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INTRODUCTION

Mérték Media Monitor is now publishing its 10th Soft Censorship report. In its first year, 2013, the
report was prepared as part of an international project in cooperation with WAN-IFRA (World Association
of Newspapers and News Publishers), and it is telling of the timelessness of the material that even then
it was about the capture of the Hungarian media system." It quickly became clear that documenting the
media situation in Hungary was much more important than presenting the changes on a one-off basis,
so the Soft Censorship report eventually became a series.

Soft censorship, or indirect censorship, is an indirect method of controlling and influencing media con-
tent, that achieves its goals by reshaping the structure of the media market and manipulating economic
resources rather than through direct censorship. The media laws adopted in 2010 and their amendments
created a regulatory environment that enabled establish extremely high market concentration, the elim-
ination of the autonomy of public service media, and the operation a one-party media authority. Much
has changed over the past decade and a half, but the logic has remained the same: instead of a free,
diverse, and market-based media, a politically dominated media system has emerged.

In all our reports to date, we have observed that the situation has deteriorated compared to previous
years, and 2024 was no exception. The summary of the year indicates that the work of journalists has
become increasingly difficult, advertising spending has risen to absurdly high levels in the European and
local election campaigns, and the public service media has unreservedly followed government commu-
nications.

1 WAN-IFRA - Mérték (2013). Capturing Them Softly — Soft Censorship and State Capture in Hungarian Media.
https://mertek.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/soft_censorship 2013 2014.03.03.pdf
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Market trends continued to follow the pattern seen so far, with the vast majority of revenues flowing to
pro-government media, while the extremely popular independent media, which often shapes public
opinion, received a much smaller share of revenues, only 23.6 per cent.

The media legal environment has changed in a number of important ways, although real change is only
expected later, with the European Media Freedom Act, which was passed in 2024 but will only come into
force at a later date. The media authority continues to reallocate radio frequencies in the same way. How-
ever, a positive development in 2024 is that some radio stations without visible ties to the ruling party
were also granted frequencies.

The most important and saddest development of 2024 is undoubtedly the launch of the Sovereignty
Protection Office. As could be suspected when the office was established, its main goal is to discredit
independent media and civil society: previously, this was done by pro-government media and various
political influencers, but since 2024, the Sovereignty Protection Office has also been involved in pro-
ducing this discrediting material. From this point of view, the year can be considered symbolic, as the
control of public opinion has truly reached a new level.



OVERVIEW OF THE YEAR 2024

Presidential pardon scandal and the impact of journalism

In Hungary, it is often considered a challenge that even truly high-quality journalism has no political con-
sequences. However, this was contradicted by the pardon scandal that erupted in the fourteenth year of
the Orban regime, which was initiated by 444 journalist Balazs Kaufmann in early February. Independent
news portals exposed that President Katalin Novak had granted a pardon to the former deputy director
of a children’s home who had been convicted for helping to cover up the sexual abuse of children, which
triggered massive public outrage and protests. The scandal severely damaged Fidesz because it directly
contradicted the party’s long-standing “child protection” and family-values narrative, and forced the
resignation of Novak and former justice minister Judit Varga, two of the governing party’s most promi-
nent women figures. Balazs Kaufmann later received the Népszabadsag Award, a prestigious Hungarian
award for the most influential series of articles of the year, which ,restored faith in the fact that journal-
ism still has a purpose.”

The pardon granted to a man, who had covered up abuse at the Bicske children’s home, forced President
Novak’s resignation and exposed how pro-government media outlets responded to the crisis - many
remained silent about the scandal for a week afterward, as Telex documented in detail. The usually quick-
to-react media outlets were only a week late in reframing the case, spending millions on advertising that
presented the resignation of the President and then Minister of Justice, Judit Varga, as a prime example
of right-wing accountability.



Another significant event in 2024 is also related to Kaufmann, as, after nearly a decade, another inter-
view was conducted with Antal Rogdn, the minister in charge of the Prime Minister’s Office. The politi-
cian said that 444 ,blackmailed him to give the interview”. Antal Rogan is widely regarded as one of the
most powerful figures in Orbdn’s government, overseeing the extensive pro-government media empire
and controlling civilian intelligence services. Known by critics as the ,propaganda minister,” Rogan has
systematically avoided press scrutiny for nearly a decade, making the 444 interview particularly signifi-
cant as a rare moment.

Where nothing is too expensive

Another consequence of the pardon scandal that has reshaped Hungarian politics is the rise of Péter
Magyar, who has since become the leader of the strongest opposition party, the Tisza. Magyar gave an
interview to Partizan, one of the largest independent YouTube channels dedicated to public affairs, after
the pardon scandal, which has since been viewed by more than 2.7 million people. In his first interview,
however, Magyar not only mentioned the pedophile scandal, but also the intransparent and often gross-
ly overpriced communications tenders issued by the state.

In 2024, excessive spending and revenues characterized government communications and pro-govern-
ment media. The G7 online news portal revealed that since 2015, the state has spent 1.36 billion on
Rogén-led communications. In a series of articles, G7 showed that the pro-government Baldsy business
empire won state tenders at between 1.5 and 2 times the market price, but in some cases worked for
5 to 6 times the price. Szabad Eurépa (RFE/RL) also revealed that the price offers that state agencies are
forced to work with contain completely absurd items. The pro-government Baldsy empire is discussed in
more detail in the second chapter.

The European Conservative, a quarterly magazine “which apparently does nothing more than dissemi-
nate the government’s messages and opinions in English,” even has its business cards printed with pub-
lic funds, RTL reported. Direkt36 revealed that the publishing company of the tabloid Top World News,
owned by Antal Rogan’s ex-wife, Cecilia Rogan-Gaal, has been generating well over one billion forints in
revenue annually for years. The site, which generates very little audience engagement, features numer-
ous government advertisements. Gergely Gulyas - Minister of the Cabinet and head of the government’s
communications strategy - equated state advertising with state support in a remark at a government
press conference, allowing the government to funnel money to loyalist media outlets under the guise
of legitimate advertising.

Pro-govenment media outlets joined coordinated smear campaigns against Péter Magyar, orchestrated
by the pro-government Megafon. Between March 28 and April 2, 2024, public media spent nearly half
a million forints promoting an interview in which former Justice Minister Judit Varga - Magyar’s ex-wife -
accused him of domestic violence, illustrating how government-controlled media amplified allegations
against a prominent critic of the Orban government.

In 2024, the opposition Demokratikus Koalicié successfully sued to obtain records of the salaries of Hun-
gary’s public media (MTVA) executives, revealing that top television hosts already received over a million
forints in salaries, which had increased by hundreds of thousands of forints over one year. Adding to
concerns about public spending, parliament’s budget committee increased the public media’s annual



budget from 140 billion forints to over 165 billion forints in October 2024, and by year’s end, the MTVA
signed an additional contract worth over 6 billion forints for artificial intelligence services. But what is
this money being spent on?

Public service media ,under the yoke of the government”

Hungarian public service media repeatedly spread false information in 2024, including a fake video
about an assassination attempt on Donald Trump that circulated on the main public television news
program despite being debunked hours earlier. Similarly, a mistranslation led pro-government out-
lets to publish false reports about the assassination attempt against Slovak Prime Minister Robert Fico.
The pro-government media wanted to portray the assasin as a ,left-wing” person at all costs. These in-
cidents raise concerns about the reliability of public media, particularly given that Gabor El& - who was
fired from Hungary’s public news agency (MTI) over a decade ago for blurring the ex-Chief Justice in
a video - returned to work in public media at the end of 2024, suggesting that quality control and edi-
torial standards remain weak.

An international press freedom report by Liberties 2024 - compiled with 37 legal organizations from 19
countries - found that Hungarian public media are so heavily controlled by the government that they
consistently produce biased reporting that favors the ruling Fidesz party. The control over public media
extends to personnel: in September 2024, a photo on Prime Minister Orban’s Facebook page revealed
that his press secretary, Bertalan Havasi, held an external employee pass to MTVA, blurring the line
between government communications and supposedly independent public broadcasting. In another
example of this blurred line, M1 News (the main public television channel) later interviewed its own local
reporter about a government consultation, presenting him as an ,average citizen” rather than disclosing
his employment relationship with the station. These incidents illustrate how the public media operates
not as an independent institution serving the public but as an extension of government messaging,
where political interests directly influence editorial decisions, personnel, and coverage.

The public media news agency’s coverage demonstrates a clear bias against the opposition: in April, the
MTI ignored opposition politician Péter Magyar’s child protection demonstration. Moreover, later the
public media misrepresented his peaceful protest outside MTVA headquarters as a violent threat. When
Magyar attempted to enter the public media building to deliver his message, security denied him entry
- after which MTVA's report accused him of making violent threats, organizing a paramilitary unit, and
planning to restore communist-era political surveillance.

During the European Parliament and local government election campaigns in 2024, Hungarian public
television violated broadcasting rules by airing political advertisements disguised as news reports - not
once, but twice in May during the height of the campaign season. Remarkably, the second violation
occurred just days after the National Election Commission had already fined them for the identical of-
fense, suggesting either negligence or deliberate disregard for electoral regulations. Additionally, pub-
lic media’s online news site published short videos styled like pro-government influencers, Megafon,
featuring commentators from organizations close to the ruling Fidesz party - including analyst Zoltan
Kiszelly from Szazadvég (a think tank aligned with the government) and Fanni Lajké from the Center for
Fundamental Rights (which openly supports government policies) - who provided one-sided interpreta-
tions of war-related news.



An unbalanced campaign

Other media outlets close to the government also played their part in the unbalanced campaign. Mérték
Media Monitor published detailed research examining eight media outlets - including pro-government,
independent, and public service media - during the campaign period?.

During the election campaign, Kisalféld — a pro-government regional newspaper — distributed free cop-
ies filled with government propaganda under the pretense of recruiting new subscribers, effectively us-
ing public resources to promote the ruling party. A day before the election, news portals of the regional
newspapers published the same interview with Prime Minister Orban, in which he repeated the word
~war” 23 times, demonstrating coordinated messaging designed to saturate voters with a single polit-
ical narrative just before they cast their ballots. Child protection experts warned during the campaign
that the government’s war-focused advertisements, posters, and campaign videos were psychologically
harmful to children and violated their rights by exploiting fear and anxiety for political purposes.

However, the most striking element of the campaign’s unbalanced nature was the staggering volume
and imbalance of campaign advertisements. As part of a joint project with Political Capital and Lakmusz,
Mérték Media Monitor analysed paid political content appearing on social media from the beginning of
2024 until the June elections®. The government spent more than two billion forints on social media ads
and nearly 500 million forints on advertising false and misleading claims. In the weeks leading up to the
European Parliament elections, Hungary led EU countries in online political advertising spending, even
in absolute terms. Party websites and politicians linked to Fidesz collectively spent more than all political
advertisers in 18 EU member states combined, while Megafon spent more than in 16 member states in
terms of total paid advertising during the period under review.

Beyond producing propaganda videos, Megafon actively trained political candidates during the 2024
campaign season, demonstrating its role as both a messaging platform and a political organization-build-
ing apparatus. Approximately seventy participants from Megafon’s training courses ran for local office in
June 2024, either as Fidesz-KDNP party candidates or as supposedly independent candidates, blurring
the line between state communications infrastructure and party political activity. Researchers at Mérték
later published an academic study documenting Megafon’s role in the electoral campaign®. The State
Audit Office (ASZ) - Hungary'’s constitutional body responsible for auditing government spending and
investigating potential violations of electoral law - initiated an investigation into Megafon’s campaign ac-
tivities after determining that the influencer center’s work was , actually capable of influencing voter will,"
which would constitute illegal campaign activity using state resources. However, the ASZ’s investigation
proved largely symbolic: the office concluded its entire examination by sending only a single written
request for information to Megafon, effectively closing the investigation without meaningful scrutiny or
sanctions.

