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SUMMARY  
 

Hungary’s government has been at odds with the EU ever since Viktor Orbán and his party, 

Fidesz, reclaimed power in 2010. But by all accounts, Hungary has largely benefited from 

being part of the European project. Why, then, has the prime minister continued his 16-

year crusade of attacking and discrediting the EU, while overtly arguing for reversing the 

integration process?  

The answer is simpler than it seems. Since 2010, Orbán has employed a unique ‘playbook’ 

that secured his unprecedented longevity. He built a legal-political system designed to 

entrench power structures and processes that benefited him and his circle – but no one 

else. The fight with the EU was inherent in consolidating the regime, as ‘Brussels’ was 

presented to voters as an enemy of progress and sovereignty, from which only Orbán 

could protect. 

Meanwhile, the EU hasn’t shied away from sharply criticising Orbán’s regime: the 

European Commission has launched plenty of infringement proceedings, the European 

Parliament (EP) voted to classify it an ‘electoral autocracy’ and the Council continued its 

annual Article 7(1) TEU hearings for nearly eight years without any results. And yet, the 

most powerful tool in the shed – Article 7(2) – was deliberately kept in the cupboard. 

Here, too, the story goes back years: Orbán long enjoyed the benevolent protection of 

the European People’s Party, which stuck by him for a decade – all to maintain dominance 

in the institutions, especially the EP. Even after Orbán quit the EPP, he benefitted from the 

lack of political will to impose riskier sanctions on Hungary as well as the support from 

other disruptors like Poland under the Law and Justice Party and Slovakia under current 

prime minister Robert Fico. Finally, the EU’s inability to meaningfully respond to the 

escalating situation in Hungary shows that the treaty framework is poorly equipped to 

handle the deliberate exploitation and abuse of legal shortcomings. Which means if Orbán 

goes, the problem will remain, ready for other Eurosceptics and outliers to exploit. 

On the eve of the parliamentary elections in Hungary, this CEPS Explainer attempts to 

explain the whys of the past 16 years, with a combatant, hardline Eurosceptic strongman 

on one side and a hesitant, weakened integration fighting on multiple fronts on the other.  

 

 

Júlia Pőcze is a Researcher in the Politics and Institutions unit at CEPS. 

 

CEPS Explainers offer shorter, more bite-sized analyses of a wide range of key policy questions 
facing Europe. Unless otherwise indicated, the views expressed are attributable only to the 

authors in a personal capacity and not to any institution with which they are associated.  

© CEPS 2026 

CEPS ▪ Place du Congrès 1 ▪ B-1000 Brussels ▪ Tel: (32.2) 229.39.11



| 1 

INTRODUCTION – THE ELECTIONS IN CONTEXT 

Most of the eight million Hungarians who are eligible to vote are expected to participate 

in the legislative elections of 12 April 2026. There’s only two parties that are essentially 

guaranteed to pass the 5% threshold: Viktor Orbán’s FIDESZ-KDNP (aligned with the 

Patriots in the European Parliament (EP) and the largest opposition party, TISZA (aligned 

with the EPP). Other than that, the extreme right, ultranationalist Our Homeland 

Movement (ESN) might have a slim chance of entering the parliament, while the liberal-

social-democratic DK (S&D) will likely slip below the 5 % threshold.  

Holding the office of Hungarian Prime Minister for a total of 20 years – 16 consecutively 

since 2010 – Orbán has undoubtedly cemented himself as a mainstay of news headlines. 

One can only guess whether future assessments will resemble the negative tone of 

contemporary ones. 

Back in October 2024, for the first time in 18 years – since the unrest of 2006 – a major 

pollster found that Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz wasn’t the most popular party, coming second 

to emerging firebrand Péter Magyar’s Tisza that nobody knew existed until he took over 

the reins in April 2024. 

Magyar, a friend-turned-foe who managed to secure Tisza seven seats in the 10th EP a 

mere few months after bursting onto the scene, has reshaped and replaced the 

fragmented scene of the Hungarian opposition and poses the first real threat to Orbán’s 

regime. Over the past year and a half, numerous other polls have confirmed this: there’s 

broad and expanding support for this fairly new political force and dwindling backing for 

Fidesz. 

As the parliamentary elections loom, it’s a moment that the top EU brass has been quietly 

waiting for - it’s no secret that the institutions have had a new Hungarian government at 

the top of their wish lists for a very long time. 

After all, the 2010s saw Orbán grow into the role of ‘Eurosceptic-in-Chief’, always ready 

to throw a wrench into all manner of decisions the other Member States managed to 

agree on. In many ways, Orbán’s metamorphosis into the number one internal foe caught 

the EU off-guard and the institutions watched with growing concern as things escalated 

in the country, especially after the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’. 

https://2026-valasztas.hu/egyeb/kozponti-nevjegyzekben-szereplo-valasztopolgarok-szama/
https://www.politico.eu/europe-poll-of-polls/hungary/
https://www.politico.eu/europe-poll-of-polls/hungary/
https://www.politico.eu/article/viktor-orban-fidesz-form-new-far-right-alliance-austria-czech-republic/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/hungarian-opposition-party-join-european-parliaments-centre-right-bloc-2024-06-18/
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2024/07/10/afd-and-allies-form-new-far-right-group-in-brussels-called-europe-of-sovereign-nations
https://www.socialistsanddemocrats.eu/who-we-are/our-members/meps
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-67832416
https://www.theglobalist.com/viktor-orban-hungary-europe-european-union-autocracy-democracy/
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/08/world/europe/hungary-viktor-orban-trump.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/5358546.stm
https://telex.hu/belfold/2024/10/26/kozvelemeny-kutatas-valasztas-magyar-peter-tisza-part-fidesz
https://www.politico.eu/article/viktor-orban-fidesz-hungary-challenger-peter-magyar-tisza-party-polls-survey-eu/
https://telex.hu/english/2024/04/11/peter-magyar-announces-his-party
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/mar/25/the-time-is-here-the-ex-government-insider-shaking-up-hungarian-politics
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/3/27/former-hungarian-government-insider-leaks-graft-case-audio-tape
https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-european-election-results-2024-hungary-viktor-orban-fidesz-party-peter-magyar-tisza-party/
https://hvg.hu/itthon/20260402_kapitany-istvan-a-legkedveltebb-politikus-magyar-petert-mar-majdnem-annyian-ismerik-mint-orbant
https://www.euronews.com/2022/03/30/hungarian-opposition-struggles-to-maintain-united-front-in-bid-to-dethrone-orban
https://www.politico.eu/article/viktor-orban-peter-magyar-judit-varga-new-headache-leaked-tape/
https://telex.hu/belfold/2024/11/28/median-a-biztos-partvalasztok-koreben-47-szazalekon-a-tisza-36-szazalekon-a-fidesz
https://telex.hu/english/2024/11/14/idea-institute-the-tisza-party-has-overtaken-fidesz
https://telex.hu/belfold/2024/12/05/zavecz-research-felmeres-partpreferencia-tisza-fidesz-november
https://hvg.hu/360/20260325_median-tisza-fidesz-valasztas-marcius-kozvelemeny-kutatas
https://hvg.hu/itthon/20260331_valasztas-2026-kozvelemeny-kutatas-partpreferencia-tisza-part-zavecz-research
https://cepseu.substack.com/p/in-hungary-viktor-orban-might-finally
https://cepseu.substack.com/p/in-hungary-viktor-orban-might-finally
https://hungary.iom.int/european-migration-crisis-and-hungary
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Other heads of government, as well as the EU 

leadership, have learned to expect his criticism, 

threats and eventual veto. For years, the EU did 

little other than routinely express condemnation. 

