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I. Introduction 

Borders in Europe, especially in Central Europe, play a crucial role in the development of 

economy and society, because due to the small area of these countries the region is 

interwoven by a dense net of borders. Hence, each change of border’s role means 

significant change in the life of local residents as well as social and economic actors. The 

end of communism and incoming new regime was the beginning of the internationalising, 

i.e. broadening of cross-border connections in Central Europe, which accelerated after the 

accessing of Central European states to the European Union (EU). At first it was primarily 

about connecting of infrastructure networks than extending the economic cooperation. 

Nowadays, in addition to economic networking there are efforts in favour of diminishing 

mental barriers and connecting social networks. At the same time, the meaning of borders 

(studied as geographical, philosophical and societal category) and cross-borders got new 

interpretation through the changes of the nature of the borders (Kolossov, Scott 2013). The 

former separation character of borders was considerably weakened due to EU and 

Schengen, but the great diversity of border types still remained; borders are dynamically 

changing and the particular border regions in EU may have different cooperation level. In 

some cases, the unfamiliarity and dominance of prejudices against the people of other 

nationalities can still obstruct cooperation initiatives (Balogh 2013). On the other hand, 

there are cross-border regions where the interactions and integrations are on such high 

level that there is a new cross-border identity evolving among the residents (Németh et. al. 

2013 pp. 3-4). The cross-border regions that had so far only unilateral connections, 

gradually become active contact zones by which they get new development potential. This 

potential is enhanced by EU INTERREG cross-border cooperation funds, which can 

facilitate the one basic principle of EU, the free movement of products and services across 

borders. 

The effective development of cross-border regions in Central and Eastern Europe is 

unthinkable without funds and other sources from outside. This is especially characteristic 

for regions and settlements along the Hungarian-Slovak border, which are typically often 

cumulatively disadvantaged due to social aspects (minority population, i.e. Hungarians on 

the Slovak side and Roma/Gypsies on both sides) and economic situation (high 

unemployment from Štúrovo/Esztergom towards east (Balogh & Pete 2017), bad 

transportation due to an absence of highways and cross-border roads, bridges). Therefore, 
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in my study I primarily focus on the development programs of the EU targeted at the 

Slovak-Hungarian cross-border areas. 

The present PhD also focuses to 2001-2003 PHARE CBC Programme, 2004-2006 

INTERREG IIIA Hungary-Slovakia-Ukraine (HU-SK-UA) Neighbourhood Programme 

and 2007-2013 Hungary-Slovakia (HU-SK) Cross-Border Cooperation Programme. These 

programmes and their results (including their impacts) are discussed. 

 

II. Motivation 

The present PhD thesis has the following research questions: 

- 1) Which regions from NUTS III, resp. IV territorial level were the most active in 

submitting of project applications for calls of proposals in EU cross-border 

cooperation programmes; and how successful were their applications? In addition, if 

those applicants and regions were applied for grants, which were in their largest 

need? 

- 2) Is there any connection between the number of realized and/or running projects and 

the geographic location and economic situation? I.e. the most support got there where 

it was most needed? The allocation of the sources was in favour of equalization? 

- 3) How effectively was managed the support, development, and improvement of the 

infrastructure in the economically the most backward regions in programming 

periods? 

- 4) What kind of impacts did the cross-border development projects have in the 

Slovakian - Hungarian border region on employment and infrastructure in South 

Slovakia? 

 

Based on the aforementioned, it is supposed that the territorial distribution of the funds and 

supports correlates with the geographical location of the economically backward regions, 

i.e. with regions in South Slovakia where unemployment and a poor infrastructure are the 

most critical. According to previous studies and also in general beliefs, the most pressing 

problem of South Slovakia is the poor accessibility due to the underdevelopment of the 

transportation infrastructure. The insufficient capacity of the east-west roads and the lack 

of north-south connections (due to historical legacy), consequently caused the bad 

exploration or isolation of this area resulting in high unemployment (see Baross Gábor 

Plan p. 151). The aim of the development policies in development of the cross-border areas 
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is that they should support the most backward areas which are most in need. To realize 

this, it is also necessary to unfold the isolation of these regions by building the appropriate 

motorway network (i.e. R2, R7) and the related sub-road network, and establish suitable 

areas for development of industry. Only in that case can it be said that the development of 

cross-border regions reaches the declared aims in current programming period (2014-

2020), i.e. the improvement of cooperation and development of backward regions along 

cross-border areas. The question is also how long time is needed to reach the declared 

targets, taking into account that cross-border cooperation programmes have already existed 

more than 10 years in our region. 

