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Abstract 

During the period of communism, international 

borders were closed in Hungary. Borderland regions were 

in a disadvantageous situation and they strove with serious 

out-migration. The border regions of the counties (NUTS-

3 level) face a similar situation. This paper tries to 

describe the population change trends of the Hungarian 

settlements connecting with the situation of borderlands. 

The settlements have been divided into three groups 

according to their location/function (inner border, county-

border, international border) and it was inferred that the 

population change trends of the two border regions are 

similar. 

Keywords: Hungary, population change, border 

situation, out-migration, peripheries 

Rezumat. Rolul graniţelor în tendinţele 
demografice din Ungaria 

În perioada comunistă, graniţele internaţionale erau 

închise în Ungaria. Regiunile de graniţă se aflau într-o 

situaţie dezavantajoasă şi se confruntau cu o emigraţie 

ridicată. Regiunile de graniţă din cadrul judeţelor (nivelul 

3 NUTS) se confruntă cu o situaţie similară. Această 

lucrare încearcă să descrie tendinţele de modificare a 

populaţiei din localităţile maghiare în corelaţie cu situaţia 

zonelor de graniţă. Aşezările au fost împărţite în trei grupe 

conform localizării / funcţiei (graniţă internă, graniţă de 

judeţ, graniţă internaţională) şi s-a ajuns la concluzia că 

tendinţele demografice ale celor două regiuni de graniţă 

sunt similare. 

Cuvinte-cheie: Ungaria, schimbări demografice, 

situaţia de la granite, emigrare, periferie.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

The present paper deals with the importance of 

borders from demographic, migration and overall 

population change trends point of view in Hungary. 

Two types of borders were examined, the country 

borders and the county borders. The population 

change trends were considered between 1870 and 

2009, but first of all the 1949-2009 period; the era 

of socialism and the democratic years following 

1990 was taken into account.  

Since the administrative system of Hungary, 

compared to other countries, is different, take a 

short look at it. The highest level of hierarchy, 

NUTS-2 (which is just statistical and not 

administrative) is the level of regions (régió). There 

are seven regions in Hungary with the average 

population of 1,450,000 in each. It is a relatively 

new level as the regions were created in the 1990’s. 

The second and most traditional level of the 

Hungarian administrative system is the county 

(megye). At this NUTS-3 level, which is both 

statistical and administrative level, there are 19+1 

counties with the average population of 400-

500,000. Although the borders the number and the 

seats were changed a lot during the centuries, the  

 

 

borders of the counties were relatively stable since 

1950. It is the strongest level in the Hungarian 

administrative system, so the county borders are 

really important and relatively closed. The next 

level is LAU-1, the 174 small-regions (kistérség), 

which are also new and also just statistical. Their 

average population is about 60,000. A small-region 

usually consists of a town and its hinterland. The 

smallest level, the LAU-2, is the level of settlements 

(település). There are about 3,150 individual 

settlements in Hungary; all of them have local 

governments. The settlements could be divided into 

320 towns and 2,830 villages. The average 

population of the settlements is about 3,300; the 

largest is Budapest with the population of 1.7 

million, while the smallest is Iborfia in Zala county 

with a population of just 12 people. Our research 

studies were accomplished on the basis of the plenty 

of yearly data in the Hungarian statistics related to 

all these levels. In this paper the counties and 

settlements are being discussed.  

URBANIZATION IN HUNGARY 

As urbanization and suburbanization are the 

main migration processes in Hungary after 1945, 

first these processes have to be briefly presented. 
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The trends of urbanization and inner-migration in 

the last decades are well-known. Before 1990, the 

mass-urbanization process was the main migration 

process in Hungary. The population of the towns 

gradually increased, while the number of village 

inhabitants registered a decrease (Enyedi, 1988; 

Beluszky, 1999). This population growing process 

was first observed in large towns and later in the 

medium-sized and small ones as well. The size was 

also important in case of the villages; the smaller 

the village was, the larger migration loss 

characterized it. The geographic location was also 

relevant, but not as much as the size. Only some 

villages with special functions had migration gain 

(villages with significant tourism, industrial 

villages, mining villages, some important 

agricultural centres). Because of the out-migration, 

the demographic situation of the villages also 

changed, their population became older and they 

showed natural decrease in the 1970s and the 1980s.  

