Petra Balaton, Budapest

The Székely Action (1902-1914)

The Example of Regional Economic Development
in the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy

Transylvania including Székely Land (Székelyfold, Tinutul Secuiesc) became
part of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy formulated with the Compromise in
1867 (Act XII). After the Compromise Hungary had an economic and social
development that the country had never seen before. However, the general
development did not apply to the whole geographic area or the population of
the country. Especially the areas on the peripheries with worse natural sup-
plies and more archaic social structure in the north and east - Upper Hungary
(Felvidék, Hornd Zem), Carpatho-Ukraine (Kdrpdtalja, Sakarpatia), Sieben-
biirgisches Erzgebirge (Erdélyi Erchegység, Muntii Metaliferi) and Székely
Land - had a rate of underdevelopment that required government interven-
tion.

Székely Land with Maros-Torda County (Maros-Torda virmegye, Comi-
tatul Mures-Turda), Udvarhely County (Udvarhely vdrmegye, Comitatul Odor-
hei), Csik County (Csik vdrmegye, Comitatul Ciuc) and the Haromszék
County (Hdromszék viarmegye, Comitatul Trei Scaune) were regarded as some
of the peripheral regions with the worst condition: due to the dissolution of
the archaic societies, the late urbanisation and economy, the underdevelop-
ment of transportation, the traditional agriculture (simple and self-supplying
land cultivation, extensive farming) the population surplus emigrated to find
relevant life sources. Besides the lack of financial sources modernisation had
to clash with conservative mind-set as well.!

The Hungarian public realised the underdevelopment, the economic and
value depression of Székely Land around the 1870s. The Székely Issue became
a frequent topic of public communication. Pamphlets, memories, articles,
moreover, cultural and economic societies were fighting for the governmental
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developments of the region.” The issue of modernisation of the region got a
national significance by the end of 19" century. Since one third of the Hun-
garian population of Transylvania lived in Székely Land (624,584 People), in
addition, absolute Hungarian majority existed only in these areas: Udvarhely
County, Csik County, Haromszék County and Maros-Torda County (97.6 per
cent; 90.1 per cent; 88.9 per cent; 50.7 per cent).’

Due to its disadvantageous status of the Székely Land, which was consid-
ered to be the most eastern fort of the Hungarians, was unable to create the
necessary conditions for its own development. The governmental participa-
tion on the one hand supported the gradual integration of the region, the late
embourgeoisement, consolidating the different rates of the regions” develop-
ment, on the other hand it contributed to the depression of the traditional
farming and hand crafts, and it caused significant social friction and the im-
poverishment of wide layers of the society.*

Several development options had been proposed to improve the financial
and ethical status of the Székelys, but they were rather a chain of superficial
measures than parts of a deeply considered long-term strategy. Those social
and governmental actions that aimed at the resolution of the Székely Issue, the
economic, social and ethical values of Székely Land from the end of the 19"
century are summarized under the name of Székely Action.’

The National Economic Policy

The economic liberalisation that translates into free competition and trade
was the main principle of the official Hungarian economic policy. Harmoniz-
ing the economic measures of the two parts of the empire intensified in the
issues of the necessary rate and possibilities of industrialization, as well as the
methods of industrial development during the long period of depression
(1873-1896).° The development that started in the 1880s was related to the
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development of railway constructions and wood trade. The period of growth
did not last for a long time, and it was even deepened by the Hungarian-Ro-
manian customs war (1886-1891) in the southern areas. 1886 was the turning
point.” By the end of the 1880s the 20-year-long government deficit was over,
and aside from the depression at the turn of the centuries (1897-1905) a per-
manent growth started.

The difficulties of the development demanded the direct inference of the
government in the areas of industry and agriculture development. The wave
of industrialisation reached the eastern regions by the end of the 1880s, which
was supported by the development of the vocational schools and education,
the financial and engine supports, the loans without any interest, zero tax and
other allowances.®

The foreign capital appeared in Székely Land at the end of the 19" century,
investments were realised in the infrastructure (local railways), industry
based on the local resources (mainly wood industry), as well as in mining and
metallurgy.® It must be added that the railway constructions, which demanded
huge investments were late and not fully completed in Székely Land. The or-
ganized and institutionalized governmental action was not totally executed
before the World War 1.