2 Mérték Médiaelemz6 M(ihely (2024). Hirek, narrativak, médiumok 2023-2024. Két id6szak és nyolc hirforras sszehasonlito tartalomelemzése
[News, narratives, media 2023-2024. Comparative content analysis of two periods and eight news sources].
https://mertek.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Mertek Fuzetek 37.pdf

3 Political Capital - Mérték Médiaelemzé M(ihely - Lakmusz (2024). Fidesz & Co. flooded social media with anti-Western hostile disinformation in Hungary's
election campaign, reaching EU spending records. https://politicalcapital.hu/pc-admin/source/documents/Uncovering analyzing debunking and re-
searching_sponsored_disinfo_project summary 2024.pdf

4 Horvath, K., Urban, A. & Polyék, G. (2025). Outsourced Political Campaign: Role of Pro-Government Political Influencers in Spreading Hostile Narratives
in Hungary. Media and Communication. Vol. 13. https://www.cogitatiopress.com/mediaandcommunication/article/view/10671
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Sovereignty Protection in Hungary and Abroad

Despite the European Commission launching legal proceedings against Hungary’s controversial sover-
eignty protection law, the government refused to back down. Instead, it established the Sovereignty
Protection Office (Szuverenitasvédelmi Hivatal) in February 2024 under the leadership of Tamdas Lanczi.
Within just a few months of its creation, this new government office launched investigations against
Atlatszo (a Hungarian investigative portal) and Transparency International Hungary, accusing them of
using foreign funding to influence voters - effectively targeting organizations that receive international
support for democratic advocacy work. The Office then compiled a list of media outlets deemed ,pro-
war” according to government rhetoric, labeling independent news organizations, including 444, HVG,
RTL, and Telex, as threats to national sovereignty.

The Office applies its rules selectively: while targeting NGOs and media critical of the government as
threats, it ignored the fact that M1 actively participated in Slovakia’s election campaign during the official
campaign silence period, and public media journalists Balazs Beregi and Andras Bencsik willingly assisted
China’s Communist Party propaganda efforts during Chinese President Xi Jinping’s visit to Budapest in May.
This double standard further reveals that the office is designed not to genuinely protect national sover-
eignty, but to suppress independent voices while allowing government-aligned media to operate without
scrutiny. The launch of the Office and its operation in 2024 are discussed in detail in Chapter 4 of the report.

A major international investigation by Direkt36, Expresso, and Le Monde uncovered that actors connect-
ed to the Hungarian government secretly financed the 2021 acquisition of Euronews, Europe’s major
news channel, while Prime Minister Orban publicly denied any government involvement in the deal.
According to Direkt36's reporting, acquiring Euronews was strategically important because Hungary
faces heavy international criticism over governance and human rights issues; by gaining control of a ma-
jor European news platform, the government could present itself to international audiences in a more
favorable light. Additionally, Lérinc Mészéros - one of Viktor Orban’s childhood friends and Hungary’s
wealthiest man - pursued expansion of his TV2 Media Group into Poland, launching a bid for Polish
terrestrial broadcasting frequencies in May 2024. However, Poland’s government introduced new regu-
latory restrictions specifically to block this expansion, fearing that allowing a Hungarian media company
with government connections would amount to accepting covert Russian influence through a proxy.

Viktor Orban’s defamation lawsuits

In 2024, Prime Minister Viktor Orban personally filed defamation lawsuits against more than ten inde-
pendent media outlets - including 24.hu, Hirklikk, Pécsi Stop, Index, 444, Economyx, Klubradié, RTL, and
Magyar Narancs - after they reported on comments made by Hans Reisch, the Austrian CEO of Spar
supermarket chain, in an Austrian trade publication. Reisch alleged that Orban had pressured the retail
giant to allow investment by a relative in Hungary’s subsidiary, and that the government harassed ma-
jor supermarket chains through special taxes and price freezes. Orban disputed these allegations and
argued that the media outlets violated press standards by reporting Reisch’s statements as ,rumors”
without independently verifying their truth, effectively claiming that news organizations cannot simply
quote foreign sources without taking responsibility for their factual accuracy.



The court cases produced troubling and inconsistent outcomes with dangerous implications for press
freedom. While Hirklikk won at both trial and appeals court, with the court ordering Orban to pay nearly
900,000 forints in legal costs, the Supreme Court ruled unusually quickly in Orban’s favor in the Pécsi
Stop case, ordering the outlet to publish a retraction. The Supreme Court’s reasoning was particularly
alarming: it determined that simply reporting information from another source constitutes ,rumor-mon-
gering” for which media are legally responsible, even when they clearly identify the information as
a direct quote from a named source. In the 24.hu case, the Metropolitan Court referred the question
to the European Union Court of Justice, asking whether EU law permits national courts to require jour-
nalists to independently prove the truth of quoted statements from foreign sources, and whether this
judicial practice violates the European Media Freedom Act (EMFA). The inconsistent court rulings and the
Supreme Court’s broad interpretation of liability create a chilling effect on journalism.

Undermined journalism

Throughout 2024, the Hungarian government employed systematic ,soft censorship” tools - informal
pressure and exclusion tactics that avoid outright bans but effectively silence critical voices. Prime Min-
ister Orban excluded numerous independent media outlets from his annual press conference, including
24.hu, Telex, and Szabad Eurdépa, also rejecting accreditation requests from major international news
agencies, including AFP, Reuters, and Bloomberg. Similarly, only government-approved media outlets
were permitted to attend his year-end press conference, excluding prominent independent outlets
such as 444, HVG, and Telex, creating an information environment where only favorable journalists have
direct access to the prime minister’s statements.

This exclusionary pattern extended to major international events too: the Hungarian Olympic Com-
mittee rejected Magyar Hang’s accreditation to cover the Paris Olympics, while granting credentials to
Gydr+, a municipal government outlet with minimal journalistic resources, and even to a journalist from
the Defense Ministry’s Sports Department.

The contrast reveals that accreditation decisions are based not on journalistic credentials or audience
reach, but on political alignment with the government. When 444 filed a request for public information
to learn which media outlets received invitations to Foreign Minister Péter Szijjartd’s press conferences
- from which 444 itself had been excluded despite repeated requests - the government initially refused
to disclose the list. 444 was forced to pursue a legal case to obtain the information, with the Foreign
Ministry claiming that the relevant data had been deleted and could not be verified.

At a local forum in Kalocsa, Telex journalists were not only denied entry but were also stopped and
ID-checked by police; an officer from the Counter Terrorism Centre even ordered them to have the
serial number of their camera checked to see if it was “wanted” or stolen. Later, Kocsis Maté, Fidesz's
parliamentary group leader, then escalated the hostile rhetoric by launching a Facebook poll asking
his followers whether he should “have journalists thrown out by thugs” from his events, whether “a bit of
lynch-mob atmosphere would be enough”, or whether they “should be let in only to be personally insulted
and humiliated”. Turning journalists into de facto suspects - by checking their equipment as if it might be
stolen - sends a message that independent media are not legitimate participants in public life. Kocsis’s
poll normalizes the idea of physical intimidation and verbal abuse against reporters, framing harassment
as something to be decided by popular vote rather than condemned.



Even government-aligned journalists and media outlets face censorship and editorial interference when
their reporting strays from official messaging. The Directorate for Social Affairs and Child Protection
deleted an interview from its website that would have revealed connections between Viktor Orbén’s
brother and a key figure in the child abuse scandal - effectively erasing evidence that contradicted the
government’s narrative. When Radio 1’s morning talk-show ,Balazsék” broadcast a February episode
discussing the pardon scandal and Hungary’s child protection system, the same content posted on
YouTube and Spotify had portions removed where the host criticized the government. According to
V-Square’s reporting, in early March, direct orders came from the Karmelita, the Prime Minister’s Office,
instructing pro-government media outlets to delete news coverage of Chinese automaker Great Wall
Motors’ investment announcement in Pécs. The pro-government outlets Pécs Aktual, Siklési Hirek, and
Téma Baranya all removed the story without explanation.

TV2, a major commercial broadcaster with close ties to the government, repeatedly changed its editorial
decisions regarding content attacking opposition politician Péter Magyar. In October 2024, the Tények
news program aired a two-and-a-half-minute report focused on Magyar’s genitals, then removed it the
next day, only to republish a heavily edited version a day later - removing, among other things, a memo-
rable contribution from a supposed ,expert” named Dedk Daniel, an active voice in the pro-government
think tank, XXI. Szazad Intézet. The Vildiggazdasag, a business publication under Mediaworks ownership,
attempted to discredit Magyar by conducting a reader poll on his public image, but abruptly halted
voting and cited ,fraud” as justification after 85 percent of respondents rated Magyar positively.



24.hu (02.15.2024). Torolték a Balazsék adasabdl a politikarol
520616 részt — Sebestyén Balazs elmondta, miért [The section on
politics was deleted from Baldzs’s broadcast — Sebestyén Balazs
explained why.]. https://24.hu/szorakozas/2024/02/15/balazsek-
torolt-resz-politika-megszolalas-velemeny-sebestyen-balazs-

magyarazat/

24.hu (04.18.2024.) NER-es inflacié: Roganék 17,6 szazalékos
aremelést engedélyeztek a Balasy-cégbirodalomnak [NER
inflation: Rogan and his colleagues have authorized a 17.6 percent
price increase for the Baldsy business empire.]. https://24.hu/fn/
gazdasag/2024/04/18/lounge-group-aremeles-balasy-gyula-
rogan-antal-inflacio/

24.hu (09.13.2024). Orban fotéjabol deriilt ki, hogy kilsé
munkatarsi MTVA-belépdje van a miniszterelnok sajtéféndkének
[Orban’s photo revealed that the prime minister’s press

secretary has an MTVA pass for external staff.]. https://24.hu/
belfold/2024/09/13/orban-viktor-mtva-kulso-munkatarsi-belepo-

444 (05.04.2024.) Szabalyt sértett a koztévé, amikor a

Fidesz politikai reklamjat adta le hiradds riportnak alcazva.
[Public television violated regulations when it aired Fidesz
political advertising disguised as news reports.] https://444.
hu/2024/05/04/a-nemzeti-valasztasi-bizottsag-szerint-is-a-fidesz-
politikai-reklamjat-adta-le-a-kozteve-hirados-riportnak-alcazva

444 (05.08.2024.) A koztévé megint politikai rekldmot adott le
hiradés riportként, pedig par napja biintették meg éket pont
ezért [Public television once again aired political advertising

as news reports, even though they had been fined just a few
days ago for doing exactly that.]. https://444.hu/2024/05/08/a-
kozteve-megint-politikai-reklamot-adott-le-hirados-riportkent-
pedig-par-napja-buntettek-meg-oket-pont-ezert

444 (05.16.2024.) Egy félreforditas miatt lett Robert Fico
merényldje ,baloldali” ird [A mis-translation turned Robert Fico’s
assassin into a ,left-wing” writer.]. https://444.hu/2024/05/16/egy-
felreforditas-miatt-lett-robert-fico-merenyloje-baloldali-iro

miniszterelnok-sajtofonok-havasi-bertalan/

24.hu (10.07.2024.). Propaganda elleni tiintetés: Magyar Péter
megprobalt bejutni a koztévébe, de nem engedték be [Protest
against propaganda: Péter Magyar tried to enter the public
television station, but was not allowed in.]. https://24.hu/
belfold/2024/10/05/propaganda-magyar-peter-kozteve-szekhaz-