 

III. The studied regions, the used databases, spatial and temporal frameworks of the 

analysis 

The primary subject of the investigated area is the 679 km long Slovak-Hungarian border 

region (the longest border line for both states) and its close subregions including the 

„Slovak-Hungarian mixed“ districts (from Dunajská Streda and Nové Zámky towards 

Lučenec, Rimavská Sobota, Rožňava, Trebišov etc.) based on the level of NUTS IV. In 

addition, from an analytical point of view, the investigated region is extended to adjacent 

areas, i.e. towards neighbouring districts both in Hungary and whole or partial counties in 

South Slovakia. The investigated area shows a high degree of coincidence to the area 

defined by the Slovak Statistical Office in the 2002 general elections, and which is often 

labelled as Slovak-Hungarian mixed population area. In terms of the physical geographical 

characteristics this area involves (of course taking into account the administrative borders, 

too) mainly the southern lowlands and hilly areas of Slovakia. 

South Slovakia in the west begins with the Slovakian part of Kisalföld (labelled as 

Csallóköz, Mátyusföld) in Slovak language called as Podunajská nížina. This is followed 

by a hilly area along the lower flow of river Hron (Garam), then by the valley of Ipeľ 

(Ipoly), by the region of Gemer (Gömör), Turňa (Torna), the valley of Hornád, 

Medzibodrožie (Bodrogköz), and Uh (Ung) region. The mentioned regions are primarily 

populated by the Hungarian minority in Slovakia. For practical reasons, I limited the 

analyses data to NUTS IV level, respectively in some cases to data of NUTS III. An 

analysis of development programs for cross-border cooperation was conducted for the 

whole development area on the NUTS III level both for states. 



4 

 

The data were collected from following databases: the IMIS and ITMS electronic 

monitoring systems, VÁTI/Széchenyi Program Office (SZPO - Széchenyi Programiroda 

Nonprofit Kft.), Ministry of Construction and Regional Development of the Slovak 

Republic / Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development of the Slovak Republic as well 

as databases of the statistical offices of Slovakia (ŠÚSR) and Hungary (KSH) and also 

from freely accessible databases of some other public administration institutes.  

The doctoral dissertation contains 8 main sections, the bibliography and annexes. The first 

part is a review of available literature about cross-border regions. Here, I clarify and 

compare the terms and expressions used in the present study related to cross-border co-

operations, legislations and organizations. The focus is on the specific features of the 

settlement system, the stage of development and the administrative structure, as well as the 

supply of settlements and hierarchical relationships between them. The subsequent two 

sections are related to the analysis of international and national development documents in 

terms of how individual strategies and plans can serve the development of southern 

Slovakia. This is followed by a review of evaluations of CBC programmes, which recently 

finished, collected by EU institutions in the last years, and by a detailed analysis of 

regional development programmes of the Hungarian-Slovak border region supported by 

the EU. The analysis is related to the development programmes PHARE CBC (realized 

immediately before joining EU), and the projects funded from structural programmes of 

EU (realized after joining the EU, i.e. 2004-2006 HU-SK-UA programmes and 2007-2013 

HU-SK framework programmes). First, the analysis is conducted on the level of individual 

programmes and calls for proposals, followed by the comparison in terms of entire 

programmes. In the last chapter, the findings of our study are concluded and pointed out. 

For data analysis and evaluation of graphs/histograms, mathematical and statistical 

methods (i.e. aggregation, weighting, correlation, trend and regression analysis) were 

adapted. 

