the third-largest isocyanate producer in the world by transforming both companies 
from regional players into a single global company. I am convinced of the future benefits 
of our partnership, sharing industry know-how and driving genuine synergies,” said the 
CEO of Wanhua.21

conclusion

Despite some pessimistic premonitions, the new Fidesz–KDNP government has not 
only decided to maintain good relations with the People’s Republic of China, but 
has also improved them. This decision may have been motivated by the realisation 

of the inevitable changes in the global economy and by the financial and economic status of 
Hungary, rocked by the world crisis. But we have to go further and do more for economic 
cooperation with China. Since it seems to be hard to significantly increase the level of 
exports of products made in Hungary, it would be worth sparing no money and energy 
to promote Hungary as a place worth investing in, and as a perfect choice for Chinese 
tourists. The latter in particular has enormous yet unexploited potential compared to the 
relatively low need for investment.

20 “KUB 20/2010 Külügyi és határon túli magyarok bizottsága” [20/2010 Session of the Committee on 
Foreign Affairs]. Az Ország Háza, http://www.orszaghaz.com/kub-202010-kulugyi-es-hataron-tuli-
magyarok-bizottsaga, 23 November 2010.

21 “Wanhua Industrial Turns Gaze to Europe”. People’s Daily Online, http://english.people.com.
cn/90001/90778/7284081.html, 11 February 2011.
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