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By PhD Attila Demko

The 2014 and 2022 aggressions of the Russian Federation against Ukraine have
permanently changed the European security landscape, and both Poland and
Hungary had to reconsider their preparedness in civil protection in case of an
armed conflict. What was deemed highly unlikely by the national security strategies
of both countries before 2014, a major war in Europe at their doorstep, became a
reality. Beyond that, climate change and mass migration also pose major
challenges on their own –and the vulnerabilities of both countries can be used by
malign external players in case of a hybrid conflict.  However, there is a still a low
awareness of the importance of civil protection against military and hybrid threats,
especially in Hungary.  The two countries have a different size and geopolitical
position, but there are plenty of similarities and thus possible ways to cooperate
and share good practices. The goal of this paper is to analyse the current situation
and offer recommendations.

Introduction

The 2014 February aggression of Russa against Ukraine has changed the European security
landscape, and that change became final with the 2022 February large-scale aggression of
the Russian Federation. The largest conventional war since 1945 is being waged next or
near to Polish and Hungarian borders, a war that can transform into an even larger war,
with the possible use of weapons of mass destruction (WMD), including nuclear weapons.
Polish, but even Hungarian airspace was already affected, in Poland civilian lives were lost.
Both countries need to upgrade its civil protection system to meet the new realities of
armed conflict. This paper will compare challenges facing the two countries regarding the
issues mentioned above from a Hungarian perspective.  

Civil protection in hungary against military threats

Before we start with discussing civil protection against military threats, we must shortly
discuss the history of civil-military relations (Civ-Mil or CMR) in Hungary as there is a
marked difference between Poland and Hungary in that field. After the 1956 revolution and
war for freedom, the Communist regime made a significant effort to distance the society
from the military, as close relations were considered to be a security threat to the system.
 Military spending was generally significantly lower in Hungary than in Poland, and that had
a negative impact on preparedness in civil protection too. After 1962, it was no longer
obligatory to build shelters in new housing, thus most of the building stock of Hungarian
cities lack such facilities.[1]  As a positive, from the then three subway lines of Budapest,
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two (M2 and M3) was designed to shelter 220 000 people from the then 2.1 million of
inhabitants of Budapest.[2] Also during the Communist era at least some level of training
and awareness in civil protection reached a large segment of the population

Civil protection training for the general population gradually ceased to exist after the fall of
the Warsaw pact. Awareness became minimal among the wider population, despite the
Yugoslav wars at Hungary’s southern doorstep. The education system almost completely
neglected the teaching of civil protection. There were some positive changes after Hungary
joined NATO, with booklets distributed to students on civil protection. A new modification of
the law on civil protection (Crisis Management Law 2011) was accepted by the Hungarian
parliament in 2011, and in 2012 the establishment of a data base has started, who can be
mobilized for civil protection duties. According to the Crisis Management Law civil
protection is led by the different civil protection organizations which “performs the civil
defense tasks specified in this law and to be carried out during an armed conflict through its
voluntary and mandatory personnel.” These organizations can be divided into central,
regional, settlement and workplace civil defense organizations, but depending on the
character of the crisis the central crisis management can decide the level of intervention.[3]

The government has strengthened efforts to develop the civil protection system beyond new
legislation with an increase in funding. In the last few years there is also a new drive to
establish a system of ten military high schools, some of them are already functioning.
Beyond teaching homeland defence, civil protection is part of the curriculum. 

However more needs to be done as the awareness of the general public of civil protection
duties, facility locations, emergency protocols are still very low. The 2014 and 2022 attack
on Ukraine has only slowly changed public attitudes. That can be partially explained by the
different geopolitical position of the country. While Poland has a common border with
Russia, and already lost civilians due to the effects of the war [4]  Hungary’s exposure is
much smaller. The neighbouring Ukrainian region of Subcarpathia (with a substantial
Hungarian population and close relations with Hungary), was attacked only once by the
Russian Federation, and Hungarian airspace was breached by a Ukrainian drone also only
once.[5]

Beyond raising awareness, more funding is needed to establish new, and upgrade old
facilities. As already stated, the underinvestment in shelters and infrastructure goes back to
the 1960s, but it became particularly acute after 1990, and that had a profound negative
effect on preparedness in case of armed conflict. The fourth subway line (M4) built between
2006-2014, despite being sufficiently deep (unlike line M1), lacks the shelter facilities M2
and M3 have, and the tunnels were built without the needed reinforcing.
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Civil protection against related threats

Beyond the direct effects of armed conflict, there are indirect effects too. There is a
migration crisis on the borders of both countries. In Hungary, civilians were affected by
violence connected to migration as far as Budapest and the western border with Austria.
While in the case of Hungary no involvement of state players in mass migration is proven, in
the case of Poland, the migration crisis is a clear case of Russian and Belarusian hybrid
warfare.[6]

The 2015 (and ongoing) migration crisis in Hungary and 2021 (and ongoing) migration crisis
in Poland focused attention on border security and civil protections tasks related to the
mass movement of people. That is a positive effect, as both countries had prior experience
before the full-scale war in Ukraine and the mass movement of people.

But such a crisis can also negatively affect military forces, as police forces not only lack the
necessary personnel, but similarly the equipment to deal with the crisis. In the case of
Hungary, the Hungarian Defence Force (HDF) was tasked with building the fence system,
and to man it, in cooperation with the police. That not only used up resources originally
allocated for the military, but also disrupted training and maintenance cycles.  

While even more indirectly related to the topic, a few words on how naturally occurring
events can be used as a weapon by a malign foreign country. Fortunately, in terms of
natural disasters, both countries are in a relatively good situation. Hungary has one of the
lowest risks of natural disasters in the world (an aggregate score of 0.94). Poland’s risk
factors are somewhat higher (an aggregate score of 4.22) but in global comparison are also
low.[7] Still, the increasing frequency of floods, wildfires and other natural disasters mainly
due to human induced climate change is a challenge for Poland and Hungary – and it can be
a man-made challenge.

Just one example: the increasing frequency of dry conditions make setting deliberate fires
more feasible. ‘Fire as a Weapon’ (FAW) was used since the start of warfare, Hungary
however experienced few such attacks due to its relatively humid climate. The situation is
rapidly changing.  Hungary nowadays is especially prone to heat waves, and the frequency
of the events is a growing. While in a less severe form, Poland is facing a similar future.
Preparations must be made in the civil protection system of both countries to counter such
threats, as increasing vulnerabilities due to climate change can be used by malign external
players in a possible hybrid war.
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Conclusion

While the Hungarian government’s rearmament and military industrialization programme is
exemplary not only regionally, but on a European level, Hungary needs to do more in civil
protection against military and hybrid threats. Increased shelter maintenance, raising of
awareness and more frequent exercises are needed to ensure the safety of the civilian
population. There should be more cooperation between Poland and Hungary, as the threats
they are facing are similar despite the somewhat different geopolitical environment.

Recommendations

Sharing of lessons learned from the war in Ukraine – how to defend the civilian1.
population against large scale drone-warfare, attacks on energy facilities, how to
prepare for lack of water, electricity and heating.
Sharing of lessons learned – how to handle large scale population movements,2.
migration, refugees, internal refugees.
Sharing of lessons learned – how to counter possible hybrid warfare or lower the3.
effects of such attacks with investment in civil protection.
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