After 1990 most of the towns also faced up to 

natural decrease and the previous migration trends 

changed dramatically. The urbanization, which was 

much slower in the 1980s than before, stopped at 

that time. The population of the large and medium-

sized towns became smaller and smaller and the 

most important reason for this decline was the 

suburbanization. First, in the vicinity of Budapest, 

then in the hinterland of other large towns, the 

population of the villages was increased and the 

reason was the migration from towns. The scientific 

literature of suburbanization is quite rich in 

Hungary and most of the reasons are known as well 

(Bajmócy, 2000, 2002, 2006; Bajmócy and Dudás, 

2009; Dövényi and Kovács, 1999; Hardi, 2002; 

Timár, 1999). Normally, during suburbanization, 

population decline could be observed in the rural 

areas. It reached Hungary in the 1990s, but the 

degree of this decline was not larger than the 

decline of the total population. The population 

change tendencies of the rural areas had been 

caused by several reasons. During the first half of 

the 1990s a lot of people moved back from towns to 

rural areas because of living problems, 

unemployment and economic crisis occurring in the 

towns. Firstly, these people migrated to the poorest 

regions of Hungary (Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg and 

Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén counties) and the dynamic 

migrational zones near the towns sometimes 

overlapped with the borders of suburban zones. 

Some typical rural areas also became popular 

among the population, usually the ones that have 

touristic attractions too (Balaton-highland, Őrség), 

and some people moved there. Thus, during the 

1990s and the first 3-4 years of the 2000s, the data 

emphasized the population’s decline in large and 

medium-sized towns, while the suburban regions, 

stagnating small towns and the rural areas were 

characterized by an increase in Hungary. After 

2004, some of these trends were about to change. 

The population began to increase again in the large 

towns, in the suburban zone of Budapest the 

previous suburbanization trends continued, but in 

other towns the suburbanization decelerated. On the 

contrary, nowadays, a dramatic out-migration could 

be experienced in the country regarding the rural 

areas.  

DATA AND METHODS 

The present research deals with the population 

change trends of the settlements in Hungary by 

decades between the period of 1949-2001 and 

between 2001 and 2009. The different elements of 

population changes (migration balance, in-

migration, out-migration, natural increase / 

decrease, births, deaths) were examined separately. 

The Hungarian Statistical Office (HSO) has 

provided the data and 3,135 settlements were taken 

into account for the whole period. Those new 

villages, that have become independent after 2001, 

could not be investigated separately because of the 

lack of data. There were some problems because of 

the methodological differences of the data of the 

census and the other years. Namely, the population 

of some special institutions (schools, prisons) was 

counted in the census, but the data of other years did 

not include that kind of surplus data. For example, 

the population of Márianosztra (Pest county) was 

866 in 1990, 1,610 in 2001 and 969 in 2008. In 

2001 (the year of the census) the population of the 

local prison was also added, but in the years 1990 

and 2008 it was not. In some cases the data of the 

year 2001 could be significantly different from the 

others and it caused some problem in the analysis of 

the trends. Therefore, considering the year 2001, 

two sets of data were examined, one for the census 

and one for the overcounted
1
 one.  

The settlements of Hungary, according to the 

population change trends, were divided into two 

large and – within the larger groups – eight smaller 

groups. The two large groups are the groups of the 

towns and the villages. As for the towns, the data 

present the functional ones, not the administrative 

ones (more than 300 in Hungary), since in Hungary 

several administrative towns could be found without 

                                                      
1
 The overcounted population means that to the 

population of a census added the number of births, 

deaths, migration year by year. Source of data: 

Hungarian Statistic Office.   
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any urban function. The typology of Pál Beluszky 

(Beluszky, 1999) was applied for the towns, with 

some simplifications, thus the four groups are: (1) 

Budapest, (2) the large towns (regional and county 

centres, 19 settlements), (3) medium-sized towns 

(40 settlements) and (4) the small towns (small 

towns and partly urban ones, 109 settlements). 

Totally, in contrast to Beluszky’s 190 settlements, 

this simplified typology yielded 169 settlements, 

because some towns of the urban agglomerations 

and some touristically attractive settlements formed 

other categories.  

