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Introduction

Policy Solutions has a long history of providing international
audiences with in-depth analyses of Hungarian political life. Thanks
to the support of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES), for the sixth
time we herewith present an annual review of Hungarian politics.
This is a comprehensive overview of recent developments, events
and trends in Hungary in 2019, and an outlook on what topics we
expect to dominate Hungarian politics in 2020.

The target audience of this publication is students and academics,
journalists, diplomats or international organisations. In other
words, anyone who has an interest in the political, economic
and social landscape of Hungary in 2019, be it the European
Parliamentary and the local elections, the state of the Hungarian
opposition, Hungary's place in the European Union and beyond,
the main economic trends or the government's plans to gain more
influence over cultural life. It is important to stress that our review
is not chronological and does not claim to be exhaustive inits scope,
rather it reflects our selection of the major developments over the

past twelve months.

In particular, we focus on five broad areas, presenting distinct
developments in each. In the first section we review the year
from the perspective of the Hungarian government, with a special
emphasis on the impact of the two elections on Viktor Orban’s
Fidesz party and the flagship policies of the government. In the
second section we look at the opposition parties, their state and
prospects after tasting success at the local elections for the first
time in more than 10 years. The third section focuses on foreign
affairs, in particular the place of Fidesz in European politics after
the EP elections, and Hungary's foreign policy in a global context. In
the fourth section, we take a detailed look at how Fidesz's policies
have shaped the economy. Finally, some key developments of the
Hungarian society — media landscape, increasing government
control over culture and science — are discussed. All of the sections
conclude with a brief analysis of the issues which may come to the
forein 2020.

The views expressed in this publication are not necessarily those of
the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.
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1.1 | Another Fidesz landslide at the 2019

European elections

True to form, the governing party once again dominated the election,
winning 52.56% of the votes, the second highest share of any party
in the EU. Fidesz performed slightly better than in the parliamentary
election in April 2018, and its result was in vein with its previous
dominance in EP elections, where it tends to dominate even more
strongly than in national parliamentary elections. If the EP election
made anything clear, it is that one year after the parliamentary
election Fidesz's position as the most dominant force by far in

domestic politics remained stable (see Table 1).

Table 1. 2019 European Parliamentary election results

Thelesson of the 2019 European Parliamentary elections is the same
as that of previous years: the country is still split into two roughly
equal blocks of government and opposition supporters respectively,
and whatever changes occur in the support of opposition parties
reflects an intra-opposition redistribution of votes, without affecting
the aforementioned overall balance.

Party European political affiliation EP 2019 EP 2014
Fidesz-KDNP EPP 52.56% 51.48%
Democratic Coalition (DK) S&D 16.05% 9.75%
Momentum Renew Europe 9.93% -
Hungarian Socialist Party (MSZP) S&D 6.61% 10.90%
Jobbik NI (Non-attached) 6.34% 14.67%
Our Homeland NI (Non-attached) 3.29% -
:’M;E;;ia" Two-Tailed Dog Party NI (Non-attached) 2.62% -
Politics Can Be Different (LMP) Greens/EFA 2.18% 5.04%

Source: National Election Office — valasztas.hu







Winner at home

Fidesz delivered almost exactly the results projected by the polls,
with 52% of the final tally. This was three points stronger than in the
national election last year and marked the third consecutive 50%+
showing for Fidesz in an EP election.

Though one would hardly guess so from the Hungarian figures
on election night, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban was
one of the losers of the EP election. Yes, the same Orban whose
Fidesz party crushed the divided Hungarian opposition once
again, was finding himself in retreat. To understand why, it is
necessary to zoom out of the Hungarian context and to look at
the Hungarian EP election result in the broader setting in which
it was embedded.

Loser at the European level

For the first time, Orban was no longer just competing in Hungary
but also at the European level, positioning himself as one of the
prospective leaders — together with the then Italian deputy prime
minister Matteo Salvini — of a pan-European far-right movement.
All indications before the elections were that if such a movement
looked promising, in other words if the far-right could form a large
enough and politically coherent group in the EP, Orban would be
ready to either tell the European People's Party (EPP) that he would
only be willing to stay if they included some of the far-right parties,

orjust leave.

European voters failed to play along with Orban's neat script,
however. This is not to say that the European far-right performed
awfully, on the contrary, it did rather well on the whole. Their
impressive results included first-place finishes in three of the EU's
four largest member states, the UK, France and lItaly. However,
it was clearly not the breakthrough that was expected on the
whole. For once, the far-right had mismanaged expectations.
Most importantly, there was no breakthrough in Germany, where

Orban was heavily banking on a successful AfD performance to put
Chancellor Angela Merkel and her CDU under pressure. Far-right
results were also below expectations in Spain, Austria, Denmark,
Finland and the Netherlands.

In the EP campaign, Fidesz was suspended
from the EPP

Central as Fidesz's domestic performance is for Orban, he had set
his goals higher for the EP election, and there he was disappointed.
Since Orban does not wish to be perceived as far-right, however,
it was also vital for him to sell his party’s shift to the far-right as
a scenario where it is not actually Fidesz that is changing. Instead,
Fidesz argued that the European People's Party was the one drifting
to the left, “into George Soros' ideological orbit”, thus forcing Fidesz

to leave to save Europe.