The social mirror image of the cereal trade depression in the 1870s and
1890s was the birth of the agricultural movements, whose programme con-
tained the more extensive governmental support, and the introduction of
more intensive economy to gain modernisation. After the foundation of the
independent Ministry of Agriculture (1889), especially during the 12-year-
long ministerial period of Ignac Daranyi (1895-1903 and 1906-1910) aseries
of reforms were introduced in the area of agriculture.

Ignac Daranyi and his successors (Béla Tallian, Béla Serényi) provided the
economically underdeveloped northern and eastern regions with special sup-
port: support actions (ministerial sub-offices) were organised in the Ruten
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counties from 1897, in Székely Land from 1902, in Upper Hungary and Tran-
sylvania from 1908, in Banat (Bdnsdg) and Partium (Részek) from 1913."° The
public identified the Székely action mainly with the activities of the sub-of-
fices of the Ministry of Agriculture.

During my research of the sources it became clear that the few professional
literature research introduce the Székely Action separately on their own creat-
ing a false impression, as if the governmental support given on local basis had
aimed superficial solution of the greatest local problems. As opposed to the
fact that Ignac Daranyi in 1899 already considered the action in the moun-
tains as “the starting point of a longer and wider chain of activities that would
cover the whole area of the Carpathian Mountains”"' The development of the
regions at the borders from central resources was completed with the same
tools and was based on the same office apparatus. The offices contributed to
the development of the economy as well as the change of the mind-set with
financial aid proposals, and suggestions.'?

Until the 1910s the governmental actions were carried out mainly in the
mountainous areas with minority, Ruten and Slovak population. The manage-
ment of the office system claimed that via the straightforward propagation of
the agricultural principles “they can be included in the community of the
Hungarian national development creating the preconditions of economic
development, the assurance of their existence”** In Transylvania however, the
economic action aimed at the economic strengthening of the Székelys (1902)
and the Hungarian minorities (1909). Due to the Romanian rapprochement
as a consequence of the changes in the minority policy of Prime Minister
Istvan Tisza the mountainous areas with Romanian population were also in-
cluded in the national actions from the 1910s.

Due to the country-wide aid actions after the extreme weather in 1912 and
1913 (heavy rain and floods) the measures lost their special poverty aid fea-
ture and became secondary level authorities with regular tasks that organised
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the development of the local economy.'* Béla Serényi, Minister of Agriculture
(1910-1913), issued an organisational and operational regulation concerning
the ministerial sub-offices on 28" April 1913. The task of the sub-offices was
to support the organisations of agriculture and the agricultural society in their
respected area, as well as to prepare proposals, and to check the fulfilment of
laws and regulations. They supervised, checked and coordinated the external
bodies of the Ministry of Agriculture, except the educational and academic
institutes (schools and research institutes), governmental lands, national
horse breeding issues, governmental spa baths and holiday resorts, forestry
and water authorities, and the authorities supervising handling of national
assets, and assured the relationship to the county.”®

The minister wanted to found a separate organisation to fulfil agricultural
management. As the first step on 1* September 1913 he established new min-
isterial sub-offices with centres in Nagyvarad (Oradea) with authority of Arad
County, Bihar (Bihar vdrmegye, Comitatul Bihor) and Szildgy County, and in
Temesvar (Timisoara) with authority of Krasso-Szorény County and Temes
County (Temes virmegye, Comitatul Timis). Serényi planned to expand the
system to cover the whole area of the county and then he formulated agricul-
tural directories of them.

The Government of Tisza (1913-1917) starting its work in June did not
consider the plan accomplishable. Imre Ghillany, Agricultural Minister, fin-
ished the operation of the office in Temesvar on 1 May 1914, and he organ-
ised a new ministerial office in Eperjes (Presov) using the generated surplus
financial sources. From the summer of 1913 Istvan Tisza started to evaluate
the minority status in Upper Hungary, and planned the introduction of a
general economic and social action with governmental support.' The general
programme was not completed, however, upon the examples in Transylvania
the Ruten sub-office in the mountainous area was divided and a new ministe-
rial office was established in Eperjes.!”
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By the spring of 1914 the sub-office system covered almost the half of
Hungary, and first it was increasing, and then stabilized at the rate of 3 per
cent (3 million Krona) credit limit. Due to First World War new sub-offices
were not established between 1914 and 1918. After the collapse of historical
Hungary the activities of the sub-offices ended.