444 (05.25.2024.) Eléfizet6toborzasnak alcazva szorjak meg
Gy6r-Moson-Sopront Kisalfolddel és fideszes propagandaval
[Under the guise of recruiting subscribers, they are spreading
Fidesz propaganda throughout Gyér-Moson-Sopron and Kisalfold.].
https://444.hu/2024/05/25/elofizetotoborzasnak-alcazva-szorjak-
meg-gyor-moson-sopront-kisalfolddel-es-fideszes-propagandaval

kunigunda-utca-tuntetes-elo/

24.hu (10.16.2024.). Kontroll: 6 millidrdos keretszerzédést kotott

az MTVA mesterségesintelligencia-szolgaltatasokra [Control:
MTVA signs 6 billion forint framework agreement for artificial
intelligence services]. https://24.hu/fn/gazdasag/2024/12/16/
kontroll-6-milliardert-szerzodott-mtva-mesterseges-intelligencia-

szolgaltatasokra/

24.hu (11.06.2024.) Visszatért a k6zmédiahoz El6 Gabor, akit a volt
f6biré kiretusalasa miatt ragtak ki. [Gabor El6, who was fired for
retouching a photo of the former chief justice, has returned to
public media.]. https://24.hu/belfold/2024/11/06/elo-gabor-mti-
lomnici-ugy-nemeth-zsolt/

444 (02.13.2024.). A rogani kommunikacié hésiesen probal
pozitiv fideszes lizenetet kredlni a lemondasokbol [The Rogan
communication team is heroically attempting to create a
positive Fidesz message from the resignations.]. https://444.
hu/2024/02/13/a-rogani-kommunikacio-hosiesen-probal-pozitiv-
fideszes-uzenetet-krealni-a-lemondasokbol

444 (04.04.2024.) Az M1 beszallt a szlovékiai valasztasi
kampanyba, mikdzben odaat kampanycsend van. [M1 has joined
the Slovakian election campaign, while there is a campaign
silence period over there] https://444.hu/2024/04/04/az-m1-
beszallt-a-szlovakiai-valasztasi-kampanyba-mikozben-odaat-
kampanycsend-van

444 (04.23.2024.) H(itlen kezelés gyanujaval nyomoznak
Balasy Gyula cégeinek egyes szerz6dései miatt [Investigation
into suspected embezzlement due to certain contracts of
Gyula Balasy’s companies]. https://444.hu/2024/04/03/hutlen-
kezeles-gyanujaval-nyomoznak-balasy-gyula-cegeinek-egyes-
szerzodesei-miatt

444 (05.02.2024.) A magyar kézmédia ott tart, hogy Megafon
tipusu videdk gyértasaba kezdett. [Hungarian public media
has begun producing Megafon- style videos.] https://444.
hu/2024/05/02/a-magyar-kozmedia-ott-tart-hogy-megafon-
tipusu-videok-gyartasaba-kezdett

444 (06.13.2024.) Rogan Antal: Ezt az interjut kizsaroltak [Antal
Rogan: They blackmailed me into giving this interview.]. htt-
ps://444.hu/2024/06/13/rogan-antal-ezt-az-interjut-kizsaroltak

444 (08.06.2024.). Szemkdpraztato valtozatossag: a megyei lapok
Orbannal kezdték a napot. https://444.hu/2024/06/08/szemkap-
raztato-valtozatossag-a-megyei-lapok-orbannal-kezdtek-a-napot

444 (10.03.2024.) Pert vesztett a Kiiligyminisztérium, igy
kozelebb keriiltiink annak bemutatdsahoz, hogyan értelmezi a
sajtoszabadsagot Szijjartd Péter [The Ministry of Foreign Affairs
lost the lawsuit, bringing us closer to revealing how Péter Szijjarté
interprets freedom of the press.]. https://444.hu/2024/10/03/pert-
vesztett-a-kulugyminiszterium-igy-kozelebb-kerultunk-annak-
bemutatasahoz-hogyan-ertelmezi-a-sajtoszabadsagot-szijjarto-
peter

444 (10.12.2024.) Népszabadsag-dijat kapott Kaufmann Balazs
az év legnagyobb hatdsu cikksorozataért. [Baldzs Kaufmann
received the Népszabadsag Award for the most influential series
of articles of the year.] https://444.hu/2024/10/12/nepszabadsag-
dijat-kapott-kaufmann-balazs-az-ev-legnagyobb-hatasu-
cikksorozataert

444 (10.15.2024.) A k6zmédia a sajat helyi operatérét szdlaltatta
meg a riportjaban a kormany Uj programjardl. [The public
media interviewed its own local cameraman in its report on
the government’s new program.] https://444.hu/2024/10/15/a-
kozmedia-a-sajat-helyi-operatoret-kerdezte-a-riportjaban-a-
kormany-uj-programjarol

Civil Liberties Union for Europe (2024). Liberties - Media Freedom
Report 2024. https://dg4n3btxmr8c9.cloudfront.net/files/flccsm/
Liberties Media freedom Report 2024 FIN.pdf

Direkt36 (02.17.2024.) How Viktor Orban tried to extinguish the
pedophile pardon scandal that shook his government. https://
www.direkt36.hu/en/hiaba-probaltak-blokkolni-igy-kezeltek-or-
banek-a-szinfalak-mogott-a-kegyelmi-botranyt/
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Direkt36 (03.01.2024.) How Orban flooded Central Europe with
millions of online ads during election season. https:/www.
direkt36.hu/en/orbanek-sokmillionyi-online-hirdetessel-arasztot-
tak-el-kozep-europat-az-oszi-valasztasi-szezonban/

Direkt36 (04.11.2024.) Secret documents reveal that Orban’s
people were behind the purchase of one of Europe’s biggest
TV channels. https://www.direkt36.hu/en/bizalmas-iratok-lep-
lezik-le-hogy-orbanek-titokban-finansziroztak-az-egyik-legna-
gyobb-europai-tevecsatorna-megvasarlasat/

Direkt36 (07.18.2024.) Ex-wife of Antal Rogan is still making huge
business successes with her tabloid. Alongside pro-government
companies, ATV and Index are also behind it. https:/www.
direkt36.hu/en/rogan-exfelesege-ismet-kiugro-uzleti-sikert-ert-
el-bulvarlapjaval-kormanykozeli-cegek-mellett-az-atv-es-az-
index-is-felsejlik-emogott/

Euroactive (02.11.2024.) Hungarian president resigns over child
abuser pardon controversy. https://www.euractiv.com/news/hun-
garian-president-resigns-over-child-abuser-pardon-controversy/

Hvg (12.04.2024.) Kocsis Maté arrdl szavaztatja a kdvetdit, hogy verd-
legényekkel dobasson-e ki Ujsagirokat a forumardl, vagy elég nekik
egy kis lincshangulat. [Maté Kocsis asks his followers to vote on whet-
her he should have journalists thrown out of his forum by bouncers,
or whether a little lynch mob atmosphere will suffice] https:/hvg.hu/
itthon/20241204 kocsis-mate-orszagjaras-forum-media-szavazas

IntelliNews (10.13.2024.) Viktor Orban’s propaganda machine
sinks to new low and gets absurdly personal with focus on Peter
Magyar’s groin. https://www.intellinews.com/viktor-orban-s-pro-
paganda-machine-sinks-to-new-low-and-gets-absurdly-perso-
nal-with-focus-on-peter-magyar-s-groin-347902/

International Press Institute (10.15.2024.) Branding independent

newsrooms as foreign agents, and threatening them with finan-
cial sanctions: Hungary’s Sovereignty Protection Office in action.
https://ipi.media/hungary-sovereignty-protection-act/

Lakmusz (01.25.2024.) Megafon spent 25 thousand euros in a
week to discredit the German government. https://lakmusz.
hu/2024/01/25/a-megafon-egy-het-alatt-tobb-mint-10-milliot-

G7 (02.16.2024.) Hova t(inik a pénz, ha tényleg mindent hatszoro-
san tuldraznak Roganék? [Where does the money go if Rogén and
his team really overcharge everything by more than six times?].
https://telex.hu/g7/2024/02/16/hova-tunik-a-penz-ha-teny-
leg-mindent-hatszorosan-tularaznak-roganek

G7 (02.19.2024.) 1360 millidrdot koltott az allam a Rogan-féle
kommunikaciéra 2015 6ta [The state has spent 1360 billion
on Rogén-type communication since 2015.]. https://telex.hu/
g7/2024/02/19/1360-milliardot-koltott-az-allam-a-rogan-fele-
kommunikaciora-2015-ota

Globsec (05.22.2024.) Disinformation Narratives Surrounding the
Assassination Attempt on the Slovak Prime Minister Robert Fico.
https://www.globsec.org/what-we-do/publications/disinforma-

tion-narratives-surrounding-assassination-attempt-slovak-prime

Hvg (03.21.2024.) Ellen-Partizénként a fiatalokra és a
bizonytalanokra céloz a K6ztér, a NER-kedvenc alkot6 uj
projektje [As an anti-Partizan, Koztér, the new project by NER's
favorite creator, targets uncertain young people.]. https://
hvg.hu/360/20240321 kurucz-daniel-ellen-partizan-fiatalok-
bizonytalanok-ner-kozter.

Hvg (10.05.2024.) Beszamolt a kozmédia Magyar Péter
tlntetésérdl, de hliek maradtak a vezérigazgato eposzi jelz6jéhez
[The public media reported on Péter Magyar’s protest, but
remained loyal to the CEO's epic description.]. https://hvg.hu/
itthon/20241005_magyar-peter-tuntetese-a-kozmedianal-
beszamolo-vadaskodas-mtva

Hvg (10.21.2024.) Még tébb pénzt kaphat jovére a kozmédia,
165 milliardot adna neki a kormany. [Public media may receive
even more money next year, with the government set to give it
165 billion forints.] https://hvg.hu/gazdasag/20241021 kozme-
dia-MTVA-NMHH-finanszirozas-keretosszeg-165-milliard

Hvg (10.25.2024.) 1,6 milliérol 2,69 milliéra — komoly
fizetésemelést kaptak tavaly a kozmédia propagandistai [From
1.6 million to 2.69 million - public media propagandists received
a significant pay rise last year.]. https://hvg.hu/itthon/20241025
DK-Fizetesemelest-kaptak-a-kozmedia-milliokat-kereso-

propagandistai

koltott-a-nemet-kormany-es-a-globalistak-lejaratasara-2

Lakmusz (03.06.2024.) Ami a hirdetésekbél kimaradt: hogyan
(nem) vizsgélta az ASZ, hogy a Megafon és a COF folytattak-e
tiltott kampanytevékenységet? [What was left out of the ads:

how did the State Audit Office (ASZ) (not) investigate whether
Megafon and COF engaged in prohibited campaign activities?].
https://lakmusz.hu/2024/03/06/ami-a-hirdetesekbol-kimaradt-ho-
gyan-nem-vizsgalta-az-asz-hogy-a-megafon-es-a-cof-folytat-
tak-e-tiltott-kampanytevekenyseget

Lakmusz (03.29.2024.) Megafon advertises for more than €100k
that “pro-war left wing politicians” are leading us into the third
world war. https://lakmusz.hu/2024/03/29/tobb-mint-40-mil-
lio-forintert-hirdeti-a-megafon-hogy-haboruparti-balos-politiku-
sok-a-harmadik-vilaghaboruba-sodornak-minket-2

Lakmusz (05.15.2024.) Kézel 70 fideszes jel6lt jart a Megafon
képzésein, miel6tt elindult az 6nkormanyzati valasztason

[Nearly 70 Fidesz candidates attended Megafon training courses
before running in the municipal elections]. https://lakmusz.
hu/2024/05/14/kozel-70-fideszes-jelolt-jart-a-megafon-kepzesein-
mielott-elindult-az-onkormanyzati-valasztason