The second large group is the group of villages, 

which was also divided into four sub-groups; three 

dynamic groups and one more group, in which the 

villages lagged behind. Two suburban groups of 

villages (and small towns) could be distinguished, 

one in the vicinity of Budapest and one in the 

vicinity of other large towns. The suburban zone of 

Budapest is much larger than the official 

agglomeration; finally there are 166 settlements in 

this group, most of them in Pest County. Totally, 

there are 291 suburban settlements in the hinterland 

of other large towns; most of them could be found 

near Győr (36), Pécs (27), Zalaegerszeg (27), 

Szombathely (26), Kaposvár (25) and Miskolc (23). 

The third special group of rural settlements 

indicates the touristically attractive ones, in which 

the population change trends also differ from others. 

There are 116 such settlements, most of them 

around Lake Balaton (88), but there are some 

around Lake Velence, Lake Tisza and the Danube 

Bend and it is worth to mention some spas as well. 

The largest group of villages implies 2,393 rural 

settlements (mainly villages, and some 

administrative towns without any urban functions). 

In this paper, the population change trends of these 

groups were examined according to categories for 

the period of 1949-2009. Three large groups were 

considered: (1) urban (which consist of the four 

urban subgroups), (2) developing rural (the three 

dynamic group of the villages) and (3) rural (the 

villages lagged behind). 

There are plenty of papers dealing with the 

disadvantageous situation of the borderland regions 

in Hungary, especially after the First World War 

and also during the socialism. Most of these papers 

deal with the situation of the country-borders, and in 

some aspects, the inner borders (county-borders) 

have the same characteristics. To see the real 

situation, the settlements were divided into three 

groups on the basis of their borderland situation. 

Those settlements that are within 10 km from the 

border were labelled as ‘border’. The next group 

was labelled as ‘county-border’ settlements; they 

are in the same position, even not near the country-

border, but near the county-border. The rest of the 

settlements were labelled as ‘inner’. In the ‘border’ 

group there are 642 settlements, 1,265 settlements 

in the ‘county-border’ group and 1,238 settlements 

in the ‘inner’ group (Figure 1). 

HISTORY OF THE BORDERS IN 
HUNGARY 

County borders are relatively ‘new’ borders in 

Hungary, all of them formed after the First World 

War. Before 1920, all the present borderland 

regions were in the internal part of Hungary, and 

when Hungary lost two third of its former territory, 

the new borders were outlined. Certain sections of 

the borders were designated by taking into 

consideration ethnic respects (borders in the central 

part of Slovakia, the whole Hungarian-Croatian 

border, the southern part of the Hungarian-

Romanian border and the whole Hungarian-

Austrian border). However, in some territories 

populous Hungarian minorities have remained just 

out of the border (the Western and Eastern part of 

the Hungarian-Slovakian border, along the whole 

Hungarian-Ukrainian border, the northern part of 

the Hungarian-Romanian border, the central and 

Eastern part of the Hungarian-Serbian border). 

Other sections of the borders are natural (designated 

by the Danube and the Drava rivers). Between the 

two World Wars the connection between Hungary 

and the neighbouring countries was altered for the 

worse, but the borders were relatively opened. It 

was true especially in the case of moving from the 

villages to over the border agricultural lands.  

 After 1949, all of these countries became 

socialist (except for Austria), so theoretically they 

were friendly, but the borders became extremely 

closed. It was very hard to cross the borders, so 

there were almost no cross-border relations. The 

connection with Austria (capitalist country) and in 

the early 1950s with Yugoslavia, as the Iron Curtain 

emerged, was extremely unsatisfactory, the moving 

to borderland regions was limited and the 

borderland villages in the West, then in the South in 

the 1950s were almost ‘closed communities’. 