The Economy Development Policy of the Székely Action

The first practical steps to introduce the governmental aid action were made
by Ignac Daranyi Minister of Agriculture when he defined 38,000 Krona for
the development of Székely Land and 70,000 Krona for supporting the eco-
nomic societies, cooperatives from the annual budget of the ministry in
March 1902. According to the reasons of the ministry: “[...] it may not be a
great amount, however it can obtain significance in its importance and effect
for the future” and “it is a great enough amount that the government uses to
support the financial development of the Székely people”'®

The Council of State decided to establish a Székely Governmental Bureau,
which was positioned above the council authorities. Janos Sandor, landowner
who had climbed the ladder of the public administration, and was the Lord
Lieutenant of Maros-Torda County, Kis-Kiikiilld County (Kis-Kiikiill
vdarmegye, Comitatul Tarnava-Micd) and Marosvasarhely (Targu Mures), was
appointed as the head of the bureau, and he had three weeks to work out his
proposals concerning the guiding principles of the governmental support.'’
The bureau started its operation in Marosvasarhely on 1% June 1902, and it
had authority on four administrational units of Székely Land Csik County,
Héaromszék Counties, Udvarhely County, and Maros-Torda County.

The appointment of the government’s people before the Székely Congress
planned by the end of August caused public revulsion. Janos Sandor Govern-
ment Commissioner made his first roundtrip in Székely Land before the
congress, he had discussions with the economic organisations, although he
started his real operation after the congress in Tusnad (Tusnad), in September.
The decisions made by the Székely Congress in Tusnad served as the global

8 Koltségvetés a Magyar Korona Orszdgai részére az 1902. évre. Budapest 1901; A Magyar
Allam kéltségvetése az 1902. évre. Budapest 1902.

¥ The memorandum of 1897 by the Székely delegates served as the bases of the operational
plan: “Az erdélyrészi képviselok emlékirata Székelyfold kozgazdasagi és kulturalis fejlesztése
érdekében Sandor Janosnak megkiildetik” MNL OL K 178 Archives of the Ministry of Ag-
riculture, Presidential records 1902, 4977.



P. Balaton: The Székely Action (1902-1914) 229

proposal collection for the development of the region, as the documented
proof that the Székely Issue is a national issue that requires organisation, na-
tional and social alliance. In this sense Minister Daranyi issued the decisions
of the congress and its minutes in 1902.%° The work schedule of the sub-office
was created upon the decisions of the congress in Tusnad, mainly based on the
agriculture related decisions, on 218 pages by the 27" March 1904.%! 15 key
areas were identified, and the decision details of the issues of animal hus-
bandry (cattle, sheep, horse, pigs, and poultry rearing), the land cultivation
(grapes, flax and hemp, fruits, and vegetables), forest industry, pasture cul-
ture, planting, the employment and emigration, home crafts, loans, transport
(railways and roads), water operations, land coordination, mining, hunting,
spa baths and other economic issues (economic societies, village small hold-
ers societies, cooperatives, agricultural education, public libraries, example
farms, awarding system, agricultural machinery). The operational programme
started in autumn 1904, however the planned debate was overwritten by the
governmental and political depression in 1905-1906.

Meanwhile Janos Sandor resigned from his post as Government Commis-
sioner due to disappointment to Political Secretary of State of the Home Of-
fice, thus the management of the office was taken over by Mihaly Koos Junior
Secretary from November 1903.