The EPP leadership was desperate to keep the “Fidesz issue”
out of the European Parliamentary campaign to make sure that
its electoral efforts would not be tainted by an ugly internal rift
with the man who had positioned himself as the hero of the anti-
migrant movement across Europe. In spite of this, Fidesz decided
to launch its EP campaign with a defamatory attack on European
Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker, who is actually also an
EPP politician. The Fidesz campaign accused Juncker of orchestrating
mass immigration jointly with Soros. The EPP was still not prepared
to cut the cord to its most influential Central Eastern European
member party. The mutually painful compromise was to suspend
Fidesz instead. Although only a few hours before the decision was
announced Fidesz vowed never to accept a suspension, it ultimately
acquiesced into precisely such an outcome, justifying its volte-face
by arguing that it had been suspended at its own request.

Intra-opposition redistribution of votes

Although the Hungarian EP campaign's main theme was the
struggle between Fidesz and the European People's Party, in terms
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of domestic politics, on election night the big news was the intra-
opposition redistribution of votes. This time, the changes within the
opposition were massive indeed. In a stunning upset that the polls
had failed to predict, former Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsany's
left-liberal Democratic Coalition (DK) moved into the strongest
position by far among the opposition parties, capturing 16.05% of
the votes. More shockingly for the establishment, Momentum, a new
liberal party, which had missed the parliamentary threshold of five
percent as recently as April 2018, emerged as the second strongest
opposition party with a result of almost 10%.

In the meanwhile, the two parties that had been the strongest
opposition parties for almost a decade now, the Socialist Party
(MSZP) on the left and Jobbik on the right, spectacularly fell behind.
Even though most polls had pegged them as continuing to lead the
opposition at roughly 10-12% a piece, they received only between
6-7% each, which putamajor dentin their claim to lead the opposition.

DK and Momentum: the winners of the EP
elections within the opposition

DK'srise owes to avariety of factors, but part of the story is definitely
that it has successfully marketed itself as the party that is the most
intense and bitter opponent (one may call it enemy) of the Orban
regime. At this point, none of the other parties would necessarily
reject some form of this mantle, but DK has been most eager and
most successfulin seizing it, which explains why anincreasingly bitter
and passionately anti-Orban electorate (especially higher educated,
older voters in cities, but DK has been expanding its base in all social
groups) is gravitating towards it. In the particular context of the EP
election, this general advantage was compounded by the successful
launching of the political career of Gyurcsany's wife, Klara Daobrey,
who led the DK list for the EP, as well as the party's resolute embrace
of the idea of a federal Europe, once again in striking contrast to
Fidesz's idea of a Europe of nation-states. It must be also stressed
that the EP elections have low turnout rates and thus parties with an
extremely committed base (like DK) perform relatively better.

Momentum's good performance is also a complex phenomenon, but
it nevertheless seems to boil down to one key notion: the lack of an
alternative for many opposition voters, particularly young voters.
For one, Momentum'’s strong performance owes substantially to
the collapse of green party LMP, which was punished by voters for
its incessant internal squabbling and its failure to cooperate with
other opposition parties in key districts, which was identified as one
of the major reasons behind Fidesz's renewed two-thirds victory.
Moreover, MSZP and DK are undesirable alternatives for many young
voters, classical liberals and dissatisfied conservatives as the parties
of the “old left". Jobbik is still too mired in its racist legacy for some,
while in the eyes of others it has been just lame since the departure
of its long-time leader Gabor Vona. In all, this left Momentum as the
default option for a fairly large segment of the opposition electorate.
More importantly still, Momentum has learned from LMP's most vital
mistake and approaches the notion of electoral coordination much
more openly — which does not stop it from occasionally criticising
Gyurcsany and highlighting how different they are from the party
of the controversial former prime minister, and from the “old left" in

general.



1.2 | Local elections in Hungary:
the first crack in the system

There is not much to qualify about the overall assessment of the
Hungarianmunicipalelectionsof 13 0ctober2019. The opposition’s
clear victory in Budapest — especially Gergely Karacsony winning
the city's mayoralty, but the opposition also won the majority
of its districts and of the city council — and almost half of the
major urban centres (10 out of the 23 major cities) was the first
impressive electoral success for the opposition in the nine years
since Fidesz took power with a supermajority in 2010. After a
string of massive electoral victories in three national elections,
three nationally held local elections and two EP elections, for the
first time the goliath of Hungarian politics finally looks vulnerable.
In the meanwhile, the utter hopelessness which had permeated
Fidesz's opposition has given way to some euphoria. Even if
many caveats must be kept in mind, the exuberance is justified.
Fidesz's electoral dominance across the board in Hungary can no
longer be taken for granted. Achieving the seemingly impossible
success of seizing control from Fidesz of the capital and a range
of major Hungarian urban areas also implies a responsibility for
the opposition to actually use the opportunities provided by the
election.

The opposition’s first major breakthrough
since 2010

Among the most crucial aspects of the opposition's first major
electoral breakthrough since 2010 is that it was achieved against
the backdrop of robust economic growth, rising wages and
record-low unemployment. To be sure, the economic picture
is much more complicated than the macro statistics let on, but
nevertheless, ordinarily one would not expect such a shift in the

public mood at a time when the economy is not in a recession.
To put it bluntly, there is a lot reserve here for mobilising anti-
government sentiment when the main tenet of the government’s
popularity, the solid economic climate, takes a turn for the worse.

The opposition can also derive some hard-earned confidence from
the fact that by and large the electoral coordination was realised
smoothly and in a disciplined manner, with visibly less of the usual
acrimony or public bickering that has consistently accompanied all
previous efforts at coordination. For the time being, most opposition
politicians seem to have absorbed the lesson that this is the only
way forward. Moreover, it is likely that the leaders of the opposition
now believe that this is also the voters' expectation, which means
that those who defect from cooperation are likely to be punished
by opposition voters. This ought to make it easier for parties to
swallow bitter pills in the inevitably highly divisive negotiations that
will accompany the same process before the next parliamentary
election in 2022.