It’s really only towards the end of Orbán’s second 

term (2018) that the EU started to react beyond 

strongly worded letters and good old 

infringements. 

But even after Article 7(1) proceedings – the ‘lighter’ option of Article 7, which can lead 

to determining ‘risks’ to EU values but no sanctions – were opened in 2018 and 

conditionality measures led to certain EU funds being suspended from 2022 onwards, the 

EU could never quite find the antidote to Orbán’s constant onslaught of anti-EU attacks 

and dissent in crucial policy areas. 

Any time Brussels retaliated one way or the other, it gave Orbán more ammunition to 

throw the EU under the bus back home. An increase in the number of asylum seekers or 

immigrants, support for LGBTIQ+ equality and transgender rights, the cost of living crisis 

and even the abysmal salaries of Hungarian teachers were all presented as attacks 

orchestrated by Brussels. 

To this day, Orbán remains the biggest thorn in the EU’s side and there’s no doubt that a 

potentially victorious Péter Magyar would be welcomed with open arms. Should Orbán 

be defeated, the Berlaymont may consider it a moment of ‘all’s well that ends well’ – but 

can a change in government be the quick fix for the woes this feud exposed both within 

the EU and in Hungary? 

VIKTOR ORBÁN’S ROAD TO ILLIBERALISM AND HIS ‘PLAYBOOK’ FOR 

UNPRECEDENT INFLUENCE 

STEP ONE: THE ROAD TO POWER 

There’s a somewhat well-known story about a young Viktor Orbán before he entered 

politics. Back in the 1980s, as a law student in Budapest, he was said to have a meltdown 

over learning that he was excluded from becoming the President of the United States due 

to not being born on US territory. Arguably the most influential job of our time – for better 

or worse – the Oval Office could have very well been a dream for a man with an insatiable 

appetite for power. Alas, he had to ‘make do’ with Hungary. 

It’s really only towards the 
end of Orbán’s second term 
that the EU started to react 
beyond strongly worded 
letters and good old 
infringements. 

https://www.dw.com/en/eu-parliament-votes-to-trigger-article-7-sanctions-procedure-against-hungary/a-45459720
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2022/12/12/rule-of-law-conditionality-mechanism/
https://www.politico.eu/article/viktor-orban-blames-brussels-for-migration-crisis/
https://www.reuters.com/business/media-telecom/hungarys-orban-accuses-eu-orchestrating-repulsive-pride-march-2025-06-29/
https://www.euronews.com/next/2021/10/08/power-prices-eu-hungary
https://lakmusz.hu/2024/02/27/epp-az-eu-kert-nagyobb-beremelest-a-tanaroknak-mint-amit-a-kormany-tervezett
https://24.hu/belfold/2022/05/15/vagvolgyi-b-andras-magyar-narancs-nagyinterju/
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This little anecdote is the key to understand Orbán: a cunning, ambitious man who will do 

whatever’s necessary to gain and maintain power, to shape and influence decision-making 

processes on a larger scale than any of his modern predecessors ever could. 

Everything that has happened since Fidesz’ earliest days – which he originally co-founded 

as a liberal, pro-Europe movement of ‘young democrats’ – from his steady move towards 

the right in the 1990s and then national-conservatism in the 2000s, to his far-right, 

Eurosceptic populist stance of the past decade, was all meticulously strategic rather than 

due to a changing worldview. 

Orbán – and Fidesz – moved along the political spectrum less with conviction and more 

with an eye for ‘vacancies’. The move to the right coincided with the slow, but gradual 

weakening (and eventual dissolution) of the traditionally right-of-centre, conservative 

MDF. Then, in 2014, when the previously extreme-right, radical Jobbik began a process of 

transitioning to a more moderate position, Orbán steered Fidesz further to the right. It’s 

therefore reasonable to assume that none of these stances ever really coincided with his 

personal political beliefs and were rather mere strategic manoeuvres to exploit seemingly 

vacant positions across the political spectrum. 

In the Orbán playbook, acceding to power was only the first step. Steps two and three 

were to consolidate his power at home – i.e. making it extremely difficult to remove the 

government by electoral means – and achieve ultimate influence abroad. He failed at step 

two once: the image of him declaring that the ‘nation can’t be in opposition’ after his 

2002 defeat is likely a core memory for many Hungarians. 

However, the 2010 electoral landslide – his first two-thirds majority – set the stage for a 

more successful stab at achieving step two.  

STEP TWO: BUILDING A NEW SYSTEM TO ENTRENCH POWER 

In 2010, virtually every constitutional tool and the necessary popular backing were at his 

disposal to re-shape the political system in a way that wouldn’t only serve him but ensure 

he could remain in power for as long as possible. 

First the Fidesz majority passed the Declaration on National Cooperation in June 2010, 

which proudly declared Orbán’s election win a ‘revolution’. This gave a ‘democratic’ 

pretext to the next agenda item, which was a complete legal overhaul. This included 

adopting a new constitution with lightning speed. Famously, former MEP Szájer claimed 

to have written it on an iPad, which speaks volumes of the qualitative legal considerations 

that went into creating such an all-important supreme law. 

The Fundamental Law – constantly amended in its 13 years of life, including the explicit 

recognition of only two genders – though slammed by constitutional experts, was 

https://theorangefiles.hu/the-orban-regime/
https://www.politico.eu/article/ties-that-bind-hungarys-fidesz-and-european-parliament/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1990/04/09/rightist-party-wins-election-in-hungary/e878f231-2fe0-4bcd-aeb7-f830b90e7c39/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1990/04/09/rightist-party-wins-election-in-hungary/e878f231-2fe0-4bcd-aeb7-f830b90e7c39/
https://freedomhouse.org/article/far-right-hungarian-party-jobbik-moderating-good-thing
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/26/viktor-orban-ally-hungary-courageous-democrat
https://theorangefiles.hu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/declaration-22.jpg
https://www.euractiv.com/news/ipad-constitution-poses-challenge-to-hungary/
https://njt.hu/jogszabaly/en/2011-4301-02-00
https://www.euractiv.com/short_news/mother-woman-father-man-constitutional-amendment-passes/
https://www.euractiv.com/short_news/mother-woman-father-man-constitutional-amendment-passes/
https://www.coe.int/en/web/venice-commission/-/opinion-621
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presented as a product of democracy. It kicked things off with a ‘national avowal’, an 

ardent Christian-nationalist rhapsody, which gives the reader the impression that the 

constitutional overhaul was a whole-of-society endeavour. 

That certainly isn’t true. Orbán did achieve a two-thirds majority but the drafting and 

adoption of the new constitution saw no participation from opposition parties, NGOs or 

citizens. In fact, the government made a deliberate choice not to organise a referendum, 

citing concerns that voters couldn’t have ‘made an informed decision’ about the 60-page 

document. Instead, Orbán opted for his favourite faux-participation tool, a ‘national 

consultation’, to gather public opinion on his constitutional project. 

These consultations, which have become a fixture of governmental communications, 

lends the decidedly top-down, non-partisan decision-making process a false veneer of 

deliberative democratic legitimacy. In reality, such consultations – that tend to cost the 

taxpayers billions year after year – are heavily biased and the results routinely reported 

by the government not only inspire scepticism, but also completely misrepresent usually 

nuanced political realities.  

