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The following is the text of a lecture delivered in 
the Hungarian Foreign Society by Dr. Geza Bor- 
nemisza:

‘ ‘Little is known of the industrial life of the Balkans 
or of the incredibly strenuous industrial efforts that wrought 
such great changes in the economic life of that region after 
the first world war. I think, therefore, that it will be 
best for me, before speaking of Hungarian industry, to 
attempt first to give my hearers a comprehensive picture of 
the economic structure of the Balkans and the development 
of economic life there.

‘ ‘The Balkan Peninsula, the most easterly part of 
Europe, the bridge joining three continents, is a region that 
has always played an important role in Hungarian politics, 
and has often been drenched with Magyar blood. Geogra
phically the part of Europe south of the Save, the Danube, 
and the Southern Carpathians is regarded as the Balkans, 
but economically it would be a mistake to adhere strictly 
to this definition, for economic life is lived separately by 
each of the several countries that embrace the Balkan 
Peninsula, so that in discussing our present subject we must 
study the entire area of the countries concerned. If we do 
so, the Balkan Peninsula, which is about 500.000 square 
kilometres in extent, becomes the Balkan area, which is 
over 1.200.000 square kilometres, and includes the whole 
of Serbia, Croatia, Rumania, Bulgaria, Albania, Greece and 
Turkey, with about 60 million inhabitants.

‘ ‘In a political as well as an economic sense this huge 
area is extremely divided and heterogeneous; we even find 
great differences within the boundaries of the same country. 
Yet in the course of our investigations we shall discover
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many distinguishing characteristics that are typical of the 
entire area.

"On the whole Nature has generously supplied the Bal
kan area with everything necessary for sound economic 
growth: it possesses wide expanses suitable for agriculture, 
excellent pastures for cattle-farming, incalculable resources 
of minerals and industrial raw materials, ample natural 
sources of energy, and the sea, as a means of international 
transport, on three sides. Despite all this, economy there 
falls far short of the average standard attained by the rest 
of Europe. One of the chief reasons why this should be 
so is that when for the greater part economic life had 
developed in the rest of Europe, the Balkans were still in 
a state of political ferment. Their peoples, after centuries 
of struggle, had thrown off the yoke of the declining Tur
kish Empire, but for a long time after their liberation they 
were at loggerheads among themselves and at war with 
their former masters. Economic life in a European sense 
was therefore late in beginning to develop. Struggling with 
numerous difficulties, it was only after the last war that it 
gathered impetus, and even today the greatest obstacle to 
vigorous growth is the low level of technical education. 
This makes its effects felt the most sorely in a lamentable 
deficiency of skilled workers and experts, to remedy which 
— though many efforts have already been made —  will 
take a long time and much carefully planned work.

"All the countries of the Balkans are without exception 
distinctly agricultural in character. The proportion of the 
population living by agriculture is over 60% in Greece, 
70% in Rumania and former Yugoslavia and 80% in 
Albania and Turkey. The system of agriculture is mostly 
what is called extensive farming, its technique is rather 
primitive and the yield per acre very variable. In many 
places manuring is wholly unknown, and even in the less 
primitive districts the use of artificial manures is scarcely a 
tenth of the average use made of them in Hungary, which 
is also small.

"The most important crops are wheat, maize and barley; 
industrial plants are produced in notable quantities by 
Bulgaria, Greece and Turkey, where chiefly tobacco, cotton
b



HUNGARIAN INDUSTRY AND THE BALKANS

and oilseed are grown. In the southern parts a considerable 
quantity of fruit and rice is also cultivated. These countries 
are backward in the production of fodder, a circumstance 
that has an adverse effect on the quality of their large 
stocks of animals. Sheep are an important item in those 
stocks, but both the quantity and the quality of their wool 
is comparatively poor.

“ Generally speaking, we see great efforts being made 
everywhere to increase agricultural production, as a result 
of which in Turkey, for instance, the quantity of wheat 
cultivated has been almost quadrupled in the last two 
decades, and, even if not to such an extent, the increase in 
Greece has also been considerable. There hast also been a 
large increase in the products exported, thus Turkey's 
exports of tobacco are almost enough to supply half of 
Germany’s imports of that commodity, and her cotton ex
ports would be sufficient for all Hungary's requirements.