IV. Main results of the thesis 

   To summarize the results of my research, the following points can be concluded: 

1) The character and the role of the state borders in Europe have undergone a major 

change after the end of communism (i.e. 1989). Before 1989 the borders – especially 

those which separated the two world systems - usually formed an impenetrable and 

strictly guarded barrier with a limited number of crossing points. After the end of 



5 

 

communism, there were formed more crossing points over the borders and the role of 

the borders weakened, thus they changed to more permeable. Since the introduction 

of the Schengen border control system and internal borders between the states, 

passport control was cancelled, allowing people, goods and services flow freely, 

which are recently only controlled at the external borders of the Schengen system. 

Thus, it can be said that free movement is the EU's greatest achievement within the 

Schengen area. However, this is in danger also due to the recent migration crisis. 

2) For southern Slovakia it can be established that in terms of the settlement system and 

economic development there are different characteristic features for the western and 

eastern districts compared to the central regions surrounded by hills. It is because the 

first mentioned regions are characterized by a dominance of larger villages, while the 

central regions are featured by smaller underdeveloped villages. Also, the distance 

from the most important cities can play a significant role in the development of the 

micro region. In the eastern region it is Košice and in the west Bratislava, cities not 

included in this study, but their close proximity has major impacts (in terms of 

services, employments, etc.) on the surrounding micro-regions such as 

Moldava/Szepsi (in case of Košice) or Csallóköz and Mátyusföld (Podunajská nížina) 

(in case of Bratislava).  

3) The underdeveloped settlements of the investigated regions show high correlation 

with the distance from the district’s headquarters as well as the urban density of the 

district. For people living in such underdeveloped settlements an administrative 

decentralization is needed, which includes reforms already started in early 1990s and 

development of volunteering and management structure formed from bottom-up. For 

an economic rise of the southern and eastern regions, the EU’s funds and 

governmental programs are also important. These should include investments related 

to minimize the infrastructural differences between regions, introduction of special 

discounts (e.g. legislative, tax relief) for their development, adopting modern regional 

and economic development instruments (modernization of education, support of 

tourism and SMEs, promoting of business incubators, industrial parks, technology 

transfer centres, and also agriculture and food industry). The development of micro-

regional centres has a positive effect on their surroundings, e.g. new investment 

brings workplaces and e.g. a new health centre is also useful for the whole urban 

agglomeration. 
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4) The investigated regions are connected through a lot of significant international 

development programs, such as the Danube Strategy. The concepts related to 

development of cross-border regions are discussed in Slovak investment documents, 

policy strategies and programmes as development conceptions of regions, etc. In this 

work, I focus on the development of the infrastructure. Especially, I analysed deeper 

two national development documents: the transport infrastructure development 

strategic plan of Slovakia until 2020 (SPRDI SR 2014) and the Integrated 

Infrastructure Development Operational Programme (OP II 2016), which intended to 

establish the infrastructural and transport development in the upcoming period. 

5) The funding of projects and plans in Southern Slovakia still seems less assured since 

their priorities are at the end of list (e.g. see map 7. (Expressways), map 10. 

(Peripheral areas) or map 12. (Crossing points)). For example, in the case of river 

Ipoly, unlike the upper region of the river where at the beginning of the 2007-2013 

framework program two crossing points were built, at the lower end of the river (as 

opposed to the preliminary plans) were not developed any new crossing points. Thus, 

this region of the Ipoly (together with the Danube border) still remains a major 

geographical and mental barrier. The insufficient access to infrastructure and 

transport networks in the peripheral regions (to note, in South Slovakia there is a lack 

of development projects for modernisation of railways and also the highways are 

missing) hinder the improvement and potential development in tourism and industry 

in contrast to centralized regions in Slovakia and Hungary. Based on the above, it 

does not appear to be relevant that the decision-makers which working on 

development programs are trying to minimize the differences between 

underdeveloped regions in southern Slovakia and other well-developed regions. 

Among the studied documents, especially the Baross Gábor plan deals with the 

development in South Slovakia (BGP 2014), which is a new “bottom up” initiative 

implemented by the Association of Hungarian Economists in Slovakia (Združenie 

maďarských ekonómov na Slovensku) in 2013. However, there is a risk related to the 

realization of the projects which rely on bottom-up construction, because such an 

approach is not relevantly provided by sufficient management capacities and 

resources required for their implementation. 