In rural Hungary, Fidesz retains a
commanding lead

ltmustbe pointed out that for Fidesz the outcome was tragiconly
when measured against its previous overwhelming dominance
in all types of municipalities. Simply put, Fidesz has become
unaccustomed to losing, anywhere, anytime. The governing
party has not had a popular majority in Budapest for some time
now, but it skilfully exploited the opposition’'s weakness to keep
on dominating the politics of a city where its popularity was
shrinking.

13
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Municipal elections tend to be merciful terrains for political parties
because there are usually some redeeming victories out there when
discussing the results in the media — there are municipalities which
are unexpectedly won or retained. Thus, even a general sense of
defeat can be alleviated with a reference to holding one’s own in
some municipalities. In this specific instance, however, Fidesz's
defeat was relative, so much so that under normal conditions of
competitive rivalry everyone would have seen such a result as mixed.
The governing party's own projections of undefeatability and its
apparent internal conviction that voters could never tire of the good
they do have magnified the scope of the opposition’s breakthrough.

But if as a thought experiment one were to bracket the prior
expectations and look at the election just from the vantage point
of what they tell us about Fidesz's electoral hold over Hungary
right now, the picture is considerably more nuanced. If one were to
project these results onto a national parliamentary election, it would
still vield a robust Fidesz majority, albeit far from the two-thirds
dominance which the governing party enjoys right now.

Even if one adds up all the seats that can be won in Budapest and all
the major urban areas where the opposition has a decent chance, it
is not enough for a majority in parliament. Winning urban Hungary is
a necessary but not sufficient condition for the opposition. To win,
the current opposition must be able to gain a foothold in some areas
of rural Hungary, and based on the local elections results that still
looks like a tall order, even in those areas where the “old left” used to
be competitive. At the moment, winnable rural districts continue to
remain elusive for the opposition, and with Jobbik’s decline their best
hope to change this in the near future is also in doubt because none
of the other opposition parties have any substantial rural presence
at this point. Even with the success of the opposition in many
municipalities, Fidesz still has major demographic reserves which are
sufficient for an electoral victory.

However, Fidesz cannot ignore that its support has decreased

in urban areas, especially among the youth and higher educated

segments of the society. Fidesz now relies on older, lower
educated and rural voting groups more than ever. An especially
striking example for these trends are the wealthy Buda districts,
which had exhibited signs of trending away from Fidesz already
in the national election last year (the Fidesz incumbents were
only saved by a divided opposition) but now turned decisively
(even if they are still swing districts at best). This is one of the
transformations that would have been inconceivable as recently
as 2014: it has happened in parallel with Fidesz's abandonment
of parts of its traditional intelligentsia and its decision to focus on
consolidating its supportin rural areas and lower educated voters
in particular.

Coordination is vital but not enough

The biggest challenge for the opposition is that as essential as it
is, electoral coordination can carry it only so far — it helps where its
aggregate supportis enough to defeat Fidesz butin and of itself it will
not be enough in vast tracts of rural Hungary where there is virtually
no opposition presence and where there is no way for the opposition
to communicate with voters other than bussing in their very limited
number of activists from the urban centres and have them canvass

relentlessly.

The opposition's most important asset in this election, the
successful deployment of electoral coordination and cooperation, is
not something that can be taken for granted in future elections. At
the local elections, the stakes were relatively low, since it is easier to
surrender mayoralties — especially since the winner of the mayoral
nomination could offer an increased number of municipal council
seats in exchange — than to do so with promising parliamentary
seats, and there are a lot fewer of the latter to go around. In the
municipal election, the national party leaderships could lean heavily
on local organisations to compromise in order to stay focused on
the national goal of defeating Fidesz; butin 2022 it will be up to the
national leaders to compromise and concede coveted opportunities,
that will be a different ballgame.
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A similar problem applies to strategically timed defections, as we
saw in the Western Hungarian city of Gydr, where at the last minute
the local Jobbik pulled out the rug from under the joint opposition
candidate. This move likely doomed the chances of the opposition
candidate with the result that she lost by a very slim margin to the
incumbent mayor, Zsolt Borkai, whose sex and corruption scandal
rocked the entire national scene in the last week of the campaign
and likely tilted a number of close races towards the opposition
while it increased the margins of victory elsewhere. Despite
the swift action taken by Jobbik's national organisation, which
condemned the move and immediately dissolved the party's local
chapter, the damage was already done. There is little that any of the
opposition parties could do to pre-empt similar defections before a

parliamentary election, where they would hurt a lot more.

In any conceivable scenario where the opposition is not on the verge
of a landslide victory but needs to compete hard in many swing
constituencies to cobble together a parliamentary majority, these
two factors — the inherent conflicts that coordination engenders and
defections — constitute major risk factors for a potential opposition
victory.

Candidates matter

A piece of good news for the opposition is that candidate selection
does play a huge role — not as a variable that can override deeply
ingrained party preferences, but as a factor which can enhance
voter mobilization and tilt the result among the diminishing share
of swing voters. The fact that the highly respected media figure
Andras Piké managed to crack the toughest nut in Budapest, the
eighth district (the only district in Budapest where Fidesz was
stronger than the entire opposition without Jobbik in the 2018
election), is a key case in point. On the other side, the impressive
re-election margin of the Fidesz party elder Zoltan Pokorni —
widely regarded as a silent internal critic of Fidesz's current course
and a non-corrupt politician with personal integrity — despite the
opposition’s surprising sweep of the traditional Fidesz strongholds

in the wealthy Buda neighbourhoods is another illustration that
personal appeal has an impact.