In these decades, borderland regions were in a 

really disadvantageous situation; investments were 

not realized and the infrastructure was in bad 

condition. Owing to the unemployment, many 

people moved away from these regions. Near the 

Austrian border the situation was more complex, 

because of the presence of a large German ethnic 

minority. The Germans had been expelled in 1946 

and the territory was occupied by Hungarians. As a 



Forum geografic. Studii şi cercetări de geografie şi protecţia mediului 
Volume 10, Issue 2 / December 2011, pp. 212 – 219  

DOI: 10.5775/fg.2067-4635.2011.002.d                              Copyright © 2011 Forum geografic. S.C.G.P.M              215 

consequence of the infrastructural disadvantages, 

the inappropriate living circumstances and also the 

lack of local roots, the out-migration of the 

Hungarians was really massive. The traffic situation 

was also unsatisfactory, the transit routes avoided 

this area and the traditional centres of these villages 

were missing (sometimes they remained on the 

other side of the border), or just the traditional 

hinterland of the towns remained outside. Especially 

in the 1970s and 1980s, numerous papers discussed 

the unfavourable situation of the borderland villages 

in Hungary (Beluszky, 1977; Süli-Zakar, 1992; 

Csatári, 1978). 

After 1990 the situation went under a change; 

the borders became opened and a lot of new 

possibilities raised in the vicinity of the borders. 

The circumstances were the best nearby the 

Austrian border due to the investments from West, 

the cross-border co-operations and cross-border 

shopping, the working places in Austria and the 

Austrian customers and tourists, who required the 

cheap and high-quality services available in 

Hungary (health tourism, dental-tourism, 

hairdressers, cosmeticians, etc.) (Michalkó, 2001). 

Along the other borders cross-border shopping and 

new cultural connections were established. In the 

last years, in the vicinity of Bratislava (Slovakia), 

Oradea and Arad (Romania), moreover cross-border 

suburbanization has emerged, due to the remarkably 

cheap houses in the near-the-border villages of 

Hungary (Hardi, 2010). A rather strong 

differentiation of the borderland regions could be 

observable in Hungary nowadays. In some regions 

the population is old, the infrastructure is 

inconvenient, there is unemployment, the cross-

border connections are limited and out-migration is 

the present tendency. In other places rapid 

development has started; these borderland regions 

are well-prosperous. 

Borderland regions

Border   (642)
County-border  (1265)
Inner   (1238)

 

Fig. 1. Border and non-border regions in Hungary 
 

 

The situation of county-borders (inner-borders) 

sometimes was similar to and sometimes was 

different from the borders of the country. Of course, 

there were no ethnic differences or iron curtains 

between the two sides of these borders. After the 

administrative reform in 1950, the borders of the 

counties were relatively stable, and owing to the 

centralization of the functions during the socialism 

these borders were closed. There were limited traffic 

connections (few roads, very few bus lines) across 

the county borders. People had to go to the nearest 

city to get any service, but in accordance with the 

centralization, always within his/her own county. 

Cross border bus-lines were almost ceased, so the 
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borderland regions of the counties were really 

peripheral lands during the socialism. The central 

cities received most of the money central investments 

and the borderland regions remained underdeveloped 

and in these last regions the out-migration rate was 

high. In contrast with the international borders, 

considerably limited number of researches and 

papers were carried out on these inner-border regions 

or these inner-peripheries. After 1990 the situation 

has changed and the cross county-border relations 

have become more important.  

POPULATION CHANGE TRENDS IN 
BORDER AND NON-BORDER-REGIONS 
IN HUNGARY 

The common view is that borderland regions had 

very bad population change trends especially during 

the socialism, as a result of the closed international 

borders and the disadvantageous position of these 

regions. However, the numbers emphasize a 

different situation; it is true that the borderland 

regions had worse population change tendencies 

than the inner parts (Table 1). From the 15 

investigated time-periods, in case of 12 the 

population change trends of the border regions were 

significantly worse than the average. It is also true, 

that the largest differences could be observable in 

the 1950s and 1960s between the population change 

of the borderland regions and the average values, 

when the borders were the most uncrossable. It is 

worth mentioning that between 1870 and 1920 the 

population change trends of the borderland regions 

were also worse than the average, when there were 

no borders there at all. Thus, these regions were 

also peripheral before the First World War and they 

are peripheral nowadays as well.  

The inner (county)-border regions are 

comparable with the national ones. From the 15 

time period, in 10 occasions the data referring to the 

county-border regions show inadequate trends. In 7 

time-periods (including the 1960s and the 1980s) 

the population change trends of the inner-border 

regions are even worse than national border regions. 