This wholly new fundamental legal framework and the establishment of a seemingly 

participatory process allowed Fidesz to cement its power for years and manufacture 

public consent for its illiberal, anti-EU turn over the course of the 2010s. 

Consolidating power also included building an all-encompassing media empire that 

parrots disinformation and propaganda while opposition voices were forced out. His iron 

grip on audiovisual and print media – with the help of his cronies – has ensured that large 

parts of the country could only mostly access biased and deliberately misleading, 

unreliable ‘news’ sources. At the same time, dissenting voices have been subjected to 

increased surveillance, while advocacy groups, particularly civil society organisations 

representing marginalised communities and rights defenders, have been systematically 

bled dry and bullied into silence. 

Even with access to impartial political information, the government strived to interfere 

with genuine democratic participation at every single level. Continuous Fidesz victories 

were locked in through a complete overhaul of electoral legislation and excessive 

gerrymandering. Blatantly unlawful efforts to influence or even buy votes, as well as to 

supress them, have been uncovered by the dozens. 

Civil society wasn’t the only victim of financial abuse: Orbán and his cronies – thanks to 

an inextricable web of shell companies – have become obscenely wealthy through corrupt 

public procurement practices. His close friends and family members built empires worth 

billions seemingly out of thin air, but really from tax payer money and public funds. With 

a row of sycophants occupying the highest offices within the public administration and 

https://index.hu/belfold/2011/03/28/orban_a_valasztok_nem_tudnanak_okosan_donteni_60_oldalrol/?token=173376db6f11b97f7c604ca5cb3b4ada
https://theorangefiles.hu/orban-government-national-consultation-on-the-fundamental-law/
https://theorangefiles.hu/orban-government-national-consultation-on-the-fundamental-law/
https://theorangefiles.hu/orban-government-national-consultation-on-the-fundamental-law/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/373921399_Fabricating_public_support_for_illiberal_policies_-The_case_of_national_consultations_in_Hungary
https://telex.hu/english/2023/11/30/they-are-calling-it-a-consultation-but-the-questions-are-worded-to-get-the-answer-they-want
https://lakmusz.hu/2024/02/16/nemzeti-konzultacio-hogyan-lett-masfelmillio-valaszadobol-a-magyar-emberek-tobbsege-2
https://www.journalofdemocracy.org/articles/hungarys-illiberal-turn-disabling-the-constitution/
https://rsf.org/en/country/hungary
https://www.gmfus.org/news/will-massive-state-funded-disinformation-hungary-give-orban-one-more-win
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2022/04/01/hungary-a-deep-dive-into-the-heart-of-viktor-orban-s-propaganda-machine_5979594_4.html
https://www.euractiv.com/news/hungary-breached-free-speech-in-broadcasting-case-cjeu-rules/
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2021/jul/18/viktor-orban-using-nso-spyware-in-assault-on-media-data-suggests
https://crd.org/vorban/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/nov/23/orban-accused-of-trying-to-silence-all-critics-in-hungary-with-new-law
https://www.wral.com/story/in-hungary-disunity-and-gerrymandering-frustrate-anti-orban-voters/17442621/
https://english.atlatszo.hu/2025/08/25/gerrymandered-districts-manipulated-polls-orbans-party-banks-on-local-races-to-win-2026-elections/
https://www.socialeurope.eu/fidesz-and-orban-triumph-in-hungarys-skewed-elections
https://news.yale.edu/2019/04/22/study-documents-electoral-corruption-hungary
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/breaking-fresh-evidence-hungary-vote-rigging-raises-concerns-fraud-european-elections/
https://english.atlatszo.hu/2022/04/06/votes-for-money-or-food-chain-voting-election-fraud-recorded-across-the-country/
https://www.occrp.org/en/news/eus-concerns-about-orbans-inner-circle
https://www.occrp.org/en/news/eus-concerns-about-orbans-inner-circle
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/hungary-orban-balaton/
https://www.direkt36.hu/en/a-dinasztia-itt-a-direkt36-filmje-az-orban-csalad-gazdasagi-birodalmarol/
https://24.hu/belfold/2024/01/09/lorinc-meszaros-story-of-the-wealth/
https://24.hu/belfold/2024/01/09/lorinc-meszaros-story-of-the-wealth/
https://english.atlatszo.hu/2023/03/27/stolen-millions-in-eu-funds-the-organised-crime-and-corruption-watch-regional-edition-no1/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/feb/12/how-hungarian-pms-supporters-profit-from-eu-backed-projects
https://english.atlatszo.hu/2016/07/19/the-master-navigator-portrait-of-attorney-general-peter-polt/
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the apex courts, investigations into government corruption could never go anywhere and 

allowed the most prolific systemic theft of public money in Hungarian history to proceed 

with impunity. 

Even though a growing sense of dissatisfaction among the general public has been 

palpable for a while now, Orbán and his team brilliantly played public opinion like a fiddle, 

following the Arthur Finkelstein-playbook to a T: he managed to unite the masses against 

new enemies every electoral cycle. By creating scapegoats, red herrings and false threats, 

he was able to redirect public dissatisfaction and stroke fears, even if it meant inciting 

hatred against Muslims, Jews, refugees, LGBTIQ+ people or the transgender community. 

By 2014, Orbán had achieved his 

masterpiece: his long-term power 

was secured by transforming 

Hungary into an electoral autocracy 

and a kleptocratic system of crony 

capitalism, with his rule becoming 

synonymous with the Hungarian 

‘nation’. It was shortly after he 

secured his second supermajority that he publicly used the term ‘illiberal state’ to 

describe the regime he was building. 

STEP THREE: THE EU AS THE ‘NECESSARY’ ENEMY 

With a rock-solid power structure all but guaranteeing one electoral victory after another, 

step three was maximising influence abroad – which is where the EU comes in. 

For the past 16 years, Orbán gained fame and notoriety across the EU, largely thanks to 

his frequent and vehement wielding of the veto right to torpedo consensus-based 

decisions in the Council. These vetoes serve no real purpose – despite what he publicly 

claims – and it’s certainly not about any desire to better the lives of Hungarians. Instead, 

it’s entirely self-serving: his increasingly extreme stance on the European stage was 

nothing but a vehicle to propel him into the centre of every room and maximise his level 

of influence. 

Consider this: in the ‘EU Bubble’, even the most well-informed experts might struggle 

naming all incumbent EU leaders, particularly the ones leading smaller eastern Member 

States. Yet everyone knows Orbán thanks to his never-ending showdown with the top EU 

brass. Meanwhile, in the ultimate demonstration of power, fellow leaders have had no 

choice but to anticipate his every move, try to find compromise or even be forced to make 

concessions to him.  

