IPC-MERCATOR COMMENTARY

December 2023

INSTRUMENTALIZING MULTILATERALISM:
PRESIDENT ERDOGAN VISITS HUNGARY FOR THE

SECOND TIME IN 2023

L3szld Szerencsés, 2023/24 Mercator-IPC Fellow

Hungary and Turkey are currently enjoying exception-
ally good relations.! While differences have surfaced
between Budapest and Ankara during the Israel-Hamas
war, with Turkey expressing solidarity with Hamas and
Hungary aligning with Israel, the shared perspectives
of Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban and Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Erdodan on the transac-
tional nature of international politics downplayed the
discord during their most recent meeting on Decem-
ber 18, 2023. In addition to their shared worldview, a
crucial factor cementing the connection between the
Orbdn and Erdogan regimes—beyond cooperation on
energy,? culture,® and migration*—is their critical view
of their country’s membership in the Western security
architecture. Although this link was not explicitly men-
tioned during the meeting,®> which was more ceremo-
nial than substantial, celebrating the 100th anniversary
of diplomatic relations between the two countries, it is
worth exploring how Turkey’s and Hungary’s ruling re-
gimes use multilateral organizations to extract benefits
from cooperation.

Transactional Benefits from
Cooperating with Hungary in NATO and
the EU

Though Turkey and Hungary are both integral mem-

bers of the Western security architecture, they are
both critical of it.5” Both countries are NATO members,

and while Hungary is a member of the EU, Turkey is a
candidate country and has a Customs Union with the
organization. Rather than wholeheartedly embracing
the democratic foundations of these institutions, they
strategically navigate their relationships to extract
benefits. This pragmatic stance leads Ankara and Bu-
dapest to collaborate on specific policy issues.

Within NATO, only two countries have yet to ratify
Sweden’s accession: Turkey and Hungary. Turkey has
postponed Stockholm’s ratification due to concerns
about Sweden’s harboring of groups that Ankara
deems as terrorist organizations.® Subsequently, Pres-
ident Erdogan introduced a new condition—Turkey’s
EU membership®—as a factor influencing the decision.
More recently, the delay has been attributed to the de-
livery of F-16s from the United States.”®

Hungary’s stance is less transparent. Foreign Minister
Péter Szijjartd suggested” that Sweden’s criticism of
Hungary’s rule of law situation is the reason for non-rat-
ification; yet in another instance, he indicated” Hun-
gary would follow Turkey’s lead on this matter. During
the December 18 meeting, both leaders refrained from
commenting on their ratification positions during the
press briefing, and on December 21, Prime Minister Or-
ban stated that there was no agreement between Tur-
key and Hungary on this matter.® While Hungary’s mo-
tivations remain unclear, it is evident that Budapest’s
hesitancy indirectly aids Turkey in shouldering the re-
sponsibility for impeding NATO enlargement.
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Within the EU, Hungary’s membership proves advan-
tageous for Turkey, as it allows Ankara to leverage Bu-
dapest as a strategic ally in advancing its agenda wit-
hin EU institutions. Prime Minister Orban underscored™
this collaborative approach on December 18, declaring
Hungary’s commitment to actively support the moder-
nization of the Customs Union and advocate for visa
liberalization with Turkey. Notably, these efforts are ex-
pected to be intensified during Hungary’s Presidency
of the Council of the European Union in the second half
of 2024.

Organization of Turkic States: Boosting
Orban’s Confidence and His Regime’s
Legitimacy

For Hungary’s Orban, cultivating a positive relations-
hip with the Erdodan regime serves as an alternative
platform through which the prime minister can project
himself as a respected statesman. The primary arena
for realizing this diplomatic theater is the Organizati-
on of Turkic States (OTS), of which Hungary became
an observer member in 2018.° President Erdogan exp-
ressed his joy over Hungary’s presence in the OTS on
December 18.%¢

Notably, Hungary has assumed a significant role by dip-
lomatically and financially supporting the opening of
an OTS office in Budapest in 2019, which is the only
such office in the EU.” Demonstrating its commitment
to the organization, the Hungarian government has ge-
nerously provided a villa for the organization’s offices
rent-free, covering both operational and staffing ex-
penses.® Furthermore, Hungary underscored its dedi-
cation by joining the Turkic Investment Fund, the fore-
most financial institution established by the OTS, with
an investment of EUR 100 million.”®

The expected benefits of this investment are mostly
non-material. First, among his EU partners the Hungari-
an Prime Minister is faced with criticism because of the
dire rule of law situation in Hungary. In contrast, Orban
is treated with respect by his partners in Turkey and
Central Asia, where power structures often align with
Hungary’s approach. While this might seem tangential
to Budapest’s conventional foreign policy considerati-
ons, the affirmation that Orban receives from partners
within the OTS can assuage potential insecurities stem-
ming from the criticism that Hungary faces in Brussels.
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Second, from an electoral perspective, meetings such
as the one on December 18 are an alternative stage
where the Hungarian ruling regime can project leader-
ship and confidence. Outside of crisis scenarios that
prompt Orban’s engagement?® with Western counter-
parts, securing meetings with willing partners from the
West can prove challenging. However, Orban’s regular
meetings? with politicians from Central Asia and Tur-
key serve as tangible evidence of Hungary’s continued
relevance, attempting to counter the criticism that the
country is isolated® in the realm of international poli-
tics.

From Multilateralism to Bilateralism

Meetings such as the December 18 meeting betwe-
en Orbdn and Erdogan are an integral element of the
transactional relationship?® between Ankara and Buda-
pest. As especially evident over the last year, the Tur-
kish ruling regime wields multilateral organizations as
tools to advance its distinct agenda, even at the cost
of impeding crucial decision-making processes such as
Sweden’s NATO accession. To bolster the effectiveness
of this approach, Ankara seeks to build its partnership
with similarly governed states such as Hungary. While
this strategy may yield short-term gains, it also results
in the isolation of both Turkey and Hungary within the
Western alliance. Although the Turkey-Hungary part-
nership garners publicity, particularly through the OTS,
the long-lasting damage to the credibility and reliabi-
lity of the two countries within NATO and the EU could
further marginalize them in pivotal decisions shaping
the future of these organizations.
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