Independent candidate Péter Marky-Zay's success in the rural town
of Hodmezgvasarhely, which was one of the most classic right-wing
bastions in Hungary, definitely holds part of the clue to weakening
Fidesz's grip on rural Hungary. Thus far, the main elements of his
success seem to be his independence from parties combined with a
strong conservatism that is nevertheless tolerant of left and liberal
views; a highintensity engagement with the public; and areputation
forintegrity. Although it tried, Fidesz was not able to sell Marky-Zay
as a liberal traitor who is at odds with the needs of rural Hungary.
Instead, Marky-Zay appears to have established his conservative
bona fides and earned the trust of a segment of (probably loosely-
aligned) Fidesz voters, without alienating those to the left of him.
These elements may not capture the entire story, but they are
nevertheless key insights for future campaigns in towns similar to
Hédmez6vasarhely, which may be winnable despite the fact that

most of them look elusive for now.



1.3 | The issues and policies of the
Orban government in 2019

In this section, we take a look at the government’s key public policies
in 2019 and the communication framework they are embedded
in, keeping in mind that the list is also noteworthy for the glaring
absences (for example education, health and welfare).

Demography as a flagship policy

In terms of policies, the demographic challenge remains the central
theme of the government's communication and the area where
many of its flagship policies are focused. The “Year of the Family” in
2018 was followed by the more martial-sounding “Family Protection
Action Plan” in 2019, which was essentially a continuation of the
same programme with a different label.

Money to middle and especially upper-middle class families continues
to be the core of the various programmes. Although it has thus far
failed to produce the anticipated baby boom, the already generous
housing subsidy programme (named CSOK), which offers several
years of an average net salary in Hungary to subsidize the home
ownership of families with three children, recently saw the rule lifted
that limited the use of the subsidies to newly-built homes, which will
be a boon to urban-dwelling “ideal” families, for whom new homes
are often a financial challenge even with the subsidy.

Even more importantly, another generous program was introduced
that kicks in already at the first child. The CSOKis now complemented
with the "Waiting for the Baby" programme, which offers a zero-
interest loan up to 10 million HUF (roughly €30,000), which can be
claimed by any married couple as long as the mother-to-be is over 18
and under 40. Unlike the CSOK, which offers 10 million HUF in grants

and 10 million HUF in loans for three children but is limited to home-
buying, married couples are free to do with the baby-waiting money
as they please. Moreover, the conditions of repayment are generous:
the monthly instalment may not exceed 50,000 HUF (€150) and all
payments are paused for three years when a second child is born
within three years. Moreover, when a third child arrives (within three
years of the secand), the total debt is entirely forgiven, thus turning
the loan into another grant. Given the extremely long repayment
period and therising rate of inflation, the loan is extremely favourable
to begin with. So at this point, not counting all the other subsidies
(such as the massive income tax cut for three children), for three
children a Hungarian family can receive a total of roughly €100,000
from the Hungarian state — in a country where the average net salary
is still about €800 a month, and only a third of this sum needs to be

repaid.

Like the CSOK, this loan is also contingent on requirements that are
meant to pre-empt the eligibility of poorer families, such as three
years of employment or enrolment in higher education.

Other benefits to urge a baby boom

Themostgenerousaspectofthe “protectionplan”wascomplemented
by an array of smaller measures, such as the possibility for non-
retired grandparents to claim the Hungarian parental leave if they
care for their grandchild, subsidies for buying cars, and the permanent
income tax exemption of mothers with four or more children. More
importantly, the government has pledged to increase the créche
places in Hungary from 50,000 to 70,000. In combination with the
stubbornly declining birth-rate, arealisation of this figure would bring
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the government very close to the promise of offering a créche place
for every child in Hungary.

Somewhat problematically, the expansion could run into massive HR
problems, as educational institutions across the country are already
finding it difficult to hire teachers, and wages and working conditions
in the sector lag so far behind the private sector that save for an
economic crisis with the concomitant mass layoffs, there just will not
be enough people to staff the créches.

Attempts to save rural life in Hungary

Hungary is also known for its abundance of small municipalities.
Roughly half of the country’s ca. 3,200 municipalities has a population
of fewer than 1,000 souls, and many small villages are teetering on
the edge of demographic and fiscal viability. Lacking infrastructure,
access to education and healthcare (large swathes of Hungary lack
access to reasonably close general practitioner services), and often
jobs, too, make small communities increasingly unattractive places
to live, especially for young people.

But rural areas have emerged as the core of Fidesz's political
support, and this trend was highlighted even more emphatically by
the municipal election of October 2019. The overall trend towards
the opposition not only failed to trickle down to most rural areas,
but Fidesz in fact managed to improve its results in many of these
small communities. Sustaining rural life is of vital importance
for Fidesz, both because of the votes that can be won there and
because it meshes with their broader ideological outlook and
the corresponding communication, that is the protection of the
Hungarian way of life — of which small village life is one traditional
component.

Correspondingly, the government has created a much-touted but so
far modestly funded subsidy scheme called the Hungarian Village
Programme, whichis designedtofacilitatelifein these communities.
Grants can be applied for to finance village superintendents, for
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example, who perform maintenance, as well as trying to improve
local healthcare services and infrastructure (roads and town hall
renovations). Yet at roughly 70 billion HUF (€212 million) up to
August 2019, the amounts disbursed in the forms of grants are
relatively modest when compared to the government's massive
outlays into elite sports, for example (the much-celebrated Puskas
stadium in Budapest alone cost 200 billion HUF - €606 million).
While the programme may sound good in terms of communication,
and the government plans to further increase financial support for
this programme, the investments are merely a trickle compared to
the needs of rural communities and they are highly unlikely to turn
the demographic tide of booming cities and declining rural areas.