The sub-office of the Ministry of Agriculture was not only its executive
body, but it had its independent right for decisions, it had its own area of
operation, making suggestions, had an educational and advisory role in
Székely Land. In the autumn of 1904 the operational area was greater than the
four counties: it also covered the Aranyos seat (Aranyosszék, Scaunul Secuiesc
al Ariesului) Székelys in Torda-Aranyos County, the upper part of Kis-Kiikiillé
County that had borders to Székely Land, and the Csangos in Hétfalu (Sapte
Sate) as well as the three Hungarian settlements in Barcasag (Tara Bdrsei) in
Brasso County (Brassé vdrmegye, Comitatul Brasov).> From spring 1909 the
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programme called the Transylvania Economic Action had competence in the
areas of Transylvania (Erdély, Transilvania) where Hungarians, Székelys and
Csangos lived (Kolozs County [Kolozs vdrmegye, Comitatul Cluj] and Szilagy
County [Szildgy varmegye, Comitatul Sdlaj] and the 58 Hungarian villages of
Alsé-Fehér County [Also-Fehér varmegye, Comitatul Alba de Jos]).>* Some of
the settlements with Hungarian population were involved in the programme
secretly, as the land owners’ society in Héjjasfalva (Vindtori, Nagykiikiill6
County [Nagy-Kiikiills varmegye, Comitatul Tarnava-Mare])** in 1908, and
the five settlements by River Sajo (Sland) in 1911 (Beszterce-Naszéd County
[Beszterce-Naszdéd vdrmegye, Comitatul Bistrita-Ndsdud]).”® The Romanian
delegates asked for the involvement of Topanfalva (Cdmpeni, Torda Aranyos
County [Torda-Aranyos varmegye, Comitatul Turda-Aries]) in the regional aid
actions in 1906. The memorandum of the Romanian National Party (1910)
wanted the expansion of the governmental action to the areas populated by
Romanians. The inclusion of the Romanians that liked the Hungarian state
concept started from 1910s: Hunyad County (Hunyad virmegye, Comitatul
Hunedoara) was being involved in the economy development programme
from 1911, while Szolnok-Doboka County from 1912.

The separation of the sub-office into Marosvéasarhely Sub-office (Brasso
County, Csik County, Haromszék County, Kis-Kiikiillé6 County, Maros-Torda
County, Udvarhely County), and Kolozsvar (Cluj) Sub-office (Also-Fehér
County, Hunyad County, Kolozs County, Krasso-Szorény County, Szolnok-
Doboka [Szolnok-Doboka virmegye, Comitatul Solnoc-Ddbdca) and Torda
Aranyos County) in spring 1913 helped the realisation of the development of
the different economic, social and geographical regions.*

The regional aid action had a control over a continuously increasing credit
limit of the Ministry of Agriculture budget that stabilized at a rate of 1 per
cent. Thus about half a million Krona was spent on the development of the
agriculture of the region via this channel annually.

However, the relation of the sub-office with the authorities of the Ministry
of Agriculture (Offices of the Agricultural Engineers, Animal Husbandry
Supervisors) had not been clearly defined, thus it was problematic. Later it
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supported their work, and took over the simple tasks with low budget. In the
interest of the cooperation with the municipalities and the organisations of
the landowners the cooperation of county councils was proposed. The coop-
eration was not completed due to the manifold tasks of the governmental
commission, and the organisation of the so called local agent jobs was decided
in 1904 (the job was called economic supervisor from 1911). The agents be-
came key figures having wide range of tasks, obtaining strong relationship
with the villages: Pal Benkd Teacher of Economy in Haromszék County and
Brassé County, Erné Kiss Senior Forester and excellent photographer in Csik
County, and the extremely spirited Béla Dorner Economic Journalist and Vik-
tor Székelyhidy in Udvarhely County.

The office supported the economic development, relief the area from pov-
erty and the change of the mind-set with financial aid, as well as suggestions,
propositions based on the local status. “The real support of the people is the
one that teaches the abandoned people who lost their trust due to this aban-
donment to help themselves.””” “Delivering financial aid that helps today only
was not the aim of the action. Tools and equipment had to be obtained, insti-
tutes had to be established, people had to be educated, [...] so the cleverness
and diligence of the Székely people, thus their own power would change this
poor agricultural state”

The support and aid policy of the economic programme always favoured
the communities or the institutes serving the communities’ interests. In the
one hand in the form of low interest (2.5-4 per cent) loans that had to be paid
back in 1.5-3 years, and reduced (10-30 per cent) prices in case of payment
by cash. The fulfilment of the compulsory contribution (monetary, own
power or animal power, land, building) was the condition of the governmen-
tal aid. Individual aid was rarely given, only in the years of depression and in
extraordinary circumstances (fire, flood, ice).