By 2014, Orbán had achieved his masterpiece: 
his long-term power was secured by 
transforming Hungary into an electoral 
autocracy and a kleptocratic system of crony 
capitalism, with his rule becoming synonymous 
with the Hungarian ‘nation’. 

https://english.atlatszo.hu/2016/09/27/attorney-generals-track-record-raises-plenty-of-questions/
https://transparency.hu/en/news/cpi-2025-results-annual-report/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2022/08/03/hungarians-differ-in-their-evaluations-of-democracy-under-orbans-leadership/
https://truestoryaward.org/story/230
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2336825X231164311
https://www.infomigrants.net/en/post/50002/in-the-face-of-suffering-setbacks-hungarys-orban-remains-defiant-on-migration
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/2/25/hungarys-orban-orders-extra-security-alleges-ukraine-attacks-plot
https://dailynewshungary.com/orban-warns-about-coming-war-in-europe/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20220909IPR40137/meps-hungary-can-no-longer-be-considered-a-full-democracy
https://www.crcb.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/2025_research_notes_02_010725_03.pdf
https://2015-2019.kormany.hu/en/the-prime-minister/the-prime-minister-s-speeches/prime-minister-viktor-orban-s-speech-at-the-25th-balvanyos-summer-free-university-and-student-camp
https://www.politico.eu/article/viktor-orban-special-nine-thorns-in-brussels-relationship-with-budapest/
https://www.ft.com/content/dd8bf887-cc60-4a2a-8ae6-9c56eb8f5285
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-05-23/ukraine-can-t-win-war-against-russia-hungarian-premier-says
https://www.dg-meme.eu/meme/glossary/eu-bubble/
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This is what all the anti-EU incendiary language, propaganda billboards and the self-

proclaimed ‘struggle for freedom’ against Brussels’ oppression is all about: his name 

remains in the headlines while he can convince his loyal supporters that he is only trying 

to defend their interests and freedoms. What his playbook shows is a simultaneously 

more nuanced and straightforward picture of Orbán’s politics. His Euroscepticism isn’t an 

ideologically rooted, genuinely held belief, but a key part of an opportunistic strategy. 

The playbook’s two threads merge 

seamlessly: the anti-EU crusade also helped 

him to consolidate power back home as the 

‘Brussels bureaucracy’ represented a 

convenient scapegoat. The institutions 

famously struggle to connect with voters 

thousands of kilometres away, so it was 

almost too easy for Orbán to blame Brussels 

for unleashing fearsome enemies – 

refugees, transgender people, George 

Soros – upon the unassuming Hungarians.  

In many ways, Orbán appealed to collective Hungarian memory of revolutions and 

freedom fights – most famously from 1703, 1848 and 1956 – and presented himself as 

the modern iteration of the revered revolutionary firebrands of the past. And just as those 

revolutionaries fought for Hungarian self-determination and independence against the 

likes of the Habsburgs or the Soviets, Orbán situated himself as the only viable leader and 

fearless protector, able to measure up to the EU’s ‘tyranny’ that threaten Hungary’s 

sovereignty and ‘Christian’ values. 

Thus, the EU inadvertently appears as a necessary foe that helped Orbán facilitate his 

quest for international influence and hold to onto power on home soil. Never mind that 

the post-2010 kleptocratic paradise was largely financed by the same misappropriated EU 

funds, considering Hungary has been one of the largest per‑capita net beneficiaries of 

Union funding since its accession in 2004. And never mind that despite all of this, most 

Hungarians remain supportive of the country’s EU membership. 

It’s clear that for his playbook to work, Orbán needed the EU. However, it might be 

surprising to hear that the EU needed him almost just as much. 

The EU institutions famously struggle 
to connect with voters thousands of 
kilometres away, so it was almost too 
easy for Orbán to blame Brussels for 
unleashing fearsome enemies – 
refugees, transgender people, George 
Soros – upon the unassuming 
Hungarians.   

https://www.euronews.com/2018/12/07/hungary-accuses-eu-of-censorship-after-police-action-against-controversial-billboard
https://theorangefiles.hu/the-lets-stop-brussels-national-consultation/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/hungarys-orban-erects-billboards-vilifying-eus-von-der-leyen-2023-11-20/
https://www.politico.eu/article/we-need-to-resist-brussels-like-we-resisted-the-soviets-in-1956-revolution-viktor-orban-hungary-eu/
https://www.euronews.com/2023/12/21/evil-is-eating-away-at-western-democracies-says-hungarian-pm-orban
https://www.encyclopedia.com/history/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/rakoczi-revolt
https://www.britannica.com/event/Hungarian-Revolution-1848-1849
https://www.britannica.com/event/Hungarian-Revolution-1956
https://www.euronews.com/business/2024/12/09/eu-budget-who-pays-the-most-into-the-eu-and-who-gains-the-most
https://bbj.hu/politics/polls/3-4-of-hungarians-see-eu-membership-as-beneficial-survey-finds/


7 | THE EU VS HUNGARY: A 16-YEAR BATTLE WITH NO WINNERS 

A UNION OF ‘VALUES’ THAT TOOK ITS SWEET TIME 

EARLY CONDEMNATIONS – THE EP DOES THE HEAVY LIFTING 

It was a sunny day on 15 March 2011, when Viktor Orbán – celebrating the national day 

commemorating the 1848 revolution – vowed that no one, especially Brussels, would be 

allowed to ‘dictate’ to Hungary. His defiant tone came following harsh EU criticism on the 

sweeping new Media Act, which foretold the painful demise of media pluralism and 

independence, as well as some other equally controversial early measures like the 

judiciary reform that gutted apex courts and paved the way for benches packed full of 

loyalists. 

At that point Orbán was holding the Council’s rotating presidency for the first time. 

Reflecting on this, Orbán bragged in July 2011 that he ‘gave the European Parliament’s 

restless hecklers a few slaps, knocked a few hats off, and handed out a few friendly swats 

on the back of the head’, which drew enormous backlash at home.  

By 2012, with the Fundamental Law firmly in place and a slew of new measures adapted 

that sounded alarm bells over the rule of law in Hungary, the murmurs of concern within 

the EU started growing louder. Those early worries culminated in the EP adopting a 

resolution in February 2012, where MEPs expressed serious concerns about Hungary’s 

deteriorating democratic rule of law and respect for common values.  

Enter the Tavares Report, the first major, comprehensive response to the developments 

of Orbán’s early years. MEP Rui Tavares, who acted as the file’s Rapporteur in the EP’s LIBE 

Committee, penned a comprehensive report that detailed severe democratic backsliding 

driven by a sweeping electoral reform law, the deterioration of checks and balances and 

judicial independence, as well as weakened protection and respect for the rights of 

minorities. 

Crucially, Tavares drew attention to the EU’s ‘Copenhagen dilemma’, namely the EU’s 

alarming double standards about its common values: while the Union is strict about 

compliance when it comes to candidate countries, it ‘lacks effective monitoring and 

sanctioning tools’ for those that are already part of the club. The report called on the EP’s 

Conference of Presidents to already start considering Article 7(1) and recommended that 

the Commission take appropriate measures to establish something akin to a ‘Copenhagen 

Commission’ tasked with ensuring Member States’ compliance with Article 2 values.  

In his conclusions, Tavares acknowledged that some of the measures assessed in the 

report – particularly the Fundamental Law that was being constantly modified – weren’t 

compatible with Article 2 and warned that if not addressed quickly enough, the country’s 

trajectory ‘will result in a clear risk of a serious breach’ of common values. Though the EP 

https://international.pte.hu/blog/hungarys-revoluntionary-holiday
https://index.hu/belfold/2011/03/15/a_nemzeti_egyuttmukudes_kiment_az_utcara/?token=6aa7b05b6e3cf99bbcad849f28e3cda1
https://168.hu/velemeny/koki-84894
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-7-2012-0053_EN.html
https://theorangefiles.hu/the-tavares-report/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-7-2013-0229_EN.html
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adopted the Report, we now know that the key recommendations weren’t implemented 

and neither was an Article 7(1) inquiry launched.  