Protection remains the key

As in previous years, the consistent line throughout Fidesz public
policies and communication is the concept of protection and of halting
changes, be it in the form of the changing demographic makeup of
the national and local communities, cultural transformations or the
global trend towards urbanisation.

This is of course in keeping in line with the relentless focus on
migration and the theme of protecting Hungarian society, which has
served Fidesz exceedingly well electorally since the issue cropped up
in 2015, at a point when the governing party was at an alarmingly
low pointin the polls. It is also interesting how the particular focus on
protection has been translated into the language and communication
of the demographic/family policy (see the “Family Protection Action
Plan”), something which implies that the concept of family is under
threat and needs the state's intervention/protection.

How potent is the migration issue still?

And even as the migration issue remains a vital focus of the
government's propaganda, cropping up in almost every context when
the opposition is discussed no matter how far removed it might be
from the issue at hand, Fidesz is obviously struggling at this point to

convince large parts of the public that there is an actual threat from
migration. This does not challenge the fundamental hypothesis that
migration is a powerful issue that can send Hungarians clamouring
for governmental intervention and for the safety of Viktor Orban's
protection. But as the municipal elections showed, without the acute
fear of masses of migrants barging in, at least Hungarians in high-
information areas are willing to consider other issues as well, most of
which do not bode well for the governing party.

Still, the notion of protection willundoubtedly remain at the core of what
the government does and especially what it communicates. As Orban
knows all too well, however, protection needs a plausible threat, and
finding one in time for the election of 2022 is Fidesz's most important
project at this point. Especially so since a potential economic downturn
before the next election could erode the most important bastion of the
governing party's popularity, its supposed economic competence (also

built around the theme of protection from foreign interests).

Increasing conservative influence over
education

In 2019, the government also moved to increase conservative
influence over education. With a supermajority amendment, the
government has given itself the right to fully control the educational
activities of independent private schools in Hungary. How the
government will wield this vast authority over the growing segment
of independent schools in Hungary (many of which have served as
refuges for the offspring of Fidesz politicians and intellectuals from
the underfunding and outdated teaching methodologies that prevail
at state schools) is still in question, but the players involved have
every reason to be worried. The Waldorf Schools and many other
alternative schools remain vulnerable to political pressure.

This move can be considered as part of a wider backlash against the
perceived harmful liberalisminmany cultural sectors which, according
to government-aligned politicians and media, has hindered the
implementation of a grand strategy aimed at national grandeur and



development (see Chapter 5 for more details on “culture wars”, here
we focus only on education). Yet many of these actions have been,
by all means, at odds with the proclaimed goals. The accumulation
of human capital was supposedly at the heart of this strategy.
The new model for higher education has been one of foundations
directly financed by local businesses which would ostensibly serve as
partners in training and eventually employing graduates. The model
for Corvinus University was already being adopted by Széchenyi
University in Gy6r, the second industrial city of the country and home
of a major Audi plant. As for the reforms to primary and secondary
education — notably: centralization and the purging of alternatives
to government-sanctioned curriculum and books —, they have led to
devastating results in international comparison.

The newly published PISA survey on reading comprehension, science
and math showed a stabilization of subpar levels for Hungarian pupils
in comparison with their best record dating back to 2009 (before
the forming of the second Orban government). The performance
of Hungarian teens placed them around place 32 in the three
dimensions out of 79 participating countries. All these results were
below the OECD average. Hungary also lagged behind all countries in
Central and Eastern Europe, except for Slovakia.

As for Zoltan Pokorni, a former minister of education in the first Orban
government, aformer presidentof the Fidesz party,andacurrentmayor
of an affluent district of Budapest, school reform was at the heart
of underwhelming performance on standardized tests. Vocational
schools cannot cope with students who did not learn to read and
make basic calculations in primary school. In his view, the centralized
state school system should learn from alternative and private schools
which better prepare their students for a world that puts a premiumon
problem-solving and swift decision-making. Pokorni is by no means
in the inner circle of current Fidesz decision-making structures, his
general criticism — also shared by Jézsef Palinkas, his successor as
education minister in the first Orban cabinet, and former president of
the Hungarian Academy of Sciences — points to the disenchantmentin

conservative milieus with the education policy of recent times.

Government plans to limit judicial
independence

Judicial independence as it continues to persist in the ordinary court
system (i.e. the courts outside the Constitutional Court, which
interprets the constitution) has been a thorn in Fidesz's side ever
since it took power in 2010. The government itself, Fidesz officials
and their loyal media keep losing many high-profile and sensitive
cases, including, among other issues, election law disputes, freedom
of information or libel. These failures have generated a desire to
speed up the process of controlling the judiciary. The ground for
one potential route to this end was laid in the seventh amendment
of the Hungarian constitution, the Fundamental Law, which was
passed by Parliament in 2018 and provided for the creation of
administrative courts, which resulted in the subsequent adoption of a
law that "complied” with this constitutional mandate. However, citing
international pressure the Orban government ultimately abandoned
the plan of establishing administrative courts in 2019, which was

greeted with relief by NGOs and international organizations.

The withdrawal of the proposal to set up a parallel judicial system
through the administrative courts appeared to be the government'’s
most important concession to the rule of law since it took power in
2010. However, like often before, it quickly emerged that Fidesz had
only given up on a specific approach without abandoning the overall
goal of increasing political control over the judiciary in general and
sensitive judicial decisions in particular. Soon after this decision was
announced, an omnibus bill was introduced in parliament by the
Ministry of Justice (and approved by the National Assembly on 10
December).