“ Agricultural machines and implements are very primi
tive; hundreds of thousands of wooden ploughshares are 
still in use, and there is such a shortage of the simplest 
agricultural machines that even in Bulgaria, where condi
tions are more advanced, only half of the grain is threshed 
by machinery, the rest being threshed with flails or trampled 
by oxen. And where serious efforts were made to mechanize 
agriculture after the last war, as, for instance, in Turkey 
in the 'twenties, they proved an utter failure though sub
sidized by the State, because the machines were not pro
perly managed and there were no repair-shops to mend 
them.

“Generally speaking, in the Balkan countries the density 
of the agricultural population is too great. The number of 
agricultural workers to each square kilometre is 57 in Ru
mania, 61 in Greece, 63 in the areas of former Yugoslavia 
and 71 in Bulgaria, while in Hungary it is only 34. To this 
rule the only exception is Turkey, which has wide uninhabi
ted territories in Asia that if colonized might be made to 
absorb large masses of the population. Overpopulation 
coupled with a poor average yield explains the low standard 
of living which is all that agriculture in the Balkans can 
provide for those engaged in it. It also explains the wide
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spread endeavour observable in all those countries to 
develop their industries, an endeavour that in the past 
twenty years lias largely changed the structure of Balkan 
economic life.

"Industry in the Balkans has a long past to look back 
on. As we know, in ancient times the spread of Greek 
civilization was followed by the appearance of the products 
of Greece's highly developed industries, especially Attic 
pottery, which spread all along the shores of the Mediter
ranean, the then known world. At and around Athens 
numerous pottery works, each providing several hundreds of 
people with employment, were a source of prosperity. During 
the Turkish era, considerable industrial development was 
noticeable in Bulgaria. The Bulgars, an extremely diligent 
and practical people, whose upper classes were debarred 
from careers in the administration or the army, turned to 
commerce and industry with such good results that for 
centuries Bulgaria was the industrial centre of the mighty 
Turkish Empire, whence shrewd Bulgarian merchants 
carried the products of Bulgaria's handicrafts —  woollen 
materials, blankets, arms, silk, harness, metal goods, etc. — 
far beyond the frontiers of the Empire.

"Cottage industries and handicrafts still play aa im
portant role in the Balkans, but the development of manu
facturing industries is very backward, despite the fact that 
in many places a wealth of natural resources would provide 
a sound basis for industrialization. Industrial raw materials 
are there in abundance; industrial plants can be cultivated 
in all of these countries, there are enormous flocks of 
sheep to provide wool, and ore to ensure a rapid growth of 
the metal industries. Natural sources of energy also abound: 
Rumania has oil, Bosnia unexplored resources of coal, Bul
garia and in particular Turkey also possess coal mines 
awaiting exploitation, and in each of these countries there 
is sufficient water-power to supply industry with energy.

“ After the last war the economic policy of the countries 
belonging to the Balkan area was characterized by a strong 
and purposeful activity aimed at developing industry. One 
after another, laws and ordinances were issued guaranteeing 
privileges of a magnitude unknown in Hungary to industrial
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undertakings. This endeavour was so general and its results 
are so undeniable that in future, too, we must expect a 
strong accentuation of this policy of industrialization. It is 
characteristic of the extent of the support lent to industry 
that in Bulgaria, for instance, the number of hands 
employed by industrial concerns enjoying such privileges is 
half the entire number employed in industry, and there 
have been cases when, owing to a too rapid development, 
certain branches of industry showed signs of over-expansion, 
so that in 1930 it was found expedient to deprive some 
over-grown branches of industry of those privileges, and 
from 1936 on special permission has had to be obtained to 
establish new factories.

"Noticeable results of these widespread endeavours to 
develop industry were first apparent in the branches cater
ing for consumption, particularly in the textile industry, 
and then in mining. Bulgaria shows a greater development 
in the foodstuffs, preserving and tobacco industries; Greece 
in the manufacturing of chemicals, leather goods and 
agricultural machines; the areas of former Yugoslavia in 
the chemical, foodstuffs, timber and paper industries, and 
Turkey chiefly in the agricultural industries and paper 
manufacturing. As an indication of how mining has deve
loped, it may be mentioned that the mine at Bori in Serbia 
whose ore contains 6 or 7 per cent of copper has become 
one of the largest copper mines in Europe, the lead and 
zinc mine at Trepcsa in Hercegovina ranks second after 
those in the United States of America, the mines in Ana
tolia producing chrome ore —  a metal so very important 
to war industry —  occupy the third place in the world's 
production, following after Russia and Southern Rhodesia, 
and in Turkey one vein of copper ore containing 16% of 
copper is the second best in the world after the famous 
Rio Tinto mine. All this by no means sums up the mineral 
resources of the Balkan mountains, which might be an 
incalculably rich and practically inexhaustable source of all 
kinds of mining products, from iron to the rare metals.