Tavares’ report was followed by MEP Judith Sargentini’s five years later, which included a 

laundry list of concerns that had grown exponentially since 2013. Sargentini, who, much 

like Tavares, was at the receiving end of hateful, disparaging comments from Orbán’s 

government, concluded that there was a ‘clear risk of a serious breach’ of the EU’s 

founding values. The EP urged the Council to trigger Article 7(1) and investigate the risk 

of such a breach, resulting in the Council launching formal proceedings against Hungary. 

That procedure is still open today and is yet to produce any substantive results, even 

though Tavares, Sargentini and then subsequent rapporteurs Gwendoline Delbos-Corfield 

and Tineke Strik all provided a mountain of evidence that would have merited not only a 

‘risk’ in line with Article 7(1) but a ‘serious and persistent breach’ as dictated by Article 

7(2) that could have led to the suspension of Hungary’s voting rights.  

It’s also noteworthy that the EP was quick to sound the alarm over the developments in 

Hungary and helped develop that ‘mountain of evidence’, which the Commission mostly 

failed to properly follow up until much, much later. 

STRONGER RESPONSES – THE COMMISSION STEPS UP AND STEPS IN 

It’s not that nothing was ever done by the Commission to respond to Hungary’s deepening 

rule of law crisis and corruption problem. The EU executive successfully brought Hungary 

to court several times: the CJEU found a plethora of legal violations in the anti-NGO 

‘transparency’ law, the higher education law dubbed ‘Lex CEU’, the country’s asylum 

policy, and the exclusion of the opposition radio station ‘Klubrádió’ from analogue 

frequencies. Meanwhile, two important cases concerning the anti-LGBTIQ ‘child 

protection’ law and the Stasi-style Sovereignty Protection Office are still pending. 

Conditionality measures were also imposed on Hungary for Charter non-compliance and 

rule of law violations, which led to the (partial) suspension of certain cohesion funds, the 

post-Covid Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF), as well as most Hungarian universities’ 

exclusion from the Erasmus and Horizon programmes. 

The issue is that none of these measures forced Orbán to change his mind. Particularly 

with conditionality, it was final beneficiaries like oppositional municipalities (especially 

Budapest, an opposition stronghold), SMEs, students and researchers who had to 

shoulder the worst consequences, while the regime continued its corrupt ways. 

Article 7(2), meanwhile, would have been the only real road towards punishing Orbán.  

It’s clear that the fate of those disadvantaged by the conditionality measures didn’t faze 

him; in fact, he could even use it as another propaganda weapon to attack the ‘oppressors’ 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0340_EN.html?redirect#BKMD-10
https://nepszava.hu/1000121_tavares-kiakadt-hamis-nevetseges-serto-orban-vadja
https://nepszava.hu/1000121_tavares-kiakadt-hamis-nevetseges-serto-orban-vadja
https://hu.euronews.com/my-europe/2018/09/17/orban-a-sargentini-jelentes-egy-abszurd-hazugsaggyujtemeny
https://www.euractiv.com/news/meps-call-on-parliament-to-trigger-article-7-procedure-against-hungary/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/article-7-procedures/timeline-the-story-of-article-7/
https://verfassungsblog.de/tackling-orban-problem/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2022-0217_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-10-2025-0231_EN.html
https://transparency.eu/why-the-eu-must-trigger-the-article-72-teu-procedure-against-hungary/
https://transparency.eu/why-the-eu-must-trigger-the-article-72-teu-procedure-against-hungary/
https://www.amnesty.eu/news/hungary-landmark-judgment-rejects-discriminatory-and-unjustified-restrictions-on-ngos/
https://www.amnesty.eu/news/hungary-landmark-judgment-rejects-discriminatory-and-unjustified-restrictions-on-ngos/
https://www.ceu.edu/article/2020-10-06/lex-ceu-no-longer-applicable
https://helsinki.hu/en/hungarian-asylum-policy-violates-eu-law-finds-cjeu/
https://helsinki.hu/en/hungarian-asylum-policy-violates-eu-law-finds-cjeu/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2026/03/02/eu-court-rebukes-hungary-over-radio-license-cancellation
https://www.politico.eu/article/hungary-anti-lgbtq-eu-law-court-children-viktor-orban-gender-sexuality-commission-pride/
https://www.politico.eu/article/hungary-anti-lgbtq-eu-law-court-children-viktor-orban-gender-sexuality-commission-pride/
https://helsinki.hu/en/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2024/02/Sovereignty_Protection_Act_breaches_EU_law_2024.pdf
https://www.ceps.eu/in-the-fight-between-the-european-parliament-and-commission-hungary-is-the-ominous-third-party-in-an-ongoing-triangle-of-madness/
https://eufundshungary.helsinki.hu/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2022/12/12/rule-of-law-conditionality-mechanism/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/api/files/document/print/en/qanda_23_6466/QANDA_23_6466_EN.pdf
https://telex.hu/kulfold/2024/09/19/eu-hanko-erasmus-horizont-modellvalto-egyetem-vagyonkezelo-alapitvany
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2025/778568/BUDG_STU(2025)778568_EN.pdf
https://hvg.hu/itthon/20230728_eu_koltsegvetes_orban_viktor_rrf_mff_ukrajna_jogallamisag
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in the Berlaymont. However, had the Commission pushed the Member States to 

determine that Orbán’s government ‘seriously and persistently’ breached EU values, the 

case could have proceeded to the sanctioning stage. According to Article 7(3), such 

breaches could be sanctioned with measures like suspending the government’s voting 

rights in the Council. 

This would have been the strike to Orbán’s Achilles heel: suspending his voting rights 

would have stripped him of his ability to veto and block decisions. After all, he lives and 

breathes having power and influence on the biggest political stages by virtue of 

torpedoing consensus. As a bonus, being sanctioned would have had fewer consequences 

for the average Hungarian, unlike the loss of cohesion-based reimbursements or access 

to student mobility programmes. 

It’s evident that the Commission wanted to get rid of Orbán, as highlighted not only by 

infringement cases and the triggering of Article 7(1). A recent investigative report 

disclosed that since at least 2019, there have been covert attempts to ‘organise 

resistance’ against the regime in Hungary. This sensitive internal ‘project proposal’ 

prepared within the Commission’s Directorate-General for Home Affairs (DG HOME) 

sought to covertly organise ‘resistance’ through what it called a ‘permanent coordination 

forum’. Needless to say, the Commission, the supposedly non-partisan, technocratic 

executor of EU law, doesn’t have any competence whatsoever to directly meddle in 

Member States’ internal political affairs. 

Though this didn’t go anywhere, it begs the question: if the Commission wanted Orbán 

gone so badly – for the sake of restoring the liberal democratic rule of law in Hungary as 

envisaged by EU law – then why didn’t it make full use of the sanctioning tools and 

measures allocated to it in the Treaties? Why would it consider untransparent and frankly 

unlawful underground action when it had an entire arsenal of countermeasures in its 

toolbox that it could’ve lawfully used? Why wait until 2018 to trigger Article 7(1) and then 

let the procedure rumble on without any results? 

FAMILY ABOVE ALL ELSE – THE EPP CONNECTION 

On top of the list is the European People’s Party (EPP), which used to be home to Fidesz’ 

MEPs. Until 2018, the EPP largely shielded Fidesz from the more severe consequences of 

its illiberal mission. To be sure, they occasionally made critical overtures. For instance, in 

2015, then-Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker, whose candidacy Viktor Orbán 

had vehemently opposed, once called Orbán a ‘dictator’ in public and appeared to 

jokingly slap him.  