The most important of the changes is a legal amendment that
will effectively undermine the traditional functional separation
between the Curia and the Constitutional Court and open up
the possibility of taking cases that were unfavorably decided
outside the ordinary judicial system and bringing them before the

Constitutional Court, even if the underlying statute that the case
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was decided on is deemed to be constitutional. Effectively, in
certain contexts the Constitutional Court may overrule the Curia
in cases that previously could not have even legally ended up
before the Constitutional Court. The prevailing assessment among
independent NGOs is that unlike the impartial Curia — which is made
up of career judges, whereas constitutional judges do not need to
be judges to be elevated to that position — the Constitutional Court
is heavily biased towards Fidesz.

It will also become easier to second judges to public administrative
bodies, such as the State Audit Office, the Public Prosecutor's
Office, regional government authorities, etc. While this practice
exists already, its expansion and facilitation will serve to blur the
lines between the judiciary and the public administration. It is
worth noting that this harks back to a longstanding effort of the
government to remove the clear separation between the judiciary
and the executive branch by allowing public administration officials
to transition to the judiciary with relative ease, which was a key
aspect of the since abandoned plan to set up administrative courts.

Introducing the concept of ‘Christian
freedom’

Attherhetoricallevelatleast, the challenge for Fideszis the classical
dilemma between freedom and security, and as the party officially
remains committed to both, Viktor Orban has announced the notion
of "Christian freedom” as the alternative to the classical notion of
what we know as, well, freedom. Christian freedom appears to be
to freedom what illiberal democracy is to democracy.

It would be easy to dismiss Orban’s new fad as another rhetorical
ploy, and it is especially tempting to do so given its vague meaning.
But it would also be a mistake. Given what we have learned about
Orban’s illiberal democracy in practice, it is a concept that does
broadly correspond to how Fareed Zakaria defined the term in
his famous article two decades ago. By our modern and complex
understanding of democracy, it is not a democracy at all but

a transient hybrid that progresses at varying speeds towards
authoritarianism, where it will likely end up unless it runs into

massive social resistance.

While the literary source and hence the meaning of Christian
freedomis less clear, the prime minister’s intention to bring it about
should be taken as a given. It is fair to assume that promoting
Christian freedom will be couched in the language of protection,
in this case the protection of Christian freedom, because that is
how Viktor Orban’s protection racket operates. For Hungarian civil
society, the challenge is to anticipate and brace itself for how this
will play out in practice.



1.4 | Outlook on the Hungarian
government’s prospects in 2020

The slew of legislation introduced in the final weeks of the year
are enough to lay to rest any delusions in the opposition that in
line with its initial rhetoric following the electoral setback in the
municipal elections, Fidesz is going to follow a less aggressive tack
than previously. In fact, the opposite appears to be happening, with
the governing party pushing through legislation aimed at taking
away both competences and fiscal latitude from the municipal
governments, aimed particularly at crippling Budapest's mayor
and his majority on the city council, at increasing the government's
influence in the judiciary, and changing media and parliamentary
rules to make the life of independent media and the parliamentary
opposition mare difficult.

Two ideas in particular are going to shape Fidesz's thinking. First,
while it does not necessarily need to win back those regions it lost
to the opposition in October 2019, it needs to cement its hold over
the rest of the country. It appears that to the government's mind a
conciliatory approach and the implied admission of weakness and of
previous errors does not help in achieving that goal. Second, as the
new rules for the future parliament highlight — in particular a lot of
formal rules that Fidesz adopted to make it far more difficult for the
opposition to coordinate electorally — Fidesz assumes that the era of
a two-thirds majority is over for now. That seems reasonable. Had
the opposition coordinated only a little more in 2018, they could have
easily stopped the government from attaining the supermajority,
which is now being wielded to suffocate the opposition and removing
the few remaining checks and balances (courts and municipalities).

Buteven if the scope of the opposition’s gains in 2022 fail to measure
up to the level of their success in the October 2019 municipal

election, as things stand improved electoral coordination would be
sufficient to end Fidesz's current constitutional supermajority. This
means that the government needs to use its majority in ways that
lay the ground for a leaner period when it will not have easy recourse
to major changes to reduce the democratic rights of the opposition
or toincrease its control over public discourse and society in general.

This creates a major incentive to consider and try to anticipate in
detail what constitutional and cardinal law amendments Fidesz
might need after 2022 and to pass these now. What makes this
especially pressing is that, ideally, doing so should not occur
immediately before the election, so as to minimise the impact of a
backlash. Hence, 2020, which is still relatively far from 2022, may
seem ideal for drastic changes — although none of the above reasons
should lead us to entertain doubts about Fidesz doing harsh things
before the election if it perceives that it needs to take drastic action
to cement its power. It should not be forgotten that Fidesz could
easily modify the electoral system with its current supermajority in
Parliament, and several observers already point to the possibility of
further gerrymandering in Hungary's 106 electoral districts before
the next general elections.

Fidesz's success thus far has been dependent on a combination of
tilting the playing field by using its powers to cripple the opposition
legally, financially and through character assassinations carried out
by a vast media empire; the effective removal of all checks on its
power; and a robustly growing economy. The first two are still given.
But as the government knows all too well, the latter is predicated on
cyclical and global influences, and while Fidesz has lucked out for a
decade, it cannot necessarily assume that this streak will persist. The
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last time the economy lagged temporarily, in the middle of the first
post-2010 term of Fidesz, the ruling party slumped massively in the

polls.