So, the population change trends in all border 

regions (both national and county borders) are more 

unfavourable than in the inner regions, and between 

the national and county border regions could not be 

noticed large differences. The myth of the total 

removal of population from the borderland regions 

is not true, the population change trends 

characterizing the national border regions in 

Hungary are not worse than those characterizing 

other peripheries of the country and otherwise it is 

not a new situation; it was the case before 1920, 

when there were no borders on that area. 

As it has been noticed before, urbanization was 

the main reason for the migration in Hungary 

between 1949 and 1990, so during the investigation 

process of the population change trends, the size of 

settlement is a really important aspect. Therefore, it 

is worth to divide the settlements (all the borderland 

types) into urban and rural groups. The above 

written urban groups were used and three large 

cluster (urban, developing rural and rural) were 

created to see the population change trends in the 

different border-type clusters. The results (Table 2.) 

are similar to the ones in the previous table. 

 

 

Table 1. Population change by decades and borderland-types in Hungary between 1870 and 2009. 
 Inner County-border Country border Total 

1870-1880 9.1 4.8 3.2 6.4 

1880-1890 15.4 10.2 11.8 12.8 

1890-1900 19.9 8.2 11.7 14.1 

1900-1910 15.0 7.4 7.6 11.1 

1910-1920 6.7 3.1 3.5 4.9 

1920-1930 11.1 6.3 7.0 8.8 

1930-1941 9.4 3.2 4.5 6.6 

1941-1949 -2.9 0.6 -0.1 -1.3 

1949-1960 9.9 5.2 4.7 7.6 

1960-1970 7.4 -1.2 -0.1 3.5 

1970-1980 5.4 1.8 1.7 3.8 

1980-1990 -2.2 -4.4 -4.2 -3.1 

1990-2001 -2.8 0.5 -0.9 -1.5 

2001-2005 -2.9 -1.6 -3.3 -2.6 

2005-2009 0.1 -4.4 -4.4 -1.9 

Source: Author’s calculation using Hungarian Statistical Office data 

Data that are significantly larger than the average are in bold and those that are smaller are in italics 
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Table 2. Population change by decades, urban and borderland-types in Hungary between 1870 and 2009 

  
Urban Developing rural Rural 

Total 

  
Inner County-border Border Inner County-border Border Inner County-border Border 

1870-1880 16.6 7.5 7.0 5.6 4.2 5.0 2.6 3.4 0.6 6.4 

1880-1890 21.8 11.4 13.7 11.3 8.6 12.3 9.5 10.0 10.5 12.8 

1890-1900 32.4 10.8 17.7 11.4 9.0 10.9 7.1 6.4 7.9 14.1 

1900-1910 20.9 9.6 10.3 14.1 9.9 8.0 6.1 5.3 5.6 11.1 

1910-1920 8.8 4.2 5.7 7.9 4.9 3.9 2.5 1.8 1.7 4.9 

1920-1930 13.5 5.7 6.3 12.2 8.4 6.7 6.0 5.9 7.7 8.8 

1930-1941 13.1 3.7 6.3 8.0 6.1 1.1 2.6 2.0 3.6 6.6 

1941-1949 -6.2 -2.7 -4.1 1.2 2.1 -0.5 2.9 2.4 3.1 -1.3 

1949-1960 14.1 12.3 11.6 11.7 6.8 3.7 0.6 0.0 -0.2 7.6 

1960-1970 14.1 7.7 13.0 11.8 7.8 -1.7 -10.5 -11.4 -10.8 3.5 

1970-1980 9.4 11.2 12.8 8.3 5.4 0.3 -8.3 -8.5 -9.7 3.8 

1980-1990 -0.5 -1.1 0.1 -0.6 -0.8 -0.6 -9.3 -9.8 -10.6 -3.1 

1990-2001 -6.4 -1.6 -1.3 13.1 9.7 6.2 -1.0 -2.1 -2.0 -1.5 

2001-2005 -7.2 -5.3 -3.8 16.2 11.0 7.7 -4.1 -5.4 -5.3 -2.6 

2005-2009 -1.0 -5.5 -0.1 14.8 6.7 3.3 -9.6 -10.7 -12.7 -1.9 

Source: Author’s calculation using Hungarian Statistical Office data 
Data that are significantly larger than the average are in bold and those that are smaller are in italics 