"Despite their great industrial development the Balkans 
are not yet self-sufficient in manufactured articles, and 
compared with those of the great industrial countries of
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Europe, their industries are not important. Heavy industries 
and machine factories are practically non-existent, with few 
exceptions the products of their mines are smelted in other 
countries, and even in the branches of industry producing 
utility articles (where development has been the most 
marked) there is a great shortage of better-quality goods. 
Thus the Balkans are still largely dependent on industrial 
imports, and, as the standard of life rises with industrializa
tion, they will become more and more so.

“ If we seek the reasons why in spite of strenuous efforts 
to develop industry its growth has no more than a local 
significance and is still far from being able to supply the 
demand, we must remember that besides a chronic state of 
political insecurity and the low level of economic education 
already mentioned, a lack of transport facilities in the Bal
kans is also a hindrance to progress.

"The means of communication in the Balkans are of a 
very heterogeneous nature. The Balkans have a long coastal 
front, but most of their ports are separated from their 
economic centres by high mountain ranges difficult to nego
tiate, and with few exceptions their roads and railways are 
very inadequate and badly kept. The dearth of railways is 
particularly striking. Whereas in Hungary there are about 
93 kilometres of railroad to every 1000 square kilometres, 
the figures for the Balkans are: 38 kilometres in Rumania 
and former Yugoslavia, 34 in Bulgaria, 20 in Greece and 
only 10 in Turkey. A similar situation obtains as regards 
public highways, which besides are in very bad repair. 
There are areas as large as whole counties without railways 
or roads, which makes transport by land routes extremely 
costly. In Albania, for instance, the freight charges on wheat 
are seven times as high as in Germany. Bulgaria has a 
comparatively well-developed network of roads. In that 
country compulsory labour service, which was introduced 
two decades ago, has made it possible to carry out an 
extensive work of road-building and road-mending. Although 
very much has been accomplished elsewhere during the past 
ten years to improve the means of transport by land, it will 
take some decades before the absolutely necessary network 
of communications is established.
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‘‘Compared with land communications, there is a very 
great traffic on the Danube and by sea. All the littoral 
countries have considerable merchant fleets, but even in an 
international sense Greek navigation is of particular impor
tance, for with two million tons of shipping space Greece 
occupies the ninth place in the world. It is true that she 
buys most of her ships second-hand, but all the same her 
extensive shipping activities make a notable contribution to 
her national economy.

“The fact that water-borne transportation figures so 
largely in the Balkan system of communications is no doubt 
the explanation of a phenomenon Unique in European eco
nomic life, namely, that traffic between these neighbour 
countries is minimal. Of the total volume of their foreign 
trade usually only 2.3%, at the best 4.5%, consists of 
traffic among themselves, and even if we consider their 
traffic with the whole of South Eastern Europe, it does not 
amount to more than 10 or 15 per cent of their entire fpreign 
trade. Here, of course, other considerations must be taken 
into account: political isolation, for instance, and the simi
larity of the economic character of the different countries, 
but from what has been said it is plain that owing to a 
lack of suitable internal means of transport, the shortest 
way to the sea is chosen for goods, for when they have 
reached the seaports the radius of their disposal is much 
greater than if confined to neighbour countries, and thanks 
to cheap shipping facilities they may be delivered to far- 
off markets.