If an economic slowdown hits before 2022, Fidesz will clearly find that
it needs to clamp down even harder on anyone who is in a position to
criticise the government. At the same time, an economic slump will
also have the impact of bringing into sharper relief those issues that
Hungarians do manifestly care about — such as the desolate state
of healthcare and education, as well as growing inequality — but
not enough to vote against a government that delivers a booming
economy and keeps migrants out. The threat of lifting the fog of
economic boons and thereby laying bare the sad reality of Fidesz's
failures in the abovementioned areas should presumably inspire the
government to do something about these, to tackle the obvious crisis
in these areas so that it has something to sell to the public when
the economic going gets rough. Unfortunately, it is very unlikely that
Fidesz will ever find it worthwhile to compete with the opposition by
delivering better healthcare and education or by reducing inequality
and alleviating extreme poverty. It would be a pleasant surprise to
be wrong on this count, but genuine and beneficial reforms in these

areas are unlikely to be on the agenda for 2020.



The Hungarian
opposition in
2019
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2.1 | New dynamics — the impact of the municipal
election on the balance of power in the
Hungarian opposition

The Hungarian municipal election of 2019 was an unprecedented
political development since Fidesz took power in 2010 and began
reshaping the entire Hungarian political system to consolidate
its power. After years of bickering, the opposition parties finally
managed to coordinate electorally and felt the first taste of a
major electoral success in a decade. It is clear that Fidesz's defeat
in @ number of major municipalities has reshaped the Hungarian
political landscape, it has opened up the possibility of real
competition, hampered as it must necessarily be under the vastly
unfair conditions imposed by the government.

At the same time, the rivalry with Fidesz is only one layer of the
democratic competition, even if it is the most crucial one. The
intra-opposition rivalry is promising to be fierce as well, especially
since the stakes of each parties’ relative position will be more
significant than at any time before. If there is any likelihood of the
opposition ousting Fidesz and taking office in 2022, then this will
involve a lot of power for the winners in terms of shaping the new
government's policies, and also in terms of the many positions
that can be distributed among the parties’ activists. These in
turn are likely to have a major impact on the long-term viability of
opposition parties, since as long as the current electoral system
persists, it will be impossible for minor parties to independently
gain parliamentary representation that corresponds with their level
of support in society, while larger parties in turn will be relatively

overrepresented.

Realignment in the leftwing and liberal
opposition

Broadly speaking, the local elections of October have reaffirmed
the new balance of power among the opposition parties, which we
already saw taking shape in the European Parliamentary election. In
short, Ferenc Gyurcsany’s Democratic Coalition (DK) and Momentum
have emerged (or rather have solidified their position) as the leading
opposition parties, while the Socialist Party (MSZP) and Jobbik have
stabilised their declining support for now, albeit at lower levels than
they enjoyed in April 2018. LMP still scrapes the bottom of the barrel
to mobilize some of its once impressive base, but it is clearly on life
support without much of a strategy of how to revive itself.

Mostof the swingin the electoral outcomes of the October municipal
elections (that is the mayoralties and local council seats won by
the opposition) owed to the opposition's ability to unite in places
where it already enjoyed a lead or was close to it, while the overall
balance in the support of Fidesz and the opposition, respectively,
was broadly stable before October. Thus, these numbers also
suggest that DK and Momentum benefit from winning over existing
opposition voters from other parties rather than expanding the
base of the opposition altogether.

An interesting aspect of the current constellation is that to some
extent DK and Momentum get along better thus far than most



analysts would have expected. Apart from a dose of self-discipline
on the sides, a major reason is that they cover different voting
groups of the electoral market. There appear to be few voters who
are undecided between Momentum and DK. For the time being,
these two parties have very different bases and they are growing
slowly enough not to clash over the same types of voters.

DK and Momentum: different voters,
different strategies

By and large, the core of DK's support continues to be made up of
elderly voters; those left-leaning voters who feel most strongly anti-
Fidesz; and former MSZP voters who are turning away from their
party and always saw DK as their secondary preference. Momentum,
forits part, is primarily drawing on young voters and intellectuals (DK,
too, has a base among intellectuals, but they are almost exclusively
older). With its nebulous place on the left-right continuum it tries to
appeal to disaffected green (LMP) voters and moderate rightwingers,
and it is also fairly successful at establishing itself as the party of
choice for first-time voters.

The strategies of the two parties are also distinct in how they
approach the process of building a base. DK believes that in the
age of political polarisation a harsh rhetoric and tribalisation is the
best route forward, and it is building a fierce subculture around
former prime minister Gyurcsany. DK is the party that is second
only to Fidesz in the intensity of the loyalty of its supporters, who
are also vociferously critical of anyone who takes a position against
Gyurcsany or DK, be it right or leftwing critics.

DK and its supporters are increasingly establishing themselves
as the most cohesive block on the opposition spectrum and,
consequently, the dream that many other opposition politicians
once harboured about ousting Fidesz without entering into an
alliance with Gyurcsany seem more elusive than ever. This also
explains why the former prime minister is almost never mentioned

by other opposition politicians at this point, even though he was

a frequent target of rhetorical attacks previously and remains
so among opposition intellectuals. Momentum is eschewing
the tribalism of DK and it focuses more strongly on issues such
as corruption and transparency, quietly expanding its base by
appearing as a centrist and less shrill but nevertheless staunchly
anti-Fidesz force.