 

Better population change trends could be seen 

referring to the settlements of urban type and worse 

ones in case of rural settlements. However, taking 

into account the population change trends of urban 

settlements between 1949 and 1990 (mass 

urbanization, communism, closed borders) the 

same trends are noticeable considering the towns 

of inner, county-border and international border 

regions. As for the rural settlements, the tendency 

is also similar. Thus rural settlements had the 

same population loss, even they are in inner, 

county-border or national border position. Not the 

less prosperous villages or towns are the main 

reasons for the unfavourable population change 

trends in the borderland regions, but the small 

number of towns and developing rural areas and 

the majority of rural settlements. So the reason 

for the such worse position of the borderland 

regions is rather structural; owing to the 

differences of the structures of the settlements 

and not because of the unsatisfactory economic 

and infrastructural position of it. 

Comparing the population change trends of the 

individual settlements near the national borders of 

Hungary during the period of communism (1949-

1990) and nowadays (2005-2009), a very similar 

picture appears (Figure 2. and Figure 3.). Most of 

the borderland regions had population loss in both 

periods. It is the situation along the South-Western 

and Southern border (with Slovenia, Croatia and 

Serbia), along the South-Eastern border with 

Romania, the North-Eastern border with 

Slovakia, Ukraine and Romania. Both periods 

were dynamic along the North-Western border 

with Slovakia nearby the Danube (industrial axis) 

and also around the town of Szeged in the vicinity 

of the Serbian border. In the communist era the 

population change trends of Northern Hungary 

were positive, because of the industrial power of 

this region. Nowadays, the industry had been 

closed, so the migration trends have turned back. 

The small and medium sized towns of the 

peripheries and their hinterland have suffered 

some decline as well, the population growth was 

characteristic in the communist era and in the 

present (Békéscsaba-Gyula, Letenye, Barcs, 

Záhony).  

It is also relevant that the developing (suburban) 

zones of some other towns (Debrecen, 

Szombathely) reached the borders and caused 

dynamic migration around the Austrian border. 

These regions also suffered from migration loss 

during the communism.  
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Population in 1990
as % of 1949

92 to 1 553  (840)
73 to 92  (702)
57 to 73  (754)
0 to 57  (849)

 
Fig. 2 Population change trends of the Hungarian settlements between 1949 and 1990 

Source of data: Hungarian Statistical Office. 

Population in 2009
as % of 2005

99,4 to 183,9  (796)
96,2 to 99,4  (767)
92,9 to 96,2  (788)
0  to 92,9  (794)

 
Fig. 3. Population change trends of the Hungarian settlements between 2005 and 2009 

Source of data: Hungarian Statistical Office. 
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CONCLUSION 

Even the situation of the borderland regions was 

not favorable in Hungary during the last decades, 

the population trends show a more detailed picture. 

The population change trends of the borderland 

regions were almost always more disadvantageous 

than those characterizing the settlements in the 

inner areas of Hungary. The situation was the same 

before the First World War as well, when these 

regions were not borderland regions yet, but they 

were in the inner part of the country. Comparing the 

population change trends of the national border 

regions and the inner (county) border regions in 

Hungary, almost the same trends could be seen. So 

it could be concluded that the population change 

trends of the regions near the disadvantageous 

national borders are not worse than those near the 

other peripheral regions of Hungary. Analyzing the 

population change trends of the urban settlements 

between 1949 and 1990 (mass urbanization, 

communism, closed borders) the trends are the same 

concerning the towns in inner, county-border and 

national border situation. As for the rural 

settlements, the tendency is also similar. Thus rural 

settlements had the same population loss, even they 

are in inner, county-border or national border 

position. Not the less prosperous villages or towns 

are the main reasons for the unfavorable population 

change trends in the borderland regions, but the 

small number of towns and developing rural areas 

and the majority of the rural regions. So the reason 

for the so worse position of the borderland regions 

is rather structural, owing to the differences of the 

structures of the settlements and not because of the 

unsatisfactory economic and infrastructural position 

of it.  
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