The target group of the action was mainly the low and middle layer of
ploughmen who had family farming, were involved in production, made
some improvements in their work, and who amounted to the 30 per cent of
ploughmen. The wealthier and cleverer smallholders, about 40-50 people per
a village recognised the necessity of improvements by the beginning of the
20" century; they dared to improve, buy pedigree sires and invest in machin-

27 Mihaly Kods: A székelyfoldi gazdasagi actio 1905. évi miikodésének ismertetése. Budapest
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ery having both the spirit and the finances. The poverty stricken majority
were out of the aid programmes due to the lack of finances, knowledge and
trust. First of all the office wanted to captivate the charismatic leaders of the
villages; parishioners, teachers, their efforts were awarded financially from
1908. Gaining the opinion leaders became essential in completing the eco-
nomic action, as well as its local issues. The middle and large-size landowners
missed the more significant inclusion of the local elite and the consideration
of their interests.

The operational circle of the governmental programme continuously
changed due to the lack of practical experience, and permanently occurring
new tasks. It is corroborated by the general practice of the overhead budget
reasoned by the minister: “due to the short time since the action started we
have not been able to gain enough practical experience to define and separate
the necessary finances of each issues occurring during the year, on the other
hand new and unknown issues occur during the development of the action
whose completion results in expenditure, which can only be covered by using
the overhead budget.”*

The moral renewal enhancing action plan of the Ministry of Agriculture
based on the organic society model of the agrarians accentuated the impor-
tance of establishing the organisation of landowners and cooperative system.
They became the basic units of the Hungarian governmental modernisation
aid that channelled the state subventions. In the developed villages the so
called people’s houses or cooperative houses were responsible for the mod-
ernisation of the villages and the development of the county.

The sub-office aimed at the development of animal husbandry into key
agricultural branch based on the geographical features of the regions at the
borders, they cooperated in the definition of the breeding goals, the purchas-
ing of the necessary quality and quantity of breeding animals (bull for service,
cow, doe, pig, and sheep) together with renewals and changes in breed. The
high death rate of the animals was an unfortunate side effect of the changes in
breed in Székely Land, uniform western breed did not evolve due to the forced
necessity of interbreeding. Changes in mind-set slowly started to develop due
to the prizes in animal keeping and the exhibitions.

The sub-office gained higher success in the field of pasture management.
The recovery of the pastures in Hungary resulted in the possibility of better
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animal keeping. The water management activities of the sub-office was also
significant; providing the poor Székely communities with water supply started
with construction of water supply pipes and drilling wells.

The office did everything to spread economic knowledge; the establish-
ment of the public library system, organisation of lectures on economy in the
winter, riding the marches, and organising study tours. The model farms es-
tablished besides the teacher training colleges, and the primary economy
school in Torda (Turda, 1908) had a great importance in agricultural educa-
tion.

The governmental development of fruit and vegetable growing, home craft
industry, dairy production, poultry rearing, and honey production served the
better living conditions as well. The home craft industry was promoted by the
agricultural government to assure winter employment and bread earning
from the end of the 19" century. However, the development of the home craft
industry had a significant nostalgia element in it, and it movement could gain
a long-term and weighty result in neither trade nor social area.

The employee service activities of the sub-office were accompanied with
several debates; besides finding jobs for non-skilled, servant and day-wage
labourers, they also supplied labourer groups to prevent harvest strikes.