To summarize, it can be said that the investigated regions are rather underrepresented 

already at the planning level of developments. The elimination of the disadvantages in 
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the development and infrastructure of underdeveloped regions in near future thus 

seems uncertain. 

6) In all three examined cross-border cooperation programs, eastern region (especially 

Košice and surroundings) showed the highest activity in both the number of 

submitted project proposals and their success. However, this region grows very 

dynamically and is less in the need of EU funds. On the other hand, one of the worst 

situated NUTS IV regions is Trebišov district, which also has a high successful rate in 

project proposals. 

7) The strong activity of the eastern regions of both states (Košice region and BAZ 

county) is welcome, because those regions along the Hungarian-Slovak border are out 

of sight and therefore are much undeveloped in comparison to the western regions 

(Hardi 2008. p. 9, Székely 2010). Their success lies in the fact that the applicants of 

the region – except having learned successfully writing project applications – they 

mastered the communication, close cooperation among themselves and with similar 

partner Hungarian organizations, due to which many major projects have been 

successfully implemented and realized in the bond of local governments and civil 

organizations. 

8) It can be said that the central part of Slovakia after a stronger start (PHARE) in 

project proposals has fallen sharply. While Lučenec and Rožňava districts belonged 

among the most active candidates in the Phare CBC program, in the framework 

program 2007-2013 they were not so active. In Western Slovakia the most active 

district was Komárno, and in 2007-2013 programme period also Dunajská Streda, 

however mostly in the PHARE program and in comparison to Košice region the 

project proposals were not so successful. In the case of the INTERREG IIIA and the 

2007-2013 HU-SK programmes, the Košice region was also over-represented in 

comparison to the western regions. On the second and third place was the Nitra and 

Banská Bystrica region. From the Banská Bystrica, Bratislava and Trnava regions 

benefit from only a few project proposals, from which in the first call just a very 

small percentage was suitable for funding. In contrast, in the second round much 

more proposals gained funding but compared with other regions it was still a low 

number, except for Banská Bystrica region, which both in the number of the 

submitted proposals and efficiency (success rate) preceded Prešov region. The Banská 

Bystrica region in the first call of the Hungary-Slovakia Cross-border Co-operation 

Programme 2007-2013 still had a prestigious rank in the number of proposals; 
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however, in the second call it was characterized permanently by lower activity and 

realized projects together with Bratislava region. On the other hand, about Bratislava 

region it can be said that in the 2007-2013 programme period was overall strong, with 

high number of project partners (see map 11.). Within Bratislava region most of the 

project applications (and realized projects too) came from organizations of the capital 

city of Slovakia, except of low number of organizations from surroundings. The app- 

 

11. map: HU-SK 2007-2013 CBC Programme - number of project partners (with 

financial contribution) on district level (NUTS 4) 

 

Source: own construction 

 

lied and/or implemented project proposals and applications in the third, fourth and 

fifth call, those started to be realized in the last few months, are distributed quite 

homogeneously between the major regions. The 5A diagram shows the summarized 

financial support in the 2007-2013 HU-SK framework program divided per resident. 

9) Between the number of the projects and the unemployment rates of districts, in the 

most cases no relationship was observed, except of realized projects during 2007-

2013 programming period due to global economic crisis and increasing 

unemployment rates (7B diagram). For this period some weak or medium correlation 

was observed. The unemployment rate increased the most in the districts of Komárno 

and Dunajská Streda. These districts are not the most developed, but they were among 

the most active during the programming period 2007-2013 (15. table). On the other 

hand, some less developed districts e.g. Revúca, Rimavská Sobota and Rožňava, 

where also the unemployment rate significantly increased, were less active applicants 

compared with districts located directly at the border (5 A diagram – see also trend 

lines). 
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It can be noted that while the effect of financial support for development of regions in 

the PHARE CBC was only minimal detectable and for Interreg IIIA program was not 

detectable; in the case of newer programs (recently finishing projects) this effect is 

much more observable and strongly improved the development in the regions, 

because the projects are realized primarily in such regions where the highest the 

unemployment rates are. 