Lakmusz (07.15.2024.) Kamuvideét terjeszt a k6zmédia Donald
Trump merényléjérél [Public media distributes fake video about
Donald Trump’s assassin.]. https://lakmusz.hu/2024/07/15/kamu-
videot-terjeszt-a-kozmedia-donald-trump-merenylojerol

Magyar Hang (07.26.2024.) A ma kezd6dé parizsi olimpia immar
a masodik, ahova a MOB nem engedi be a Magyar Hangot [The
Paris Olympics, which begin today, are now the second Olympics
to which the MOB will not allow Magyar Hang to attend.]. https:/
hang.hu/belfold/a-ma-kezdodo-parizsi-olimpia-immar-a-maso-
dik-ahova-a-mob-nem-engedi-be-a-magyar-hangot-166066

Mapping Media Freedom (05.02.2024.) Prime Minister Orban files
lawsuits against several Hungarian news outlets. https://www.
mapmf.org/alert/31497

Mecseki Miizli (03.14.2024.) #131 - Friss bejelentések | Visszavont
fejlemények | Kilon vélemények. [Latest announcements |
Withdrawn developments | Different opinions.] https:/www.
mecsekimuzli.com/131-friss-bejelentesek-visszavont-fejleme-
nyek-kulon-velemenyek/
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Medial (02.21.2024.) Masodjara is levették az ifj. Orban Gy6z6

és a bicskei gyermekotthon kdzotti kapcsolatrol sz616 interjut

a Gyermekvédelem oldalarol [For the second time, the interview
about the relationship between Gy6z6 Orbén Jr. and the
children’s home in Bicske was removed from the Child Protection
website.]. https://medial.hu/2024/02/21/megint-letoroltek-ifj-
orban-gyozo-interju-bicskei-gyermekotthon-szgyf-weblap/

Népszava (06.04.2024.) Sulyosan veszélyeztetik a gyerekeket,
félelmet, szorongast okoznak a Fidesz haborus tizenetei [Fidesz's
war messages pose a serious threat to children, causing fear and
anxiety.]. https://nepszava.hu/3237756 ep-valasztas-fidesz-pla-
katkampany-gyermekvedelem-herczog-maria

Partizan (02.11.2024.) EXKLUZIV: Varga Judit exférje a
pedofilbotranyrdl, Rogan Antalrdl és a fideszes torésvonalakrol
[EXCLUSIVE: Judit Varga's ex-husband on the pedophile scandal,
Antal Rogén, and divisions within Fidesz.]. https://www.youtube.

Telex (02.07.2024.) Novak Katalin kegyelmi botranya mutatja igazan,
mekkora tétje van a fél sajtd propagandava silanyitasanak [Katalin
Novak's pardon scandal really shows how much is at stake when half the
press is reduced to propaganda.]. https://telex.hu/belfold/2024/02/07/
novak-katalin-kegyelmi-ugy-bicskei-pedofil-igazgato-buntarsa-kor-
manymedia-kozmedia-propaganda-sajto-leuralasa-fidesz

Telex (04.04.2024.) VSquare: A Karmelitabdl szoltak le a fideszes
lapoknak, hogy toroljék a Pécsre tervezett kinai autégyarrél sz6lo
cikkiiket [VSquare: Karmelita called the Fidesz newspapers to tell
them to delete their articles about the Chinese car factory plan-
ned for Pécs.]. https://telex.hu/gazdasag/2024/04/04/pecs-great-
wall-motors-kina-autogyar

Telex (05.13.2024.) Hungarian public broadcaster agrees to air
hardline Chinese propaganda. https:/telex.hu/eng-
lish/2024/05/13/hungarian-public-broadcaster-agrees-to-air-hard-
line-chinese-propaganda

com/live/8cJulnczg2E?t=4365s

PécsiStop (10.17.2024.) Vajon a kozmédia ellen6rzi Orban
nyilatkozatainak a valésédgtartalmat? [Does the public media
check the accuracy of Orban’s statements?]. https:/pecsistop.hu/

Telex (05.27.2024.) Ez az egész a megfélemlitésrél szol - elme-
séljiik, ami kimaradt a videdbdl [This is all about intimidation

- we'll tell you what was left out of the video]. https:/telex.hu/
video/2024/05/27/szijjarto-peter-forum-rendor-tek-kitiltas-kame-

kozelet/vajon-a-kozmedia-ellenorzi-orban-nyilatkozatainak-a-

ra-hattersztori

valosagtartalmat/529922

Politico (04.04.2018.) Orban’s media puppetmaster. https:/www.
politico.eu/article/viktor-orban-media-empire-hungary-electi-
on-antal-rogan-fidesz-propaganda/

Politico (112.18.2024.) Poland bans ‘hostile takeovers’ of key
media companies by Orban’s allies. https:/www.politico.eu/
article/poland-viktor-orban-hungary-russia-china-prime-minis-
ter-czech-budapest-warner-bros-tvn/

Reuters (02.09.2024.) Protesters demand Hungary’s president
quits over sex abuse case pardon. https://www.reuters.com/
world/europe/protesters-demand-hungarys-president-qu-
its-over-sex-abuse-case-pardon-2024-02-09/

RTL (02.08.2024.) A névjegykartya is kozpénzbdl késziil az orbani
ideoldgiat angolul terjeszt6 ujsagnal [Even the business cards
are paid for with public money at the newspaper that spreads
Orban’s ideology in English.]. https://rtl.hu/belfold/2024/02/08/
european-conservative-ujsag-kozpenz-mennyi-nevjegykartya

RTL (04.03.2024.) A kormanykdozeli médiabol rengeteg pénzért
dél Varga Judit kapcsolati erészakrol sz6l6 interjuja, de az
aldozatvédelmi rendszer rosszul miikodik [Judit Varga's interview
on relationship violence is all over the pro-government media for
a lot of money, but the victim protection system is not working
well.]. https:/rtl.hu/hirado/2024/04/03/varga-judit-kapcsolati-
eroszak-megafon-kozmedia-magyar-peter

Szabad Eurépa (03.07.2024.) A tuldrazas csak az egyik triikk —

igy tarol Balasy Gyula az dllami megrendeléseken [Overpricing is
just one trick — this is how Gyula Baldsy dominates government
contracts]. https://www.szabadeuropa.hu/a/rogan-balasy-gyula-
lounge-new-land-tularazas/32843686.html

Szabad Eurépa (03.27.2024.) Most délhet el, nekimegy-e a
sajténak a Szuverenitasvédelmi Hivatal [Now it appears whether
the Sovereignty Protection Office take action against the press.].
https://www.szabadeuropa.hu/a/cof-sajtoszabdsag-atlatszo-
media-szuverenitasvedelmi/32872894.html

Telex (06.12.2024.) We filed a complaint and pressed charges
because police were sent to prevent our colleagues from
questioning the Foreign Minister. https:/telex.hu/eng-
lish/2024/06/25/we-filed-a-complaint-and-pressed-charges-be-
cause-police-were-sent-to-prevent-our-colleagues-from-questio-
ning-the-foreign-minister

Telex (07.10.2024.) The only way not to find Russian propaganda in
Hungarian pro-government press is not to look for it. https://telex.
hu/english/2024/07/10/the-only-way-not-to-find-russian-propa-

ganda-in-hungarian-pro-government-press-is-not-to-look-for-it-2

Telex (10.11.2024.) Kivagtdk ,a sokat latott szakérté” bemutatdsat
a Magyar Péter péniszérél sz616 Tények-riportbdl, aztan azt is
torolték [They cut out the introduction of the , expert who has
seen a lot” from the Tények report on Péter Magyar’s penis, and
then deleted it as well]. https://telex.hu/zacc/2024/10/11/ma-
gyar-peter-tv2-tenyek-penisz-farok-video

Telex (10.11.2024.) Leszedte, majd médositva visszatette a Tények
az adast, ahol bekarikdzva mutogattak Magyar Péter péniszét

[It was taken down, then modified and put back on the Tények
broadcast, where Péter Magyar’s penis was circled and pointed
out.]. https:/telex.hu/belfold/2024/10/11/magyar-peter-tv2-te-
nyek-micsoda-europai-parlament-kormanymedia

Telex (11.26.2024) Magyar Péter tul jol 4llt, csaldsra hivatkozva
inkdbb ledllitottak a Vilaggazdasag szavazasat [Péter Magyar was
doing too well, so they stopped the Vilaggazdasag vote, claiming
fraud.]. https://telex.hu/belfold/2024/11/26/vilaggazdasag-ma-
gyar-peter-szavazas-mesterseges-beavatkozas-kozlemeny

Telex (12.21.2024.) Nem engedték kérdezni a Telexet Orban
évzaro sajtétdjékoztatdjan [They did not allow Telex to ask
questions at Orban’s year-end press conference.]. https://telex.
hu/belfold/2024/12/21/nem-engedtek-kerdezni-a-telexet-or-
ban-evzaro-sajtotajekoztatojan

Transparency International Hungary (11.25.2024.) Hungary's Sove-
reignty Protection Office acts unlawfully. https://transparency.hu/
en/news/hungarys-sovereignty-protection-office-acts-unlawfully/
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THE HUNGARIAN MEDIA MARKET

During the Orban regime’s decade and a half in power, the spectacular transformation of the media market has
been completed. Significant changes in ownership occurred in the 2010s, and the market-distorting mechanism
of state advertising spending helps pro-government media companies survive. Looking at the financial data for
2024, what is most striking is how stable the situation of media companies has been for years, with no dramatic
changes in the financial results of larger companies or in the market as a whole. This is no coincidence, as in the
2020s, Fidesz's attention has shifted from traditional media to social media, with public opinion increasingly be-
ing shaped on digital platforms. Thus, the stability of the media market in the traditional sense and the spectac-
ular activity of the ruling party in digital communication are both true.

Key media market developments in 2024

There were no significant market changes in 2024. The only important development in the independent segment
was the acquisition of the G7.hu economic portal by Gazdrovat Kft., a new company founded by the leaders of
Telex.> Since then, G7 articles have been published on the Telex website in a separate section, and most of the
journalists have remained on the editorial staff.

5 Karpdti, M. (2024). A Telex vezetdihez kerlil a G7. [G7 goes to Telex executives.] Telex https:/telex.hu/kozlemeny/2024/03/26/a-telex-vezetoihez-kerul-a-g7
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In the pro-government media, it is worth noting that in December 2024, two well-known brands announced
a change in ownership. The Mathias Corvinus Collegium (MCC), an elite educational institution close to Fidesz,
acquired the Mandiner weekly newspaper and online service®, and did the same with 75 per cent of Buda-
pest-based talk radio, Inforadi®’. With this move, MCC has entered the media market as a new player, having
previously not operated any media services.

The international expansion of the pro-government media empire is noteworthy. The Direkt36 investigative cen-
tre uncovered that behind the Portuguese businessman who acquired the Euronews television channel two years
earlier was a Hungarian state capital fund and a well-known figure in the government’s propaganda machine.®

Another indication of international expansion plans is that the pro-government TV2 tried to enter the Polish televi-
sion market by launching a channel called PTV, but ultimately failed to obtain a frequency in the Polish media au-
thority’s DVB-T tender.? There were also rumours that TV2 would enter the market not by launching a new channel,
but by acquiring the popular American-owned channel TVN." It is probably no coincidence that at the end of the
year, the company was added to the list of protected strategic companies, making its sale subject to the approval
of the Polish government. A few months later, the owner announced that it would retain its stake in TVN."

The current structure of the media market

As in previous years, the market-distorting influence of the state is clearly visible in the Hungarian media, mainly
due to state advertising spending. It is therefore worth examining revenues by categorizing media companies
based on their relationship with the government.

