The partners of the Council of Europe’s platform for the safety of journalists stand
with independent journalists in Hungary amidst an enduring climate of political
harassment and demonization.

During a one-day mission to Budapest on October 22, 2025, partner organizations of the
platform met with journalists, media representatives, legal experts, and representatives of
civil society to discuss key issues affecting media freedom, rule of law, and free expression.
Stakeholders described a severely restricted media environment within which independent
journalism operates, while also highlighting the deep political polarization shaping the run-up
to the expected April 2026 elections.

In the past year, the ruling party Fidesz has maintained the most sophisticated system of
media capture and control yet seen within the European Union, constructed through
sustained dominance over public media, continued consolidation of private outlets under
allied ownership, and persistent distortion of the market through control over state
advertising, with severe consequences for media pluralism and independent journalism.

While online harassment against independent media has long been documented in Hungary,
including campaigns aimed at representatives of the platform partners, the polarized and
divisive nature of the election campaign has increased the severity and nature of the threats.
Multiple stakeholders reported targeted harassment and smear campaigns directed at
independent journalists and outlets by representatives and supporters of the two most
prominent parties and media outlets deemed friendly to the ruling party, many of which are
owned by the government-linked KESMA foundation. The partners were alarmed by reports
that journalists have been smeared online and in the media as being affiliated with opposing
political parties in an attempt to discredit them as trusted and independent sources of public
interest information.

The partners also sought to assess the impact that the draft bill on the transparency in public
life had on the work of journalists, media outlets and civil society. If passed, it would have
allowed for the blacklisting, financial restriction, and potential closure of media outlets
receiving foreign funds, having a deeply chilling effect on media. For those able to remain
open, they may be forced into exile to be able to continue reporting. The mission heard that
the bill remains shelved, with no current indication Fidesz plans to reintroduce it ahead of the
2026 election.

However, the ruling party’s two-thirds parliamentary majority and recent extension of the
state of emergency mean the bill could be passed immediately, without public consultation.
Many representatives spoke of the uncertainty this proposed bill caused, as well as the
resources expended by many to establish contingency plans to ensure they can continue
their vital work. With its reintroduction still a possibility, the bill continues to pose an
existential threat to what remains of Hungary’s free press.

The platform further notes that although the foreign funding bill was withdrawn, the
Sovereignty Protection Office (SPO), the government office that would be charged with
overseeing the proposed law, has spearheaded the attempted delegitimization of media
which receive any form of foreign funding or grant, portraying them as foreign agents and
traitors. The SPO’s reports have fed wider online harassment and hate against journalists
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working for these titles online and on social media, including referring to independent
journalists as “political pressure groups.” The SPO has also supported campaigns led by the
ruling Fidesz party to target journalists and civil society such as the smearing of leading
independent outlets and NGOs.

The platform's partners are also concerned about the rise of legal harassment directed at
journalists and media outlets, including abusive claims based on GDPR regulations or press
correction procedures. While we support processes to hold journalists to account and ensure
inaccuracies are addressed, we are concerned by reports that this process has been used to
target factual if critical reporting. With the capture of Hungary's courts by the ruling party a
persistent issue, such legal harassment can have a disproportionate impact on public
interest reporting.

No progress has been made by Hungarian authorities in aligning domestic law with the EU’s
European Media Freedom Act (EMFA) since its full entry to effect in August 2025. Those we
met confirmed the absence of any engagement with media outlets or civil society towards
this goal. Instead, the Hungarian government has presented the regulation as an
authoritarian diktat from Brussels and has challenged the EMFA before the European Court
of Justice, seeking to have it nullified.

Following revelations about the abuse of zero-click spyware Pegasus against multiple
journalists by Hungarian intelligence services in 2021, initial investigations by the
prosecutors failed to provide answers and, to date, no individual or authority has been held
responsible for these attacks on journalistic privacy and source protection. Unjustified
national security justifications have been used to shield the responsible state institutions
from accountability, resulting in a state of impunity.

Beyond such surveillance, the partners also discussed the threat of Distributed Denial of
Service (DDOS) attacks, a form of digital censorship that left the websites of more than 40
different media offline for several hours after a spate of attacks in recent years. Although
police arrested an individual they claim is responsible earlier this year, it is unclear when
they will face trial and questions remain over whether the cyberattacks were carried out with
external coordination and resources.

The platform partners note that after the mission ended, the Hungarian portfolio of Ringier, a
Swiss media company, which includes the most popular tabloid, Blikk, was purchased by
Indamedia, a pro-government media group. The acquisition, made ahead of next year’s
election, is yet another example of the consolidation of media under ownership of private
business interests close to the government and looks likely to further erode media pluralism
in Hungary ahead of the vote.

Despite severe pressures on media freedom, quality and independent journalism continues
to exist in Hungary and a cohort of outlets maintain a strong commitment to fact-based,
public interest reporting. This is reinforced by high levels of public support, which has
translated to significant subscription funding and solidarity when an outlet is targeted.
However, these outlets continue to face sustained economic, political, and legal challenges
and their foothold remains extremely fragile.
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The platform delegation included representatives from the platform secretariat, ARTICLE 19,
Committee to Protect Journalists, European Broadcasting Union, European Centre for Press
and Media Freedom, European Federation of Journalists, Index on Censorship, International
Federation of Journalists, International Press Institute and Reporters Without Borders.

Prior to the commencement of the mission, partners reached out to organize meetings with
the prime minister and the SPO. On behalf of the prime minister, Zoltan Kovacs confirmed
that he was unavailable to meet due to prior commitments, while the partners never received
a response from the SPO.
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