For almost a decade, the EPP strained to justify its ongoing support for Orbán while he 

continued to cross every single supposed red line drawn by the party. Despite nominal 

https://thegrayzone.com/2026/01/10/eu-plotted-orban-resistance/
https://thegrayzone.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Benedek-Orban-proposal.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/apr/05/eu-centre-right-bloc-accused-of-sheltering-hungarys-orban
https://verfassungsblog.de/of-red-lines-and-red-herring-the-epps-delusions-about-restraining-orban/
https://www.euractiv.com/news/epp-warned-orban-publicly-but-fidesz-still-influences-the-line/
https://www.heol.hu/hirek-orszag-vilag/2014/06/orban-viktor-megigertem-a-valasztoimnak-hogy-juncker-utjat-allom
https://www.euractiv.com/news/juncker-greets-orban-with-hello-dictator/
https://dailynewshungary.com/the-dictator-is-coming-juncker-slaps-orban/
https://verfassungsblog.de/of-red-lines-and-red-herring-the-epps-delusions-about-restraining-orban/
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commitment to upholding EU values, the EPP turned one blind eye after the other to 

Orbán’s antics simply to retain the partisan advantages and continued dominance in the 

EP that having Fidesz’ numerous MEPs provided. 

It wasn’t civil liberties, academic freedom, attacking the EU and civil society or any such 

issue that eventually led to the dissolution of the Fidesz-EPP marriage. From 2018 

onwards, increasing tensions led to wavering support and then, perhaps shamefully for 

the EPP, Fidesz quitting the EPP instead of being expelled. The real red line was when 

Orbán resorted to personally attacking EPP leaders, including calling some of them ‘useful 

idiots’. Moreover, Orbán’s hatred for his party-mate Juncker never wavered during his five-

year tenure as Commission President, which eventually went as far as Juncker becoming 

George Soros’ unwilling co-star in propaganda billboards that were plastered all over the 

country. 

Those billboards were the final nail in the coffin – in early 2019, the EPP suspended Fidesz 

from its ranks until the party fell back in line with ‘EPP values’. Almost instantly, Orbán 

retaliated by  withdrawing support for Manfred Weber, the EPP’s 2019 lead candidate. 

Weber ultimately lost out on the role of Commission president – due to lacking the 

European Council’s overall support, not just Orbán’s – and Ursula von der Leyen was 

selected instead.  

In the end, the suspension was never lifted; in 2021, Fidesz quit the EPP after the party 

changed internal rules that would have allowed Fidesz MEPs to be excluded from the 

parliamentary group. For the next three years, they remained non-affiliated and then in 

2024, co-founded the Patriots for Europe (PfE) group that emerged from the ruins of the 

extreme-right Identity & Democracy party. As for the EPP, it has continued to turn a blind 

eye to other members’ scandals and corruption the same way it did with Orbán – all in 

the name of retaining their political dominance. 

WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH – THE LISBON PROBLEM 

Another clear reason for the lack of meaningful sanctions was the spectre of the 

unanimity clause in Article 7(2). Once some political will for sanctions materialised – so 

only from 2018 onwards – it was first Poland’s and then later, Slovakia’s support for the 

Hungarian government that made unanimity impossible.  This rings true: the Council 

couldn’t even find a four-fifths majority to issue mere ‘recommendations’ for rule of law 

compliance under Article 7(1), let alone full unanimity for the severe sanctions that could 

follow Article 7(2) being invoked. 

On the other side of the institutional coin, the EU’s Orbán problem triggered heated rows 

between the Commission and the EP, with the latter launching two lawsuits against the 

former for failing to properly enforce conditionality rules regarding Hungary. Whether 

https://www.euronews.com/2019/03/08/ejecting-the-autocrat-the-epp-must-ditch-orban-to-salvage-what-remains-of-its-credibility
https://www.euronews.com/2019/03/01/what-do-orban-and-the-epp-offer-each-other-euronews-answers
https://verfassungsblog.de/of-red-lines-and-red-herring-the-epps-delusions-about-restraining-orban/
https://www.politico.eu/article/epp-to-debate-expelling-fidesz-on-march-20/
https://www.politico.eu/article/viktor-orban-calls-epp-critics-useful-idiots/
https://www.politico.eu/article/viktor-orban-calls-epp-critics-useful-idiots/
https://www.politico.eu/article/viktor-orban-george-soros-hungary-to-end-anti-juncker-campaign-on-march-15/
https://www.politico.eu/article/orbans-party-suspended-from-european-peoples-party/
https://abouthungary.hu/news-in-brief/hungarian-government-withdraws-support-for-manfred-webers-ec-president-candidacy
https://www.politico.eu/article/epp-suspension-rules-fidesz-european-parliament-viktor-orban-hungary/
https://www.euractiv.com/short_news/epp-sticks-with-borissov-despite-corruption-scandals/
https://www.delorscentre.eu/en/publications/detail/publication/what-the-eu-should-do-about-viktor-orban
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2024-01-18/fico-orban-meeting-article-7-alliance
https://www.ceps.eu/in-the-fight-between-the-european-parliament-and-commission-hungary-is-the-ominous-third-party-in-an-ongoing-triangle-of-madness/
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deliberately or not, Orbán managed to directly cause conflict within and between all the 

EU institutions. 

Beyond all these reasons, there’s also the issue of co-dependency that prevented a timely 

and appropriate response. As explained above, Orbán needed the EU to help keep his 

country alive amid staggering levels of state-sponsored corruption. He also needed 

Brussels as the ‘oppressor’ so that he could pose as the freedom fighter merely protecting 

his people. 

Meanwhile, the EU also needed Orbán for several reasons. Especially in the wake of Brexit, 

seeking consensus and compromise wasn’t just legally mandated across certain policy 

areas, it likely also served the purpose of maintaining an image of stability to the rest of 

the world. To a certain extent, the EU’s hand was also forced by its own straining legal 

framework, which remains ill-equipped to properly address a government that is 

systematically exploiting the unanimity requirement for political gain. 

The Treaties have been drafted, signed and ratified not merely with the understanding 

that EU law trumps national law, but that integration rests – both explicitly and implicitly 

– on the idea of mutual trust and sincere cooperation across all common matters. After 

all, EU membership isn’t mandatory and the entire accession process presupposes that 

those looking to join agree with and strive to foster the same values shared by the 

Community. Thus, it’s not surprising that integration could be partially paralysed when 

one Member State deliberately took advantage of a system designed to operate on the 

notion of reciprocal good faith. 

And perhaps, in a small but not unimportant way, the EU needed Orbán because there is 

no yin without yang; his crusade allowed the Union to portray itself as the protagonist to 

his villainous ways. As counterintuitive it may sound, there’s truth to this. Orbán 

challenged and pushed the institutions like no one before him, lighting the spark needed 

to stretch the treaties to their absolute limits.  

In no small part thanks to this feud, the Commissions stepped up  its use of the Charter 

of Fundamental Rights in infringement proceedings before the Courts, argued for the 

justiciability of Article 2 TEU for the very first time, adopted a comprehensive (albeit 

relatively weak) rule of law monitoring framework, tied budgetary commitments to the 

notion of rule of law conditionality and Charter compliance, while enacting important 

laws like the European Media Freedom Act and the Transparency and Targeting of Political 

Advertisements Regulation. 