When examining sales revenue data, we only took into account media companies that are present in the news
and public affairs content market with at least one of their products. We did not examine companies that produce
purely entertainment content. Of course, we did not take all companies into account, as it was not possible to
analyse the entire local market, just as only a part of the almost infinite online content services was included in
the analysis. The lists below include media companies that have a significant impact on the national public and
have a considerable reach.

Compared to previous years’ reports, the difference is that we examine not only net sales revenue, i.e., strictly
market revenue, but also so-called other revenue, which is particularly important in the case of independent
media.

6 24.hu (2024). Megvette a Mandinert az MCC. [MCC acquires Mandiner.] https://24.hu/belfold/2024/12/23/mcc-vasarlas-mandiner/
7 Bakro-Nagy, F. (2024). Megveszi az Inforadié haromnegyedét az MCC. [MCC buys three quarters of Inforadid.] Telex hu
https://telex.hu/gazdasag/2024/12/18/mathias-corvinus-collegium-mcc-inforadio
8 Pethé, A, Golya, A, Chastand, J,, Laemle, B. & Pereira, M. (2024). Secret documents reveal that Orbéan’s people were behind the purchase of one of
Europe’s biggest TV channels. Direkt36 https://www.direkt36.hu/en/bizalmas-iratok-leplezik-le-hogy-orbanek-titokban-finansziroztak-az-egyik-legna-
gyobb-europai-tevecsatorna-megvasarlasat/
9 Bugyinszki, Gy. (2024). Beslilt a Mészaros Lérinc-kozeli TV2 Csoport lengyel terve: nem jutottak frekvencidhoz.
[The Polish plans of the TV2 Group, which is close to Lérinc Mészaros, have fallen through: they did not obtain a frequency.] Media1
https://media1.hu/2024/07/09/tv2-csoport-lengyelorszag-frekvencia-vesztes/
10 Domany, A. (2024). Magyar vev6é lesz az egyik legfontosabb lengyel tévécsatorna egy vezeté Ujsagird informacioi szerint.
[According to information from a leading journalist, one of the most important Polish television channels will be acquired by a Hungarian buyer.] HVG
https://hvg.hu/gazdasag/20241211_tv2-tvn-lengyelorszag-tevecsatorna-felvasarlas-pis
11 HVG (2025). Mégsem adja el amerikai tulajdonosa a legnagyobb lengyel tévétarsasagot. [American owner decides not to sell Poland’s largest
television company after all.] https://hvg.hu/kkv/20250414 lengyel-tvn-televizio-warner-bros-discovery
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First, we analysed data of media companies demonstrably close to the government.

Table 1: Revenues of pro-government media companies in 2024

Media brand PR Net sales revenue Otherrevenue Total

(HUF ,000) (HUF ,000) (HUF ‘000)
County newspapers, .
nation)z;l newfp:pers, Mediaworks Hungary 70,279,652 1,471,611 71,751,263
radio, television, online (KESMA)
TV2 TV2 Media Group 56,282,312 1,821,661 58,103,973
Pestisracok.hu Media Vivantis 2,156,598 155,304 2,311,902
Index Index.hu 1,911,716 12,920 1,924,636
Radiol Radio Plus 1,187,727 22,196 1,209,923
Demokrata Artamondo 150,587 258 150,845
Total 131,968,592 3,483,950 135,452,542

Source: annual financial reports (http://e-beszamolo.im.gov.hu/oldal/kezdolap)

An analysis of the revenue data reveals that the overall landscape is stable, with the majority of pro-govern-
ment companies experiencing modest increases in their revenues in nominal terms. Conversely, the publisher of
the weekly newspaper Demokrata experienced a dramatic decline in revenues compared to the previous year
(nearly 77 per cent). Other revenues do not play a significant role in any of the companies. An important devel-
opment in the case of Media Vivantis is that in July 2024, the publishing rights for Pestisracok were transferred to
Mediaworks."

Following the logic of previous Soft Censorship reports®, the next category includes so-called grey zone media
companies, that are not part of the pro-government propaganda machine, but have been captured by the state
in some form, creating a strong dependency. This can happen when the owner’s other business interests are
heavily dependent on the state. For example, in the cases of ATV and Hetek, the relationship between the church
leader owner and the ruling party is well documented." Other media companies have been captured by the state
through an exceptionally high proportion of state advertising spending, which is traditionally high in the case of
Népszava, Inforadio, and Blikk.

It is noteworthy that media entities operating within the grey zone are not substantial in size; however, they hold
a significant role within the Hungarian public sphere. These media outlets do not disseminate propaganda; in
fact, in some cases, we can see high-quality journalism. At the same time, through ownership and revenue, the
ruling party is able to influence content, at least to the extent of determining which topics should be avoided.
The real significance of grey zone media lies in their ability to effectively reach opposition party voters and those
who do not consume pro-government media.”

12 Szalay, D. (2024). Atvette a PestiSracok stabjat az Origo kiadéja. [Origo’s publisher takes over the PestiSracok team.] Medial.
https://medial.hu/2024/07/03/pestisracok-stab-kesma-mediaworks-kiszervezes-media-vivantis-vaszily/

13 Mérték Media Monitor (2024). Media system abandoned. The Hungarian media under siege and without support. Soft censorship 2023.
https://mertek.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Mertek Fuzetek 40.pdf

14 Rényi, P. D. (2018). A baloldal fellegvara volt, most bulvéartévét csindlnak bel6le a Fidesznek. [It used to be the stronghold of the left, now Fidesz is
turning it into tabloid television.] 444 https://444.hu/tldr/2018/01/10/a-baloldal-fellegvara-volt-most-bulvartevet-csinalnak-belole-a-fidesznek

15 Polyak, G. - Szavai, P. - Urban, A. (2022). Information Patterns and News Bubbles in Hungary. Media and Communication. 10(3) 133-145.
https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.v10i3.5373
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Table 2: Revenues of media companies in the grey zone in 2024

Media brand Company Net sales revenue Other revenue Total
(HUF ,000) (HUF ,000) (HUF ,000)

ATV ATV 3,518,592 74,943 3,593,535
Hetek Hetek.hu 186,049 10,653 196,702
Népszava XXI. szazad Média 1,899,198 2,841 1,902,039
Blikk Blikk 5,468,005 21,119 5,489,124
Inforadié Inforadio 710,657 10,836 721,493
Total 11,782,501 120,392 11,902,893

Source: annual financial reports (http://e-beszamolo.im.gov.hu/oldal/kezdolap)

In this category, too, the overall picture is stable, with no significant changes in any of the companies; in nominal
terms, almost all players achieved the same results as in the previous year. The role of other revenues is negligible
in this category as well.

We classified as independent media companies those that have no verifiable links to political parties and no ev-
idence that they obtain a significant portion of their revenues from state sources. The list includes media outlets
that have a significant impact on the Hungarian public and are capable of shaping public opinion, thus excluding
local media and news sources with a smaller reach. Euronews and Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty are operated
by foreign companies, and no financial data is available on their activities in Hungary, so they are not included in

the list either.

Table 3: Revenues of independent media companies in 2024

Net sales revenue Other revenue Total

Mediabrand — Company (HUF ,000) (HUF ,000) (HUF ,000)

RTL Magyar RTL 56,193,924 1,777,359 57,971,283
24.hu (+ magazines) | Central Médiacsoport 14,254,791 128,340 14,383,131
HVG HVG 5,150,784 79,779 5,230,563
Magyar Hang Alhambra-Press 386,151 38,653 424,804
Magyar Narancs Magyarnarancs.hu 240,422 35,514 275,936
Elet és Irodalom Irodalom 260,535 1,716 262,251
Forbes Mediarey Hungary Services 1,002,400 1,478 1,003,878
Klubradié Klubradié 61,599 506,713 568,312
Partizan Partizan 96,491 1,060,764 1,157,255
444 Magyar Jeti 1,137,110 212,548 1,349,658
Telex Van Masik 1,115,811 666,208 1,782,019
Portfolio Net Média 4,394,156 86,513 4,480,669
Vélasz Online Vélasz Online 25,828 97,500 123,328
Atlatszo Atlatszo.hu 3,665 211,649 215,314
Direkt36 Direkt36 1,793 116,429 118,222
Total 84,325,460 5,021,163 89,346,623

Source: annual financial reports (http://e-beszamolo.im.gov.hu/oldal/kezdolap)



The turnover of independent media is also stable, with Van Masik Kft (Telex) and Magyar Jeti (444) showing the
largest increase in turnover compared to the previous year. As the data clearly shows, other revenues play the
largest role in this category, accounting for more than 5 per cent of total revenues. Other revenues include many
things, the most important being reader support, 1% tax revenue, and international grant revenue. The differ-
ences in business models are clearly reflected in the share of other revenues: this share is highest among media
outlets that offer their content free and therefore ask for financial support from their readers (Direkt36, Atlatszo,
Partizan, Klubradio, Valasz Online). Media outlets operating a subscription system typically have high net sales
revenue, as subscription fees are included in this category.

It is worth comparing the above groups, but we also considered public service media as a separate category,
as it also plays a major role in shaping public opinion. Since this is not a commercial enterprise, we used the
budget estimate’. In all other cases, we took into account the net sales revenue and other revenue.

Table 4: Revenues in media categories in 2024

Amount (HUF ,000) Percentage

Pro-government media 135,452,542 35.8
“Grey zone” 11,902,893 3.1
Public service media 142,058,500 37.5
Independent media 89,346,623 23.6
Total 378,760,558

Source: annual financial reports (http://e-beszamolo.im.gov.hu/oldal/kezdolap)

Including the budget of public service media, companies present in the news market and included in the data-
base due to their size, achieved revenues of nearly HUF 379 billion. Independent media achieved only a 23.6 per
cent share of revenue, compared with the combined 73.3 per cent share of revenue achieved by pro-government
media and public service media. This ratio has remained similar for years, which clearly illustrates the distorted
conditions of the Hungarian market.

Figure 1: Share of media category revenues (2024)

Independent media
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Pro-government media
35,8%

“Grey zone”

3,1%

Public service media
37,5%

16 Act LXXV of 2023 on the unified budget of the National Communications Authority for 2024. https://njt.hu/jogszabaly/2023-75-00-00
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The analysis includes data on the media outlets that have the greatest influence on public discourse, essentially
representing the tip of the iceberg. The analysis does not include local media, such as free newspapers published
by local municipalities, local radio stations, or even a significant portion of regional radio stations. The data also
does not include the extremely diverse online content services or political influencers appearing on social me-
dia. The study therefore does not provide a picture of the structure of the Hungarian public sphere, but rather
a market-oriented interpretation of the distribution of revenues among larger media companies. Given that
larger companies tend to be more resistant to political influence and are able to operate as market enterprises,
it is almost certain that if we were to examine the Hungarian public sphere as a whole, including the multitude
of smaller content providers, we would get an even worse picture.

The role of the media ecosystem

The media ecosystem refers to companies and sectors that are not involved in content production but still have
a significant impact on the operation of media companies. These include, for example, players in the advertising
industry and companies involved in the distribution of media content. In these sectors, the ruling party continues
to play a very significant role, pushing market mechanisms into the background.

There have been no significant changes in the ecosystem compared to previous years. However, it is still
important to highlight the centralised state communication system, which is decisive for the entire Hungarian
advertising market. According to a summary from early 2024, since 2015, the Hungarian state has spent HUF 1,360
billion on communication through the National Communication Office (NKOH) led by Antal Rogéan.”” The NKOH
spent this enormous amount through the public procurement system by outsourcing communication tasks
to media agencies. Since 2018, the winner of these public procurement tenders has been the New Land Media
Kft — Lounge Design Kft consortium, but in reality, this is one group, as both companies are owned by Gyula
Baldsy. The combined turnover of the two companies was HUF 99.5 billion in 2024'¢, and this year they took HUF
21.6 billion in dividends from the companies belonging to the group®.