 

5A diagram: Financial support in € per resident as a function of location (border 

districts of Slovak-Hungarian border region in Slovakia from west to east direction) 

during program period 2007-2013 - HU-SK CBC Programme 

 
Source: Own construction 

 

The income data per employer does not show any correlation with weigh values of 

population of districts which were involved in the 2007-2013 HU-SK framework 

programme in year 2011 or 2014. To note, only one district has a higher income value 

than the Slovakian average (Šaľa/Vágsellye, 2011’s data). For the other studied 

regions, the income values showed both in 2011 and 2014 a slight inverse correlation. 

However, if the trends of incomes values are compared with the values of the 

financial support, we already observe a weak moderate positive relationship. This 

does not necessarily mean that the improving trend of incomes (after the crisis) of 
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these districts in comparison to the Slovakian average was caused by HU-SK Cross-

Border Co-operation Programmes. 

10) Regarding the investment projects, increased number of applications and financial 

support was observed from west towards east regions of examined area, particularly 

in the development of cross-border infrastructures, especially in transport 

infrastructure (see map 12.); lower rate in the development of the extension of the 

water treatment capacity and telecommunications. In the field of economic 

development, the projects focused on the support and establishment of the business 

and enterprise incubators, as well as other direct and indirect financial stimuli for 

investments (e.g. development of industrial areas, tourist attractions, trainings, etc.). 

These projects were allocated almost equally in the whole examined area. 
 

To conclude, in general, South Slovakia after the end of the communism (1989) has 

deteriorated in the country, the development of the southern regions (already on the 

planning level) were suppressed compared to other regions (e.g. in southern Slovakia there 

are almost no expressways). These regions were not able to properly utilize the opened 

borders. Neither the free movement across the borders nor the co-operation possibilities 

did prevent the underdevelopments of major border regions, despite the investigated 

development programs in this study (especially, the recently finishing projects of 2007-

2013 Hungary-Slovakia cross-border cooperation framework program) has contributed 

significantly to the development of South Slovakia. Summarizing the foregoing it can be 

said, that some of the eastern regions (e.g. Košice and surroundings) were very active in 

the realization of cross-border projects, but the underdeveloped border districts of Banská 

Bystrica county could not effectively utilize the available support possibilities. It can be 

said that the regional allocation of the funds is not always in correlation with the 

geographical localisation of the economically most disadvantaged regions.  

Based on my research it can be said that:  

 The Eastern Slovakian Košice region (city of Košice and its surroundings) showed the 

highest activity in submission of project proposals and also in utilization of available 

funds during the examined programmes. On the other hand, there are some of the 

underdeveloped border districts of Banská Bystrica NUTS 3 region (especially district 

of Rimavská Sobota), which could not properly utilize the support possibilities. 
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 Next to note, the regional distribution of grants is not in correlation with the 

distribution of economically disadvantaged regions. Thus, it cannot be clearly stated 

that the sources were allocated to the places which needed to enhance their 

competitiveness in comparison to other regions. 

 It cannot be said that there is a serious will for infrastructural improvement of 

disadvantaged districts. In some cases it can be stated that the examined south 

Slovakian regions are de-emphasized already on the planning level, despite the fact 

that in the last period there were also positive steps made on the government side (see 

the section of the present dissertation related to development programmes). These 

steps included the compilation of a list of the most disadvantaged districts, designation 

of governmental commissioner for them and tax discounts. The development sources 

or grants in 2007-2013 programming period were at least enough for that the gap 

between the well developed and the disadvantaged regions did not increase 

significantly. 

 Cross border co-operation projects also helped the development of disadvantaged 

regions, but it cannot be clearly stated, that they relevantly improved the infrastructure 

and unemployment situation of South Slovakia. The reason is that the sources of 

subsidies were fragmented and not concentrated sufficiently into micro-regions close 

to the border. On the other hand, the available sources, which rely only on CBC 

programmes, are relative small for larger development in comparison to other 

development (sectorial) programmes funded by the EU. 

So far even the implemented projects and cross-border co-operations were not enough 

to improve the situation in southern Slovakia in terms of employment situation as well as 

the infrastructure. The stabilization of regional disparities (e.g. socially disadvantaged 

population, unemployment, lack of industry) should be the new aim in the new 

programming periods, the development phase for the next projects calls, which can 

ultimately eliminate of regional inequalities.  
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