The sub-office could not cope with a loads of accepted tasks (infrastruc-
ture, rafting, industry, mining, child safety, spa baths, hunting, and fishing),
and after the manifold and extremely complex, unfulfillable and naive pro-
gramme package of the start in 1905 the vernacularization of the intensive
agriculture and the animal husbandry based economy became the primary
tasks. The Ministry of Agriculture acknowledged that significant and impor-
tant changes could not be reached solely by agricultural developments. Thus
the necessity of the harmonisation of the development programmes of the
ministries became a reoccurring topic of the discussions, especially the issue
of the development of Székely Land’s industry and infrastructure. They em-
phasized that ‘malpractice of several decades cannot be overwritten by the
work of a few years. The big social regret that followed the establishment and
operation of the actions gradually changed into disinterest and indifference.
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Results and Afterlife

The regional economic actions seemed to be the most effective positive meas-
ures in the industry and minority policy of the governments at the era of the
Compromise, which aimed at reducing the problems of supply and employ-
ment. On the one hand the goal of the aid actions was to strengthen the Hun-
garian small, middle and great landowners economically, on the other hand
to complete positive economic actions among the landowners of the minori-
ties.

The Székely Action did not result in development in the area of social
problems (loans, land distribution). The sub-office had to face an unsolvable
task due to the lack of re-parcelling and land consolidation, obscure loan situ-
ation, legal uncertainty. These tasks were over the limits of the sub-division,
their lack of solution could not be blamed on them. At the same time the sub-
office had a positive effect on the lives of the small-holders with the favoura-
ble distributions they got machinery that they could not have afforded.

The economic programme contributed to the spread of a developed eco-
nomic culture, overcoming the disinterest and indifference, as well as the
change in the mind-set of the people especially in the more developed, open
areas.

The success and the image of the programme highly depended on the
employees, especially the personality of the leader, and the agents that played
a key role in the relationship with the people; positive results could only be
obtained there, where the employees of the sub-offices were diligent, devoted
and skilful people.*

The unforeseeable economic and political events, like the completion of
the aid action because of the heavy rains in 1912-1913, World War I and then
the military occupation, created extraordinary tasks for the sub-offices.

During World War I the sub-offices played an important role in the areas
burdened with military actions, they supplied the people with work, food,
seeds during the paralysed operation of trade and traffic routes, in moving the
population, supporting the spring and autumn agricultural work, as well as
informing the people about the status of the war.*! The sub-offices completed

a significant action concerning real estate issues from autumn 1917; in

% MNL OL K 184 Order about the organisation of the Ministry of Agriculture’s External Of-
fices 1919-128-2233.
U Magyarorszdg foldmivelésiigye az 1915-1918. évben. Budapest 1924, 96.
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smaller issues they had the right to decide without the permission of the au-
thorities, while in greater issues they had the task of data supply and propos-
al.®

The sub-offices in Kolozsvar and Marosvasarhely operated in an occupied
area from 1919 with very small budget. During the Hungarian Soviet Repub-
lic they were called commissar sub-offices. The operation of the sub-office in
Kolozsvar was terminated on 15" October 1919, and then it moved to Maros-
vasarhely. In the first half of 1920 some employees still worked there, and then
the Romanian government confiscated the offices.

The majority of the employees of the sub-offices moved to Hungary, and
they were employed by the ministries, agricultural supervisory offices or ag-
ricultural educational institutes. In the first half of 1920 the ministry elimi-
nated its sub-office system.”

After the First (1938) and Second Vienna Award (1940) the Ministry of
Agriculture organized the sub-offices as they had been organized during the
Austro-Hungarian Empire, and learning from the earlier experiences they put
more emphasis on the direct work relationship with the Transylvanian agri-
cultural society.

To sum it all up, based on my research it can be said, that the importance
of the governmental actions lie in the change of the Hungarian economic
policy rather than their economic-social effect. It is also linked to the changes
in the national public mind-set, moreover, the liberal government realised
that the state had to play a greater and more direct role in the development of
the economy, thus levelling the regional differences, and supporting the im-
provement of the underdeveloped regions as it is practiced in the counties
that are more developed than Hungary.

2 MNL OL K 184 Branch Office in Eperjes, Order of the Prime Minister Nr. 4000/1917. About
the restrictions of the real estate trade 1918-127-18528.

3 MNL OL K 184 Liquidation of the Branch Office system 128-1922. 60943/1922; 128-1919.
91001/1919.