The scale and high degree of centralisation of public communication spending are problematic in themself, but
even more damaging is the lack of transparency surrounding this spending. Investigative journalists have proven
that the spending was overpriced?® and shortly after the article was published, an investigation was launched.”
The systemic corruption in communications spending was likely a reason why Antal Rogan, the minister respon-
sible for the operation of the NKOH, was placed on a sanctions list by the United States in early 2025.22 Rogan was
removed from the list a few months later, hardly independently of the Trump administration’s political shift, but
his inclusion on the sanctions list was still significant.

17 Bucsky P. (2024). 1360 millidrdot koltott az llam a Rogan-féle kommunikaciéra 2015 6ta. [The state has spent 1,360 billion forints on Rogén-style
communication since 2015.] Telex https://telex.hu/g7/2024/02/19/1360-milliardot-koltott-az-allam-a-rogan-fele-kommunikaciora-2015-ota

18 https://e-beszamolo.im.gov.hu/oldal/kezdolap

19 Spirk, J. (2024). A korméanypropaganda gyartoja két véros koltségvetésének megfelelé 6sszeggel gazdagodott egy év alatt.
[The producer of government propaganda became richer by an amount equivalent to the budgets of two cities in one year.] 24.hu
https://24.hu/belfold/2024/06/24/balasy-gyula-lounge-csoport-kormanypropaganda-23-milliard-oszalek/

20 Keller-Alant, A. & Késa, A. (2024). A talarazas csak az egyik triikk — igy tarol Balasy Gyula az llami megrendeléseken.
[Overpricing is just one trick — this is how Gyula Baldsy dominates state contracts.] Szabad Eurdpa.
https://www.szabadeuropa.hu/a/rogan-balasy-gyula-lounge-new-land-tularazas/32843686.html

21 Székely, S. (2024). Hltlen kezelés gyanujaval nyomoznak Baldsy Gyula cégeinek egyes szerz6dései miatt [Gyula Baldsy’s companies are under
investigation on suspicion of embezzlement in connection with certain contracts.] 444
https://444.hu/2024/04/03/hutlen-kezeles-gyanujaval-nyomoznak-balasy-gyula-cegeinek-egyes-szerzodesei-miatt

22 Katus, E. (2025). Ezekért az tigyekért keriilhetett fel Rogan Antal az amerikaiak szankcids listajara.
[These cases may have led to Antal Rogan being placed on the American sanctions list.] Atlatszo
https://atlatszo.hu/kozugy/2025/01/08/ezekert-az-ugyekert-kerulhetett-fel-rogan-antal-az-amerikaiak-szankcios-listajara/
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In addition to media agencies, actors close to the government also entered the market of so-called sales houses,
which sell advertising space. The Prime Minister’s friend, Hungary’s wealthiest businessman, Lérinc Mészaros,
bought Atmedia, a company that sells advertising time on nearly fifty television channels. What makes the deal
even more interesting is that Mészaros acquired the multi-billion forint stake for only 1.6 million forints, practical-
ly pennies.

The strong presence of the state in the communications market continues to distort competition and often cre-
ates absurd situations. The ex-wife of Antal Rogan, the minister who also oversees the NKOH, owns the company
that operates the otherwise completely unknown tabloid website twn.hu. The publisher, a company called Top
News Hungary Kft., from which the owners took more than 1 billion forints in dividends in 2024. This is striking
because the company'’s turnover was only 1.27 billion forints, but 1.1 billion of that was taxable income, meaning
the profit margin was 88 per cent.* The case of Top News Hungary proves that it is possible to achieve huge
revenues without real market results, provided that a media outlet is a beneficiary of state advertising spending,
and what is more, no real work is required to achieve this. Content production is very costly, and it is not possible
to produce competitive content without significant personnel and operating expenses. The absurd profit margin
proves that there is no real intention to do so.

Political advertising on digital platforms

Campaigns running on digital platforms, primarily Facebook and YouTube, have played a prominent role in shap-
ing public opinion in Hungary for years. These campaigns are constantly present, only their message and focus
change depending on current political events. Still, they are not linked to election or referendum campaign peri-
ods in the traditional sense.

In the first half of 2024 (until 15 June), Political Capital, Mérték, and Lakmusz analysed political advertisements
based on Meta and Google databases.® This period included the European Parliament and local election cam-
paigns, and the results showed that Hungary spent an exceptionally high amount on political advertising com-
pared to other European countries. The ruling party and its various satellite organisations spent €5.4 million,
to which €2.5 million spent by pro-government media can be added. On the opposition side, including related
media, a total of €1.4 million was spent, approximately a quarter of the government’s spending. According to
the research, 47 per cent of the political advertisements published conveyed hostile narrative, typically aimed at
discrediting political opponents and critics. The difference between the two sides was even more striking in the
case of hostile narratives: 98 per cent of such narratives came from the government side and only 2 per cent could
be linked to the opposition.

23 Jando, Z. (2024). Egy hasznélt Opel aréért vett 4,7 millidrdot éré céges tulajdonrészt Mészaros Lérinc.
[L6érinc Mészaros bought a 4.7 billion forint stake in a company for the price of a used Opel.] Telex
https://telex.hu/g7/2024/08/23/egy-hasznalt-opel-araert-vett-47-milliardot-ero-ceges-tulajdonreszt-meszaros-lorinc

24 Sz6ke, D. (2024). Rogan's ex-wife has once again achieved outstanding business success with her tabloid newspaper. In addition to companies close
to the government, ATV and Index also appear to be behind this. Direkt36 https://telex.hu/direkt36/2024/07/18/rogan-exfelesege-ismet-kiugro-uzle-
ti-sikert-ert-el-bulvarlapjaval-kormanykozeli-cegek-mellett-az-atv-es-az-index-is-felsejlik-emogott

25 Political Capital, Mertek Media Monitor, & Lakmusz. (2024). Fidesz & Co. flooded social media with anti-Western hostile disinformation in Hungary's
election campaign, reaching EU spending records. https://politicalcapital.hu/pc-admin/source/documents/Uncovering analyzing debunking and re-
searching_sponsored_disinfo_project summary 2024.pdf
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The aforementioned research indicated that, in numerous instances, the expenditures were not associated with
political parties or candidates participating in elections but rather with satellite organizations. The best-known
such organisation in Hungary is Megafon, which finances video advertisements by political influencers close to
the government. It should be noted that Megafon is only present as a financier of the advertisements, but Meg-
afon does not engage in any content provision activities of its own, and brand building was clearly not the goal.

Quialitative and quantitative research published by Mérték researchers shows that for many people, Megafon
itself means nothing. Still, when they see the advertised videos, they are able to identify the political influencers.
What is really worrying is the low level of awareness: even among those who are familiar with Megafon, only 30
per cent are aware that these are advertisements.?® This suggests that many people cannot distinguish between
advertisements and editorial content, so advertising messages, such as hostile narratives, can effectively influ-
ence public opinion.

26 Horvath, K, Polyak, G. & Urban, A. (2025). Outsourced Political Campaign: Role of Pro-Government Political Influencers in Spreading Hostile Narratives
in Hungary. Media and Communication. Vol 13. https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.10671
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CHANGES IN THE MEDIA LAW
ENVIRONMENT IN 2024

The most significant amendment to media laws? in 2024 is the obligation to develop principles for mod-
erating online press products. According to the law on curbing online aggression,?® publishers® of online
press products®® that allow readers to post comments are required to develop rules of procedure for
dealing with illegal comments (moderation) and to apply them effectively.

27 Act CIV of 2010 on the freedom of the press and the fundamental rules of media content (Smtv.); Act CLXXXV of 2010 on media services and mass
communication (Mttv.).

28 Act LXXVIII of 2024 on the Suppression of Internet Aggression.

29 A publisher is a natural or legal person who, for the purpose of regularly publishing a press product, provides the personnel and material conditions
necessary for its proper functioning, in accordance with the agreement concluded with the founder and publisher of the press product, if the founder
and publisher of the press product are different persons or undertakings in accordance with the provisions of the agreement concluded with the
founder (Mttv. 203. § 21a.).

30 Media laws do not define the concept of online press products as a separate concept. According to the law, press products are individual issues of
daily newspapers and other periodicals, as well as online newspapers or news portals provided as economic services, for whose content a natural
or legal person bears editorial responsibility, and whose primary purpose is to convey content consisting of text and images to the public for the
purposes of information, entertainment or education, in printed form or via an electronic communications network. Editorial responsibility means
responsibility for the actual control exercised in the selection and compilation of media content and does not necessarily entail legal responsibility for
the press product. An economic service is a service provided independently, on a commercial basis, regularly, for profit, and with economic risk. (Mttv.
203.§60.)



The law required the Media Council to publish a recommendation in this regard. The Media Council pub-
lished its recommendation on February 28, 2025.3' According to the recommendation, action against
illegal comments is effective if the publisher filters them out without undue delay and then immediately
removes them or makes them inaccessible and unshareable. The publisher is also responsible for moder-
ating comments that appear on platforms operated by others, such as social media sites. The publisher
must assess the illegality of a comment in accordance with current Hungarian and European Union leg-
islation and related case law.

The regulation imposes broad responsibilities on online news portals. We will be able to present the
enforcement of the regulation in the 2025 report.

The law on combating online aggression also amended the Criminal Code, creating the crime of online
aggression.*? This crime is committed by anyone who, in the public domain, uses an electronic commu-
nications network to use or publish expressions, depictions, orimage and sound recordings that express
an intention or desire to commit a violent, even deadly, or particularly cruel criminal act against an iden-
tifiable person or persons.*

The 2024 amendment to the media laws also required the Media Council to issue an additional recom-
mendation regarding programs whose main theme is the depiction of minors in criminal, humiliating, or
vulnerable situations. The recommendation was published by the Media Council on February 5, 2025.3*

The European Media Freedom Act (EMFA), adopted in December 2023 and entering into force in May
2024, will also have a significant impact on Hungary’s media law environment.* The entire legislation
must be applied from August 2025. Among the areas regulated by the EMFA, the following are of par-
ticular relevance to the Hungarian media situation:

« Editorial freedom and independence of editorial decisions (Articles 4 and 6);

« Guarantees for the independent functioning of public service media providers (Article 5);

«  European control of national measures affecting the operation of media service providers (Article 20);
« Assessment of media market concentrations (Article 21);

- Distribution of state advertising (Article 24).

Mérték contributors published articles on the draft legislation and the final text, and participated in
hearings and conferences held during the preparation of the legislation.*® In 2024, Mérték won a grant
from the Embassy of the Netherlands’s Human Rights Fund for a project that presents the expected ef-
fects of the EMFA, within which we hold events and prepare legislative briefings for domestic stakehold-
ers. In 2025, we began cooperating with an organization called ConnectEurope in order to continuously
monitor the implementation of the EMFA in Hungary and Europe.*’

31 Recommendation of the Media Council of the National Media and Infocommunications Authority on the adequacy of regulations applicable to illegal
reader comments and effective solutions, https://nmhh.hu/cikk/250999/A Nemzeti Media es Hirkozlesi Hatosag Mediatanacsanak ajanlasa a
jogellenes_olvasoi_hozzaszolasokkal szemben_alkalmazando_szabalyzatok megfelelosegerol es a_hatekony megoldasokrol

32 Act C of 2012 on the Criminal Code, Section 332/A.

33 A person who commits the act for the purpose of disseminating information, education, science, art, or providing information about historical
or current events shall not be punished, provided that the act is not likely to cause fear.