All the above were, at least indirectly, a response to the situation in Hungary. Thus, 

ironically, Orbán’s exit may be his final checkmate in his feud with the EU. Because once 

he’s no longer in office, all the systemic deficiencies and inter-institutional shortcomings 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4262842
https://verfassungsblog.de/rethinking-article-2-teu/
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/upholding-rule-law/rule-law/annual-rule-law-cycle/2025-rule-law-report_en
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he exposed will still be there; the weaknesses of the Lisbon framework won’t be magically 

solved the moment someone else takes over as Hungary’s head of government. 

With that, the EU is due a reckoning, whether Orbán stays or not. But especially if his time 

in office is coming to an end, reforms must be tabled to ensure that one person, one 

Member State can never again exploit the flaws inherent to the system as he did.  

But here, too, the lack of unanimity remains the biggest hindrance to treaty change. And 

yet, if the EU won’t act to reform Lisbon, another Orbán will pop up very soon – maybe it 

already has in the likes of Slovakia’s Robert Fico or the Czech Republic’s Andrej Babiš – 

with a different name but the same quest: to use the EU’s weaknesses to their own 

advantage. 

THE STAKES: A NEW CHAPTER FOR HUNGARIANS AND THE EU 

This case has been the textbook definition of a toxic relationship, in which both parties 

realise how dysfunctional things have got yet cannot live without one another.  

But amid the escalation and both sides scrambling to one-up the other, there’s one 

consideration that got lost in translation: what of the Hungarian people?  

Once all is said and done, they are undoubtedly the biggest losers of the battle. For one, 

Orbán built a regime that benefits him and his tight-knit circle of cronies while the 

population, particularly those without substantial wealth or socially and politically 

marginalised, are in many ways worse off than ever before. 

AN ABYSMAL PERFORMANCE REVIEW 

The quality of public education has been in a constant state of freefall – the more recent 

PISA scores are the worst in the country’s history – there’s a massive shortage of teachers 

and the ones who are still teaching are underpaid and overworked. In terms of increasing 

the number of young adults with a university education, Hungary remains way below the 

EU’s 2030 target (29.4 % instead of 45 %) or the EU average (43 %). The country is also 

one of the weakest performers in the entire EU when it comes to foreign language 

proficiency –  less than half the adult population (25-64) knows at least one foreign 

language (48.6 %), which puts Hungary behind every Member State but Bulgaria (48.2 %). 

Meanwhile, the healthcare system is in shambles. Hungary has the highest cancer 

mortality and the second highest Covid mortality rate per one million inhabitants in the 

EU. The waiting list for scheduled operations (like knee and hip replacements) is extremely 

long, with some having to wait up to six or seven years. There’s a staggering shortage of 

https://www.theguardian.com/law/2026/mar/30/five-eu-governments-consistently-dismantle-rule-of-law-finds-civil-liberties-union-for-europe
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/pisa-2022-results-volume-i-and-ii-country-notes_ed6fbcc5-en/hungary_3df2ae68-en.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/pisa-2022-results-volume-i-and-ii-country-notes_ed6fbcc5-en/hungary_3df2ae68-en.html
https://dailynewshungary.com/teachers-disappearing-from-hungary/
https://english.atlatszo.hu/2023/07/18/thousands-of-hungarian-teachers-could-leave-public-education-because-of-new-law/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/w/ddn-20240527-1
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32021G0226(01)
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Foreign_language_skills_statistics
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Foreign_language_skills_statistics
https://ecis.jrc.ec.europa.eu/data-explorer#/estimates/estimated-incidence-mortality-by-country?orderedByIndicator=IN&indicator=MO&sex=0&country=EU27&ageFrom=0&ageTo=85%2B&cancerEntity=0&yearFrom=2024&yearTo=2024&statistic=ASR_EU_NEW
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/?utm_campaign=homeAdvegas1?#countries
https://osz.hu/en/1782-hungarian-healthcare-system-is-dying-with-waiting-lists-for-some-surgeries-lasting-almost-7-years
https://www.direkt36.hu/en/bezart-korhazi-ajtok-rejtik-el-a-magyar-egeszsegugy-erosodo-valsagat/


13 | THE EU VS HUNGARY: A 16-YEAR BATTLE WITH NO WINNERS 

qualified healthcare staff, which has led to a decrease in beds and entire wards being 

closed.  

It shouldn’t be a surprise that social welfare has also reached new lows. 2023 recorded 

the highest rate of inflation in over two decades, individual consumption tanked, the 

minimum wage has little purchasing power and youth poverty remains one of the highest 

in the EU. Against all the above, it’s no wonder that emigration from Hungary has 

accelerated, accompanied by the highest demographic decline in Europe. 

These facts and figures are what make the story tragic, not the political battles. While 

Brussels and Budapest were trading threats, vetoes and sanctions, the average 

Hungarian’s situation has quietly deteriorated. Without a doubt, the bulk of this abysmal 

socio-economic situation is a result of Orbán’s self-serving policies. At the same time, 

whatever comes next, the EU should bear some of the responsibility of ensuring that the 

genuine interests of the public are brought back into focus. 

WHAT FUTURE FOR THE EU-HUNGARY RELATIONSHIP? 

It’s imperative for the success of a potential Magyar-led government that the EU becomes 

its good faith partner. After all, should he win, he’ll be in for the fight of his life: breaking 

down an ironclad system designed over 16 years to realise one man’s unquenchable thirst 

for influence is going to be incredibly difficult.  

On the one hand, many of his electoral promises, including a comprehensive system 

change, hinge on a constitutional supermajority (two-thirds of all parliamentary seats, or 

133 of 199 MPs). Though surveys conducted by independent research institutions show 

that Tisza’s campaign has been successful in gaining even more support, the chances of 

such an electoral sweep remain slim, albeit not impossible. Suppose Magyar delivers the 

supermajority – even then, he might struggle to enact reforms quickly enough to meet 

the looming deadline to meet RRF milestones, while also trying to unlock as much of the 

rest of the frozen funds as possible. 

It’s not only Magyar but the entire population that’ll need the EU’s goodwill. Magyar’s 

meteoric rise from a lesser-known Fidesz ally to the only person with a real shot at 

defeating Orbán clearly highlights the levels of dissatisfaction with the regime. All the 

people who have stood up behind Magyar have one thing in common and it’s not their 

ideological allegiance: rather, it’s the recognition that Tisza is the sole viable alternative 

to another four years of Orbán. He has built a broad, diverse coalition of citizens craving 

meaningful change and for Hungary to regain the trust of the EU27 – not to mention the 

funding that could help municipalities like Budapest.  

https://english.atlatszo.hu/2025/08/27/the-number-of-hospital-beds-has-decreased-by-nearly-10000-in-the-past-15-years/
https://telex.hu/english/2023/01/13/a-record-of-26-years-inflation-in-hungary-24-5-percent-in-december
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/w/ddn-20250618-1
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Minimum_wage_statistics
https://www.oeconomus.hu/en/oecofocus/hungary-has-the-third-lowest-youth-poverty-rate-in-the-european-union/#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20Organisation%20for%20Economic%20Co%2Doperation,daily%20income%20below%20the%20OECD%20poverty%20line
https://dailynewshungary.com/hungarians-leaving-the-country-historic-high/
https://dailynewshungary.com/hungarian-demographic-decline-highest-europe/
https://hvg.hu/valasztas-2026
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/dccf9efd-07ba-4187-8d62-03283dab816c_en?filename=RRF_Towards_2026_Memo.pdf
https://hvg.hu/itthon/20260219_iranytu-intezet-kozvelemeny-kutatas-tisza-fidesz
https://www.gemist.hu/p/jambor-andras-a-tisza-balosabb-mint?utm_source=substack&publication_id=469917&post_id=173080126&utm_medium=email&utm_content=share&utm_campaign=email-share&triggerShare=true&isFreemail=true&r=rm0ky&triedRedirect=true
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Scepticism about letting Hungary access all EU funds would, of course, be warranted 

based on recent history. The EU is only supposed to unlock those commitments if and 

when all legal requirements – or ‘super milestones’ for the RRF – are sufficiently met. Yet 

the EU hasn’t exactly been consistent with enforcing those criteria, famously even 

unblocking some EUR 10 billion in a deal with Orbán back in 2023.  