“This development in Balkan foreign trade in also due 
to the circumstance that economic progress in these countries 
during the past twenty years was made possible mainly 
with the help of foreign capital —  in the first place with 
financial assistance from the countries of Western Europe; 
— for they possess little capital of their own, much too little 
for the investments required by their new political and eco
nomic arrangements. Foreign capital has increasingly pene
trated into every branch of economy, into the system of cre
dits, into industry, commerce, insurance and communications, 
until now its participation ranges on an average from 35 to 
40 per cent, a circumstance which in itself makes any free
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choice of markets illusory. Judged by Central European 
standards, the importance of Balkan foreign trade, in which 
of late years Germany has naturally been playing a leading 
part, must not be underrated, for while the foreign trade 
quota per capita (the value, that is to say, of the country's 
exports and imports that falls to each inhabitant) is about 
100 pengo in Hungary, it is 80 in Bulgaria, 55 to 60 in Ru
mania and the areas of former Yugoslavia, 40 in Turkey, 
and in Greece, a country whose commerce is highly deve
loped, it actually amounts to 130 pengo — a larger quota 
than in Hungary.

"In the above passages I have endeavoured to draw a 
picture of the circumstanoes that characterize economic life in 
the Balkans, and I hope I have been successful in proving that 
those countries have stepped out of their ancient, primitive 
framework and are making incredibly strenuous efforts to 
fit into the more highly developed economic system obtain
ing in the rest of Europe. We Magyars can only welcome 
with joy the economic growth of the Balkans, which we 
should be happy to regard as a portent of political peace 
und understanding. It cannot be denied that political factors 
play a major role in the forging of permanent economic 
links, but it is my belief that there is no political obstacle 
on our part to prevent the evolution of good, neighbourly 
and friendly relations between the Balkan peoples and 
ourselves. Reciprocal goodwill is the first thing needed. We 
have always stated our good intentions and welcome evid
ence of a similar frame of mind on the other side too. Where 
there is reciprocal political trust the pains taken to streng
then economic links will not be wasted. We must, however, 
always bear in mind that the only economic links that can 
be of a permanent nature are those which benefit both par
ties, and that the countries on a higher level of economic 
development must —  especially to begin with — take the 
requirements of the other party into consideration. In the 
present instance, too, the measure of our future economic 
contacts with the Balkans will depend primarily on the con
ditions obtaining there.

"A ll the opportunities forecast by the developing agri
culture and growing industries of the Balkan countries will
12
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afford Hungarian industry many and diverse possibilities of 
work, possibilities that are by no means to be disparaged. 
The absolute necessity of extending their network of rail
ways and enlarging their ports will provide our heavy 
industries with increasingly profitable markets; their deve
loping agriculture will create a need for our good agricul
tural machines, and with the establishment of energy-genera
ting plants and new mining industries the excellent electrical 
machinery manufactured in Hungary will also be in great 
demand. In the industries manufacturing articles for public 
need, especially in the textile, foodstuffs and milling indus
tries, there might be opportunities of profitable co-operation.

“This brief summary shows that in our own well-under
stood interests we cannot afford to view the future develop
ment of Balkan economic life with indifference, and even if 
we do not cherish too sanguinary hopes as regards the 
results achievable, we must do what we can to make our 
economic intercourse more lively. A  large number of the 
opportunities visualized are determined primarily by the 
question of transport. The chief trade routes in the Balkans 
lead to the sea, but because of the loss of shipping caused 
by the war brisker trade by land is to be expected, and the 
Danube as a water-way may become of particular impor
tance. Our nimble ships that run on the Danube and are also 
sea-going craft can bring the valuable produce of the Bal
kans from Balkan ports to our excellent free port at Buda
pest, and carry Hungarian industrial articles back to the 
Balkans without having to transfer their cargoes en route. 
These ships would not only be able to add freight charges 
to our national wealth, but would also do invaluable work 
in prospecting for new markets for Hungarian goods. For 
this reason we must strive to increase the number of our 
ships, as an important element in our trade with the 
Balkans.

"Another important task would be the expansion of 
co-operation between credit organizations. The pioneers of 
economic expansion are the banks that by virtue of their 
connections and mutual interests make credit safe, and in 
normal economic conditions provide the solution of the finan
cial problems that must of necessity arise. In future, too,
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it is to the countries that are not afraid to take risks that 
the dearth of capital in the Balkans will afford the greatest 
possibility of economic gains.

"The time, I think, is past when the economic importance 
of the Balkans could be disparaged or treated as a jest. We 
are living at the gate of the Balkans, and our interests point 
in that direction. It is also my conviction that when with 
understanding and goodwill we try to open that still closed 
gate to let economic co-operation pass through it, we are 
serving, not only our own interests, but also the interests 
and future of the people of the Balkan countries."
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