34 Media Council recommendation on the portrayal of minors in media services,
https://nmhh.hu/cikk/250643/A Mediatanacs_ajanlasa_kiskoru_szemelyek mediaszolgaltatasban_torteno bemutatasahoz

35 Regulation (EU) 2024/1083 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 April 2024 establishing a common framework for media services
in the internal market and amending Directive 2010/13/EU (European Media Freedom Regulation),
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=0J:.L_202401083

36 Gabor Polydk: Too Much for Others, too Little for Us. The Draft European Media Freedom Act from a Hungarian Perspective, Verfassungsblog.de,
15 March 2023, https://verfassungsblog.de/too-much-for-others-too-little-for-us/

37 Monitoring the implementation of the European Media Freedom Act,
https://connecteurope.eu/2025/08/08/monitoring-the-implementation-of-the-european-media-freedom-act/
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Results of radio tendering

In our soft censorship reports, we have paid particular attention to the practice of tendering for radio
media service rights from the outset. Following the digital switchover of television, radio is the last mar-
ket segment that is directly regulated by the media authority. The Media Council’s tendering practice
determines who can broadcast radio services on local, regional and national frequencies, and what con-
tent they can broadcast. The Media Council’s entire tendering practice, which began in 2010, is a strik-
ing example of abuse of power. As we have shown in our previous analyses, the Media Council openly
favours those who are close to the government, and in doing so, it has not only eliminated competition
in the radio market but also, to a large extent, local and community radio broadcasting. As a result of the
authority’s practice, a highly concentrated radio network controlled by a few large actors close to the
government dominates both the national and local media markets.

In our current analysis, we examined tenders closed between January and December 2024. During this
period, the Media Council closed 35 tender procedures.

Most of the tender procedures in 2024 were aimed at obtaining commercial media service licences.
Of the 35 procedures, the Media Council issued tenders for commercial media service licences in 30 cas-
es and for community media service licences in five cases. According to the law, a community media ser-
vice provider serves the special needs of a specific social, ethnic, cultural or religious community, group,
or the special needs of people living in a given municipality, region, or reception area for information
and access to cultural programs, or broadcast programs that serve the purposes of public service media
for the majority of their airtime (Mttv. 66. §).

Figure 2: Proportion of commercial and community media service applications (2024, %)
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During the period under review, five tenders were unsuccessful. Radio 1, which is part of Lérinc Mészéros’s
business interests, won 12 frequencies this year (Lérinc Mészéros is a well-known oligarch and close
friend of PM Viktor Orban). The expansion of Best FM, which is also part of Mészaros’s business interests,
did not continue in 2024, and Karc FM/Hir FM did not apply for any new frequencies in 2024, as it had
not done so in 2023 either. Religious and church-themed radio stations won in two cases, with Maria



Radié gaining one frequency and the Katolikus Radié network gaining one frequency. Compared to pre-
vious years, a significantly higher number of independent, non-networked radio stations, 16 applicants,
obtained media service licences, all of them as local commercial radio stations. Among these are three
media service providers that have begun to build their own networks: Forras Radio (Tatabanya, Eszter-
gom, Komarom), Radio7 (Hédmezdévasarhely, Kistelek, Makd), and Sunshine FM (Nyiregyhéza, Debrecen).
Independent applicants may also have strong political ties, and this is not always obvious. Radio7 is
part of the local media group that also runs the Promenad24 news site. The company, formerly majori-
ty-owned by Philip Rakay, is known for its close ties to Fidesz and Janos Lazar.?®

Figure 3: Ownership background of successful applicants (2024, %)
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Commercial media service providers are required to pay a quarterly media service fee, the minimum
amount of which is specified in the call for tenders for the given frequency. The amount of the me-
dia service fee is a means of competition between bids in genuine, competitive tendering procedures.
The Media Act does not provide criteria for determining the minimum amount of the media service
fee. In its calls for tenders, the Media Council basically adjusts the minimum fee based on the size of the
reception area. During the period under review, the lowest amount was HUF 190,000 + VAT/year (Barcs
102.7 MHz - this media service license did not find a buyer even in the second call for tenders), and the
highest amount was HUF 4,693,000 + VAT/year (Debrecen 93.5 MHz). However, from the second quarter
of 2020, the government suspended the obligation to pay media service fees until December 31, 2025,
citing the declared state of emergency.*

38 Balogh Gergd: Végrehajtas indult a Lazarhoz kotédo vasarhelyi Promenad24-et és Radio 7-et lizemeltetd cég ellen, Telex.hu, 2024. szeptember 17.,
https://telex.hu/belfold/2024/09/17/vegrehajtas-lazar-janos-promenad24-radio7

39 See Government Decree 132/2020. (IV. 17.) on the different application of certain legal provisions relating to electronic identification conditions,
enforcement and media service fees during a state of emergency; Government Decree 165/2021. (IV. 7.) on the different application of the rules of
Act CLXXXV of 2010 on media services and mass communication concerning the obligation to pay media service fees during emergencies; 544/2022.
(XI1. 22.) on the different application of the rules of Act CLXXXV of 2010 on media services and mass communication concerning the obligation to pay
media service fees during a state of emergency
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Already in the first half of the 2010s, there was a noticeable decline in competition for radio frequencies.
In 2024, in 30 out of 35 tenders — 86 percent of the tender procedures — only one bidder submitted an
offer. There was surprisingly lively competition for the Oroshaza 90.2 MHz media service license, with
four applicants submitting bids. The winner was “A-t6l-Z-ig” Bt., which operates a local commercial radio
station called Oros FM. This tender procedure is also surprising because it is the only tender since 2010 in
which a local bidder has defeated Fidesz's favourite, in this case Radio Plus Kft., which operates Radio 1.

In recent years, we have presented the major players in the radio market in detail. In 2024, no new players
emerged whose political ties or economic weight would justify a detailed analysis.



A NEW DIMENSION OF INSTITUTIONALIZED
STATE DISINFORMATION - THE SOVEREIGNTY
PROTECTION OFFICE

The creation of the Sovereignty Protection Office is another step in the destruction of Hungary’s demo-
cratic institutions. In reality, the organization does not serve to safeguard sovereignty but instead con-
solidates Fidesz's power against all criticism. In the process of capturing the state, an institution has been
created that serves as a publicly funded disinformation machine. The case of the Sovereignty Protection
Office shows how authoritarian regimes use legal and institutional frameworks to maintain the appear-
ance of democracy while eliminating social pluralism.

To illustrate the communication tools, enemy-creation and manipulation tactics of the Sovereignty Pro-
tection Office, an institution established in 2024 to spread institutionalized state disinformation, we ex-
amined 125 posts published on the Office’s Facebook page in 2024. To illustrate the communication tools,
enemy-creation and manipulation tactics of the Sovereignty Protection Office, an institution established
in 2024 to spread institutionalized state disinformation, we examined 125 posts published on the Office’s
Facebook page in 2024. The analysis of these posts clearly shows the institution’s initial operations, the
enemy images it created, and the evolution of the terms used to stigmatize targeted organizations.



The Sovereignty Protection Office began operating on February 1, 2024, yet government officials had
already spoken repeatedly in the previous year about the importance of protecting so-called ,sover-
eignty.” According to the official explanation, the Office was established to protect against ,the war in
our neighborhood, illegal migration”, and , attempts at foreign intervention™?®, in other words, this institu-
tion also exploits the enemy images that have been recurring in Orban’s communications for more than
a decade.

The objective of institutionalized disinformation extends beyond merely silencing organizations criti-
cal of the government; it also aims to construct an entirely alternative reality in which all government
critics can be automatically labeled as enemies ,serving foreign interests.” The Sovereignty Protection
Office represents, in fact, another component of institutionalized state disinformation, fulfilling the same
objectives of fear-mongering and suppression, albeit at a different level. While earlier this responsibility
was predominantly undertaken by pro-government media outlets, influencers, and various organiza-
tions, it is now also carried out by an official state entity, endowed with formal legitimacy and disguised
as a scientific methodology.

What does sovereignty actually mean?

The concept of ,sovereignty” plays a central role in the name and rhetoric of the Sovereignty Protection
Office and has been systematically used in government communications over the past few years. How-
ever, to understand the purpose of the Office’s creation and operation, it is essential to examine what
sovereignty means in constitutional law.

The first relevant concept related to sovereignty is popular sovereignty.

According to the principle of popular sovereignty, all state power derives from the people, who are the
ultimate source of authority. This means the people have a genuine right and opportunity to decide on
the form of state organisation, the structure and transfer of power, and the fundamental rules governing
the exercise of statehood.”

Legal sovereignty can be analyzed from both a legal positivist and a natural law perspective. From a
legal positivist point of view, legal sovereignty is essentially denied, because under the applicable consti-
tutional law, there is no legal norm that would stand above popular sovereignty. In this understanding,
law is not a precondition or limitation of popular sovereignty, but rather its expression.

Natural law, by contrast, holds that in some instances legal sovereignty must take precedence over pop-
ular sovereignty and state sovereignty, because there are fundamental legal principles in democracies
that remain inviolable even when this inviolability contradicts the will of the people.*

40 The Sovereignty Protection Office. https://szuverenitasvedelmihivatal.hu/

41 Chronowski N. & Petrétei J. (2020). Szuverenitas [Sovereignty]. In Jakab Andrds & Kdnczdl M. & Menyhérd A. & Sulyok G. (ed.). Internetes
Jogtudomanyi Enciklopédia [Online Legal Encyclopedia] http://ijoten.hu/szocikk/szuverenitas

42 |bid.
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Finally, the third aspect is state sovereignty. Although state sovereignty is a single concept, it must be ex-
amined from two perspectives: how the state operates and what decision-making powers it possesses.
On the one hand, the state’s internal sovereignty means its capacity to define and maintain its internal
legal order, and to exercise supreme authority over natural persons residing in its territory, legal persons
operating within its territory, and things located there. On the other hand, the state’s external sovereign-
ty denotes its independence, that is, that it possesses a free and autonomous statehood, independent
of any external power. One of the most important expressions of this is that a sovereign state, regardless
of its economic and military capabilities, participates in international life and relations as a subject of
international law. From a conceptual point of view, it is helpful to analyse a state’s internal and external
sovereignty separately. Still, it is important to stress that these two aspects form an inseparable unity.
Internal sovereignty can, by definition, exist only if the state also possesses the characteristics of external
sovereignty. In international life, a state can act only as a unit, that is, only if it can maintain its internal
sovereignty.®?

These theoretical approaches help to critically assess whether the Sovereignty Protection Office in fact
protects sovereignty, or merely instrumentalises the rhetoric of sovereignty for its own political purpos-
es. The Office claims to safeguard these constitutional dimensions of sovereignty. Instead, it uses the
concept of sovereignty in a narrow, politically motivated sense. As the following analysis shows, through
this conceptual manipulation, the Office legitimises its own operations. In reality, it attacks the demo-
cratic understanding of popular sovereignty and the pluralism of civil society.

Institutionalising “Sovereignty”

Preparations for the Sovereignty Protection Act began in September 2023, when Fidesz parliamentary
group leader Maté Kocsis announced plans for the autumn legislative package. At that time, he clearly
stated the real goal; ,We want to make life difficult for left-wing journalists, NGOs, and dollar-politicians”**
The proposal was submitted to Parliament in November and passed in December. By then, it was clear
that the law was not about genuine foreign policy or national security threats but was instead aimed at
domestic political retribution. The regulation allowed investigations into anyone who tried to ,influence
public decision-making,” effectively including most civil organizations and independent media. Under
the law, no legal remedy is available for the organizations under investigation. This enables the Office to
decide, with little oversight, who is considered an actor ,endangering sovereignty”. In practice, the law
gives the newly created Sovereignty Protection Office wide-ranging investigative powers without any
real judicial oversight, allowing it to request data from any organisation it claims might be serving for-
eign interests. Although the government presents this as protection against external interference, critics
argue that it is primarily a tool to silence dissent, since the notion of a “sovereignty risk” is left deliberately
broad and vague. The Sovereignty Protection Office functions as an “autonomous state administration
body” with a political mandate to produce reports that stigmatise government critics, without offering
them meaningful legal protection.