In Poland’s somewhat similar case, once Donald Tusk’s new coalition government took 

office, the EU was quick to act in good faith and took Tusk’s election promises of a 

‘democratic turnaround’  at face value. Within just a few months, Poland gained access to 

the RRF and partial cohesion funds, while the Article 7(1) process was also closed, despite 

admissions that there was ‘more work to be done’ and reforms were yet to be fully 

implemented.  

It was enough for the Commission’s vote of confidence that Tusk’s government presented 

clear political will and comprehensive plans for reforms to meet conditionality criteria and 

the supermilestones. Time and reality proved the Commission wrong – despite dedicated 

efforts, the expectations of sweeping institutional reforms didn’t materialise. Many of 

Tusk’s planned measures were blocked by presidential vetoes, leaving the country in a 

state of paralysis. 

What the Polish case shows is that conditionality measures are, above all else, political 

sanctions and that they can’t only be lifted because of legal reforms, but also as a symbolic 

gesture of political goodwill. However, the Commission backed itself into a corner, as its 

own backroom deal with Orbán in 2023 and the unblocking Poland’s access to funds in 

2024 established that, first, there’s willingness to bend applicable rules to the detriment 

of legal obligations, and second, that ‘bigger picture’ political interests outweigh the letter 

of the law when assessing Member States’ progress on reforms. 

There is, consequently, a precedent of inconsistency when it comes to the enforcing 

conditionality rules. That’s why the Commission must make a tough choice: either give a 

potential Magyar government the Poland treatment or stay faithful to the set of laws it’s 

supposed to protect.  If the Commission chooses the latter – which would be the lawful 

option in accordance with the rule of law – then it risks looking like it’s punishing Hungary 

unfairly compared to Poland and could quickly sour the fragile relationship with a new 

government attempting to bring the country back into the European mainstream. 

Choosing the former option would extend a Tisza-led government the same courtesy that 

Donald Tusk received, but then the already bruised and battered rule of law would take 

yet another hit. While there’s no way the EU can make a right choice, if the overall goal is 

to help Hungary get back on track and normalise relationships with its government, the 

Commission’s next move should be clear. That’s not to say the EU should simply disregard 

its own laws and internal rules – which it really shouldn’t keep doing – yet the 

https://www.politico.eu/article/commission-unblocks-e10-2-billion-for-hungary-as-eu-tries-to-sway-viktor-orban-on-ukraine/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/dec/11/donald-tusk-power-poland-pm-loses-confidence-vote-law-justice
https://europeandemocracyhub.epd.eu/the-eus-role-in-polands-democratic-turnaround/
https://europeandemocracyhub.epd.eu/the-eus-role-in-polands-democratic-turnaround/
https://europeannewsroom.com/poland-en-route-to-restore-the-rule-of-law-and-access-to-eu-funds/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/nl/ip_24_2461
https://www.gmfus.org/news/polands-rule-law-repair-trapped-institutional-paralysis
http://www.ceps.eu/in-the-fight-between-the-european-parliament-and-commission-hungary-is-the-ominous-third-party-in-an-ongoing-triangle-of-madness/
http://www.ceps.eu/in-the-fight-between-the-european-parliament-and-commission-hungary-is-the-ominous-third-party-in-an-ongoing-triangle-of-madness/
http://www.ceps.eu/in-the-fight-between-the-european-parliament-and-commission-hungary-is-the-ominous-third-party-in-an-ongoing-triangle-of-madness/
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Commission’s own precedent of regarding conditionality as mostly a political matter 

makes it likely that the law is but another tool in the political arsenal.  

In the end, it all comes down to this: Orbán built a system specifically to entrench power 

structures that personally benefit him. Without the EU’s backing, politically and 

financially, overhauling it will be next to impossible. Likewise, undoing the damage to 

Hungary’s reputation among the EU27 will also be a tall order without the Union’s active 

assistance.  

CONCLUSIONS – THE TIME IS NOW 

At the end of the day, what will probably be decisive for our collective futures will not 

merely be the Commission’s approach to a new Hungarian government. Though Brussels 

probably has a favoured outcome, a new chapter of the EU-Hungary relationship will be 

written regardless of the election results. But even more importantly, more will hinge on 

how the EU handles its own failures and mounting issues that will persist with or without 

Orbán. 

Overall, whether we’re about to witness the messiest breakup since Brexit or wake up on 

13 April to a new instalment of a long drawn out saga, the institutions are due a bit of self-

reflection. All the above, though at times reminiscent of a soap opera, have shown that 

Viktor Orbán skilfully exposed the EU’s greatest structural weaknesses. Perhaps one can 

even argue that Orbán did the EU a favour: he’s shown time and time again that even 

though countries that hope to join the EU are forced to meet all its strict and demanding 

criteria, the EU has miserably failed to ensure that those same requirements remain 

respected even after accession. 

That’s the cold, hard truth: the EU can and will go on long after the sun sets over Orbán’s 

semi-autocratic regime. But that future is in jeopardy if the same systemic issues that 

enabled and sustained his continuous quarrels with the institutions aren’t properly 

addressed. Even if Orbán loses, the EU cannot rest on its laurels and must act to fix what’s 

broken – particularly when it comes to decision-making majorities and other procedural 

hurdles. If it doesn’t, others will be emboldened to exploit those same weaknesses for 

personal political gain. There are some leaders who are already starting to follow the 

Orbán playbook and yet the EU is still hesitant to draw clear lines to prevent it. 

The EU’s values – democracy, the rule of law, fundamental rights, dignity and equality – 

look good on paper. But they’re not just ideals that are meant to be shown to candidate 

countries and then forgotten once they join the club. Our ‘values’ are principles that 

demand active enforcement and non-negotiable adherence from all sides. Without that 

commitment, the EU’s entire foundation is weakened and empowers the destruction of 

European integration from within. 

https://cepseu.substack.com/p/in-hungary-viktor-orban-might-finally
https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/a-cold-hard-look-in-the-mirror/


16 | JÚLIA PŐCZE 

The words of the Tavares report still ring true: the Copenhagen mechanism needs to be 

applied even after accession for each and every Member State. And the Commission must 

step up and use the tools made available by the Treaties instead of allowing political 

conflicts to deteriorate in lieu of resolute action.  

The time is now to address the shortcomings Orbán helped lay bare. Change is not only 

inescapable for Hungary but also for the EU: to secure ever-deepening, Europe-wide 

integration and learn from the mistakes of the past and present, the institutions, their 

legal framework and their inconsistent ways need to evolve and adapt to survive. 
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