Ideological ambiguity

It is also worth exploring where the two parties are similar. Both
parties are remarkable for how difficult they are to pin down
ideologically. With Momentum, ideological ambiguity was an openly
acknowledged and proudly worn label based on the presumption
that since most Hungarians do not fit neatly on the left-right
continuum, their party does not have to, either. DK has skirted
the left-right issues more quietly, but while aligning itself with
European social democracy in the EP (unlike Momentum, which has
joined the centrist liberal Renew group), it is basically staking out
a similarly amorphous position by traditional left-right standards.
The most recent controversy concerning the party's decision
to vote against an EP resolution about the refugee crisis, which
was supported by most of the left in the EP and ultimately failed
because of how the four DK MEPs voted, was a potent signal of
its willingness to appeal to a fundamentally rightwing but widely
popular sentiment in Hungarian public opinion, which remains
resolutely anti-immigration.

The paradox of the Socialist Party: low in the
polls, high in elected positions

MSZP took hits at the EP elections, but it stabilized its position at the
local elections, and it is not necessarily down for the count. Vitally, the
Socialists offer something to the opposition coalition beyond their
mere voters. In a remarkable paradox, despite its low support in the
polls and in the elections (wherever citizens could vote for separate
party lists), the Socialists continue to wield considerable influence
by having the biggest reserve of experienced officials, elected and
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appointed, while the other opposition parties sometimes found that
they have fewer of these than needed, which inevitably gave the
Sacialists greater clout in some municipalities where the opposition
took over.

MSZP holds more mayoral seats and has more influence in the
municipal assemblies and in the town halls than one would have
expected, and, if properly deployed, these could of course prove
instrumental in revitalising the party. At the same time, some old
and new scandals attached to several of these figures also continue
to weigh down on the party’s public perception, so the reservoir of
expertise is a double-edged sword.

A vacuum on the left...

What is most striking about our survey of the opposition is the
absence of a strong leftwing party. Which, incidentally, brings us to
one more party that deserves to be discussed in this context. Along
with MSZP, the only leftwing party with a parliamentary presence
is Parbeszéd (Dialogue), which had to partner with MSZP in every
election since last year to either pass the relevant thresholds or to
win. Arguably, Parbeszéd was the biggest winner of the municipal
election, since its candidate Gergely Karacsony won the Budapest
mayoralty, and it also scored some smaller successes, including the
mayoralty of one of the Fidesz bastions in Budapest, the elite Castle
district.

For years, Parbeszéd has suffered from the fact that even though
several of its leading politicians are popular nationally — Karacsony's
surprisingly strong victory in Budapest was a sign — the party itself
simply fails to climb in the polls. Except for the lack of a national
organisation — which is clearly a problem for Momentum as well,
which nevertheless performed better than expected in rural areas
for a Budapest and youth-centred party — there is no obvious
explanation for the gap between the popularity of the party's most

prominent politicians and the party itself.

Butasit stands, for the time being there is no strong leftwing party
in Hungary, which suggests that there is an ideological vacuum in
Hungarian politics because a sizeable minority of Hungarians still
identify as leftwing and, moreover, on economic issues a majority
of Hungarians lean left. This is another mystery that cannot be
easily explained, but Viktor Orban'’s outsize influence on Hungarian
politics is probably a part of the puzzle. Fidesz defines the terms of
Hungarian political discourse, and the opposition is to a significant
extent defined by its ability to stand up to Orban and to engage
him effectively. This ability is what opposition voters reward
primarily, and in this league DK and Momentum stand out at this
time. Moreover, even when they occupy centrist positions, all of the
parties in the Hungarian opposition — Jobbik included — evince a
significant sensitivity to socio-economic issues, which may satisfy
voters even if the underlying policy responses are not explicitly
labelled as leftwing.

For the time being, the opposition parties find themselves in a
brittle equilibrium based on the individual benefits they have derived
from the successful electoral cooperation and the hope of future
successes. But multiple challenges lie ahead. First, the cooperation at
the municipal level will be fraught with conflict, and some fault lines
have emerged already within a few weeks of the election. Moreover,
the opposition parties will have to balance their competitive streak
and the democratic desire for a greater slice of the electorate with
the other democratic desire of not undermining the opposition's unity
to an extent that makes electoral coordination impossible, which
would make an opposition victory extremely unlikely.

The new Budapest leadership under
government pressure

No doubt, Budapest was the big prize at the local elections for
the opposition. The developments concerning the budget, the
competences and the infrastructural investment plans in late 2019
already indicate that the new leadership of Budapest will not be short
of challenges.
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Four weeks after losing Budapest and 10 of the 23 biggest cities to
the opposition, the Orban government submitted a proposal related
to the use of local business tax revenues, which would considerably
reduce the new Budapest Mayor Gergely Karacsony's powers over
the capital s budget. The legislation — which was approved by the
National Assembly in December - will force local councils to redirect
the business taxes to finance public transport before any other
items. Given that the public transport system of Budapest has
been seriously underfunded since decades, and has relied on cash
infusions from the central government even under the previous,
pro-government mayor Istvan Tarlés, the restrictive measure
threatens to cutother spendingincluding on social services. The City
of Budapest is already spending half of its business tax revenues
(roughly €500 million a year) on buses, trams and subways.

Reacting to the bill, Gergely Karacsony called on the government to
withdraw it. He also urged PM Viktor Orban not to backtrack on his
promise to work with local authorities even where his party, Fidesz
had lost. Orban said it several times publicly that he was ready to
cooperate with the responsible leaders of the Hungarian capital.
The prime minister even invited Karacsony to one of the cabinet
meetings, and also promised that the government would comply
with all agreements it struck with Budapest during the previous