43 |bid.
44 Cseke, B. & Nagy, B. (2023). Megszavaztak a szuverenitasvédelmi torvényt, az uj hatdsag barkit ellendrizhet [Sovereignty Protection Act passed,
new authority can inspect anyone]. Telex https://telex.hu/belfold/2023/12/12/szuverenitasvedelmi-torveny-parlament-elfogadta
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Consolidating the Office’s status and broadening the legitimacy of its operations played an important
role in 2024. To achieve this, they shared several Facebook posts featuring Tamas Lanczi, the Office’s
president, posing with various domestic and foreign politicians, demonstrating that the Office’s work
is taken seriously at both the domestic and international levels. In addition, they tried to present the
alleged protection of sovereignty as a heroic act, giving the word a new meaning. For instance, on the
two major Hungarian national holidays, March 15* and later October 23%¢, posts appeared stating that
the participants in the war of independence and the revolution had fought ,for Hungarian sovereignty.”
In the early days, this reframing of sovereignty received almost as much attention as the presentation
and discrediting of individual enemies. In the process, they attempted to grant the Office and its staff
a heroic, protective role.

Tamas Lanczi, the head of the Sovereignty Protection Office, has long been part of the government’s
communication machinery. As editor-in-chief of the weekly Figyel6, he oversaw the publication of the
2018 so-called “Soros list,” which named staff members of civil society organisations targeted by govern-
ment propaganda, demonstrating how state-aligned actors use public “naming and shaming” to stig-
matise perceived political opponents.”” The Sovereignty Protection Office effectively turns this practice
into a permanent, institutionalised mechanism: instead of a one-off media stunt, it now operates as
a state body that can systematically collect information, label organisations as “foreign-backed” or “sov-
ereignty risks,” and feed these labels into the broader pro-government media ecosystem.

Facebook communication by Lanczi and the Office is closely linked. Nearly half of the posts examined
during the research that appeared on the Office’s page were reposts from Lanczi’s own Facebook page
without any comments. Interestingly, the vice presidents did not appear in a single post in 2024.

Although the Office consumes billions in public funds - by 2024, it was already managing more money
than, for example, the Constitutional Court or the Competition Authority*® - it has not succeeded in as-
sembling an adequate professional team. The problematic composition of the Office’s staff is well illus-
trated by the case of Balint Somkuti, who worked as a researcher for the organization. In November 2024,
othe anniversary of the suppression of the 1956 revolution, Somkuti called the participants of the 1956
revolution ,fools” in a Facebook post, saying, ,Those who do not recognize superior force are not heroes,
but fools,” perhaps also sending a message to the Ukrainian leadership under attack by Russia.*® After the
scandalous post, the Office immediately terminated its contract with Somkuti, which was announced in
a one-line Facebook post.>® Somkuti had previously appeared on the official Facebook page in only a few
posts, all of which reinforced the smear campaign against the Atlatszé investigative portal.
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One of the Sovereignty Protection Office’s most emblematic figures is J6zsef Horvath, a former officer of
the communist-era llI/1ll internal security service, who now heads the Sovereignty Protection Research
Institute. In the 1980s, he worked for the Ministry of Interior’s lll/ll directorate, responsible for domestic
surveillance; his tasks included monitoring the “radical opposition”, that is, groups considered politically
unreliable by the regime.>' The IlI/1ll was the branch of state security charged with spying on Hungarian
citizens, infiltrating opposition circles, and keeping detailed files on dissidents, church groups, and intel-
lectuals.

Horvath’s appointment and the launch of the Research Institute were promoted with a week-long cam-
paign on the Sovereignty Protection Office’s Facebook page, including a glamorous introductory video.>
In this clip, he describes himself as someone with “decades of deep experience” in defending Hungary’s
sovereignty.> He claims that he has “devoted his life” to this mission, casting himself in a quasi-heroic
role. This self-mythologizing fits neatly into the Office’s wider communication strategy, which often pre-
sents its staff as guardians against threats.

However, almost no information is available about the other employees of the Office. According to a
document published in response to a HVG data request at the end of September 2024, the Office has
more than 100 employees, yet the news and reports on its website appear anonymously.>*

Creating enemies in the name of sovereignty

The system of enemy image creation used by the Office closely follows classic propaganda mechanisms.
The terms ,international networks operating in the grey zone™> and ,political pressure groups™® are delib-
erately vague so that they can be applied to anyone. This allows the Office to label any critical voice as
,foreign influence.”

In addition to strengthening the institution’s legitimacy, the creation and reinforcement of enemy imag-
es began in the early spring of 2024. Similar to government communications, the Sovereignty Protection
Office also focused on appealing to citizens’ fears. This fearmongering was reinforced by the regular rep-
etition that the work of the organizations they targeted poses “a threat to the sovereignty of our country™’,
repeatedly emphasizing ,the threats to our national sovereignty™® and dedicating several posts to how
“the disinformation campaign of the Tisza Party’s president threatens the security of the Hungarian people”®.
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The word ,threat” plays a major role in the vast majority of these posts. In contrast, the Office is por-
trayed as a constant savior, presenting their work as a struggle and even going so far as to write about
Jthe last chance for the survival of the nation”e°.

However, the threats identified by the Office cannot always be identified as specific enemies. Only a
quarter of the named enemies are foreign. Still, in most cases, they are also entities that cannot be iden-
tified at all, such as ,international networks,” ,foreign forces,” or ,global lobby networks,” which are
named in a conspiracy theory-like style. Thus, the focus of fearmongering in the case of the Office is also
on nameless phantoms. These names have changed over time. Initially, Facebook posts warning of the
danger of ,international networks” operating in the ,gray zone” were later replaced by ,political pressure

groups” operating in ,no man’s land.”

A core element of the Sovereignty Protection Office’s operations is the use of the ,foreign agent” narra-
tive, which closely follows the practices of other authoritarian regimes. So-called foreign agent laws are
increasingly used around the world as a tool to apply administrative pressure. In every country where
they exist, these laws restrict the activities of individuals and organizations that participate in any way
in domestic public life and receive support from foreign organizations for their work. Although the Sov-
ereignty Protection Office has not yet significantly restricted the work of any organization, it frequently
emphasizes the need to expand its powers.

Among domestic enemies, a smaller proportion are unidentifiable enemy images, such as ,political pres-
sure groups,” ,pressure groups,” or simply ,fake news media.” Domestic enemies targeted by the Office -
such as Okotars Foundation, Telex, Transparency International Hungary, and Atlatszé - are named.

The Sovereignty Protection Office’s Facebook posts not only emphasize alleged “threats,” but also
repeatedly imply that the civil society organizations they target are acting illegally, stressing that such
actors “they cannot pick and choose between Hungarian laws™' to follow Transparency International Hun-
gary (Tl) became one of the main targets, especially after a heated public debate at the Tranzit Festi-
val. The Tranzit Festival, held annually in Tihany by Lake Balaton, is Hungary’s largest political gathering
focused on public affairs and right-wing conservative thought. In the summer of 2024, the high-profile
debate between Tamas Lanczi, head of the Sovereignty Protection Office, and Mikl6s Ligeti, legal direc-
tor of Transparency International Hungary, took place at this festival. In this debate, Lanczi described TI
as a “foreign-funded political pressure group” that harms Hungary’s reputation and justified an exten-
sive investigation and data request regarding the organization’s foreign funding.®? Ligeti responded that
TI's funding and programs are transparent, its anti-corruption efforts are legitimate, and exposing gov-
ernment corruption benefits the public. However, after the event, the Office’s page almost exclusively
quoted Lanczi’s statements, ignoring Ligeti’s arguments entirely.

In the autumn, the Office published a report accusing Tl of being part of a “global lobbying network”
and of using a “manipulative” methodology in its Corruption Perceptions Index to harm Hungary’s im-
age. Tl rejected the report as factually wrong and methodologically flawed, pointing out that the index’s
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methodology is public and widely used by international institutions, and that labelling it as “disinforma-
tion” is itself misleading. The organisation therefore initiated legal remedies, including a constitutional
complaint.®®

The Office’s position in the institutionalized
state disinformation machine

The work of the Sovereignty Protection Office is a classic example of formalized political pressure. Polit-
ical pressure can be exerted through both informal and formal means. Formal means of exerting pres-
sure include legislation, formalized decisions, and procedures. These naturally include legislation that
has a chilling effect, discriminatory decisions by media and tax authorities, and the refusal to disclose
data of public interest. We have written at length about other informal means - such as threats, smear
campaigns, refusal to give interviews, and refusal to release data of public interest - in previous soft cen-
sorship reports. The operations of the Sovereignty Protection Office often combine formal and informal
methods. A characteristic example of this is when articles defaming targeted civil organisations are pub-
lished in pro-government media based on reports prepared by the Office.

Fourteen posts named the Hungarian independent media as enemies, in most cases, accusing the press
of spreading disinformation. Among these, the smear campaign launched against Atlatszé - one of the
independent investigative portals - in October stands out. During this campaign, the editorial office
was accused of using foreign funding to ,follow political orders™* and ,providing a tool for attempts of
influence”. In its October 28 report, the Office claimed that Atlatszé was a ,member of a foreign influ-
ence network” and that ,the damage caused by its activities is significant”.® Atlatszd's editor-in-chief,
Tamas Bodoky, emphasized that the portal operates in a completely transparent manner as a member of
international journalist networks and that its activities are not intelligence gathering but legitimate jour-
nalism. Atlatszé sued the Office, calling the accusations unfounded and false.s” The professional commu-
nity unanimously stood by Atlatszo: in March, the editors-in-chief of 18 domestic editorial offices signed
a statement of solidarity.®
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The media outlets deemed dangerous are most often referred to as ,fake news media” or ,left-wing
media” in the Office’s Facebook posts, which ,spread misinformation and undermine Hungarian sovereign-
ty"®. Posts related to media spreading disinformation contained long, detailed videos that mentioned
several newspapers by name. George Soros, a recurring enemy figure in Fidesz's communication, was
mentioned in several posts by the Office in early 2024, mainly as a symbol of foreign funding of opposi-
tion parties, but the 95-year-old billionaire also featured in a video aimed at discrediting Atlatsz4.”

Conclusion

Another dangerous aspect of the Office’s operation is the so-called ,chilling effect” it creates. Legislation
that allows for stigmatization as a foreign agent serves as a tool both for increasing pressure through
self-censorship and for launching smear campaigns. The mere fact of an investigation stigmatizes, re-
gardless of its outcome. Civil society organizations and independent media actors know that if they
come under the Office’s radar, they may face severe operational and financial challenges. Therefore, the
threat is constant: without formally banning organizations or media outlets, the Office seeks to weaken
their operating conditions and reduce their social legitimacy. The Sovereignty Protection Office is there-
fore not just another tool but part of a mechanism systematically undermining the core institutions of a
democratic society. Moreover, as a state entity, it gives greater weight to disinformation messages than
the pro-government media.

Our analysis clearly demonstrates that the Sovereignty Protection Office is primarily one of the actors
involved in the government’s effort to create enemies. The communication strategy employed by the
Office, the selection of target organizations, and the tactics used against them all indicate that they do
not operate based on objective, professional criteria, but are driven by political motives.

69 Sovereignty Protection Office Facebook (06.25.2024.) https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story fbid=pfbid02HCghLm2hKYJAGm3h86tTi-
UM6kVn49sEtdBuakv2CHqSufz5bKoD7HAtmMVarQY8RYI&id=61555527778295
70 Sovereignty Protection Office Facebook (11.12.2024.) https://www.facebook.com/61555527778295/videos/595194546266571/
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