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Six members took part in the country visit to Hungary. The delegation met with several 
representatives of civil society, specifically civil society organisations (CSOs), social partners, the 
media, and the legal profession on the one hand, and the Hungarian authorities on the other. 
[The aim of this report is to faithfully reflect and reproduce the views of civil society.]

Freedom of association

CSO participants explained to the EESC delegation how, in practice, civic space has been 
shrinking in recent years. CSOs now have significantly fewer possibilities to carry out their 
advocacy activities. Several participants mentioned how CSO freedoms had been systematically 
dismantled and an ‘atmosphere of uncertainty’ had been created. Some remarked that 
limitations on freedoms also affected both the media and the academic world. 

The 2017 law relating to the ‘Transparency of Organisations Supported from Abroad’ and the 
2018 so-called “Stop Soros” legal package have had a negative impact on CSOs and were, 
according to them, accompanied by a campaign aimed at tarnishing their public image. 
Legislation requiring relevant organisations to register as “foreign agents” and to pay 25% tax 
on foreign funds have created uncertainty. To date, about 130 organisations have registered 
as “foreign agents”; however, some organisations indicated that they had decided to boycott 
registration and had not as yet encountered any negative consequences. Although the general 
legal framework for freedom of association is in line with international standards, they believe 
that the legislation has had a chilling effect on their activities. 

CSOs in Hungary do not constitute a homogeneous group and, according to participants, 
the government favours CSOs that  for instance offer healthcare services while, at the same 
time, stigmatising CSOs that carry out advocacy and watchdog activities or that grant funding. 
Some CSOs have been called “Soros knights” in the media, which subjects them to constant 
stigmatisation. This situation has had a negative effect on their daily functioning. Citizens 
have grown suspicious of them, resulting, on the one hand, in an increasingly negative public 
perception of the activities of all NGOs, and, on the other hand, preventing them from getting 
funding from municipalities. However, micro-CSOs or CSOs that are close to the government 
have been granted increased funding. According to participants, the government has created 
“fake CSOs”. They described how, with no previous track record of civic work, these new actors 
had begun to spring up, implementing their activities in accordance with the government’s 
agenda. Very often, this means that they exclude topics such as women’s rights and LGBTI 
rights. Additionally, concerns were expressed about the campaign against immigrants, which 
has also been targeted at CSOs that work with migrants.
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CSOs explained that they had experienced difficulties in accessing EU money, because of the 
requirement for applicants to prove that they work with State institutions, local authorities, 
or the church. This is particularly concerning as EU funding is the only source of funding still 
available to CSOs that are not directly aligned with the government. Some CSOs explained 
how they had never received any State funding, despite having regularly applied each year. 
Others pointed out that funding could be accessed, although only through cumbersome and 
bureaucratic procedures. Some pointed out that certain State funding previously available to 
CSOs had since been redirected to churches. 

Most agreed that the political environment in Hungary was deeply polarised and that there 
was a need for better dialogue. Several participants highlighted efforts made by CSOs to 
establish a dialogue with the government, however they expressed regret at the absence of a 
formal consultation platform and the lack of genuine willingness on the part of the authorities 
to engage with them. They also mentioned the pressure put on those who speak out, notably 
by restricting the ability of civil servants to gain public promotion, give lectures and receive 
training.

According to the authorities, they valued the importance of CSOs (of which there are more than 
6000) and held regular consultations with them. The majority of these are active in the fields 
of culture, sports, leisure and education. Only 0.9% are active in the area of human rights. The 
government explained that it had increased funding to CSOs.

Freedom of association and assembly – social partners

The social partners indicated that while some social dialogue existed they would welcome 
improvements. The first Hungarian Conciliation Council was established in 1990 and a national 
economic and social council was created in 2011. The government does not have members on 
this Council, although members are appointed by the government. The Council comments on 
new pieces of legislation and can make proposals, but it does not take any decisions.

According to the social partners, both the legislation relating to the minimum wage and to 
overtime were not submitted to the Council for consultation. Despite an agreement reached 
between workers and employers, the government decided to push forward legislation allowing 
300 hours of overtime, which prompted a wave of demonstrations. While the legislation has 
not been withdrawn, it has not yet been applied. According to the government, the legislation 
would not give rise to serious problems, but would instead provide employers with more 
flexibility while respecting the EU working time directive.

According to the social partners, freedom of assembly was respected. Trade unions gave 
examples of successful strikes that led to improved working conditions. Social partners in 
general did not feel that their actions were being restricted, nor did they feel affected by any 
problems relating to fundamental rights and the rule of law. Some however mentioned that 
their access to the media in order to raise issues relevant to them was limited.
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Freedom of expression and freedom of the media

Serious concerns were expressed about the establishment of the “Central European Press and 
Media Foundation” media conglomerate. Although this conglomerate was legally independent, 
CSOs were concerned about the extent to which it was genuinely independent. Questions were 
also raised about the lack of independent legal scrutiny regarding the setting-up of such a large 
conglomerate through transfer of ownership.

The organisations interviewed shared their concerns about how the organisation of media 
outlets is being centralised by the government, which particularly affects the local level. CSOs 
explained the difficulties they have encountered in trying to have their voices heard in the media 
and how they have had to resort to using the internet (blogs or websites) as an alternative. 
In absolute terms, the readership of critical media is higher than that of the pro-government 
media. However, the influence of the government is strong because of its dominant position in 
the media market, both in terms of financing and market share.

Several participants mentioned that the media was a “propaganda machine” aimed at 
controlling public discourse. They talked about a snowball effect whereby news taken from 
marginal websites is then copied by other media. CSOs suggested that the government was 
using fake news and social media as a means of influencing the population. According to these 
CSOs, the government has left a newspaper, with critical views on the government, continue 
as a way of showing that it allows critical media to exist. In reality, however, it does so only 
because the readership of this newspaper is limited.

Several participants raised the point that the bulk of advertisements, which constitute an 
essential source of funding, go to media outlets close to the government. This means that State 
advertisement money is not connected to a newspaper’s performance but rather is used as a 
means of financing particular media outlets. Participants also felt that private companies were 
reluctant to advertise in media outlets that were critical of the government. Some of the media 
that are critical of the government have had to look for funding directly from their audience to 
compensate for the lack of advertising revenue. In the view of some CSOs, the manner in which 
authorities interfere with academic freedoms follows a similar pattern of control but through 
funding in this case, including through EU funds intended for innovation.

The delegation was informed that those who are critical of the government face negative 
treatment in the media. The authorities uses their influence in the media to discredit CSOs 
and their attempts to raise sensitive topics in the public sphere. CSOs and academics are often 
labelled as enemies in pro-government media, which has a negative influence on the general 
image the public has of them. A list of organisations that were said to be financed by George 
Soros was published in a pro-government daily newspaper. According to participants, this 
general climate of stigmatisation increased the level of fear, for example a negative portrayal in 
the media could lead the individual involved to receive an increased number of death threats. 
They argued that the government had created a polarised narrative between the good, namely 
those who “defend” Hungary, and the bad, namely any critical voice.

The authorities felt that the situation in Hungary was often misrepresented abroad and that the 
situation there was not worse than in other Member States. 
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Non-discrimination

CSOs raised concerns about the general decrease in support for human rights protection and 
non-discrimination, including in relation to Roma, disability, gender and transgender issues. 
The phenomenon of shrinking space for CSOs particularly affected CSOs working on these 
issues and have led to a fall in the number of organisations and professionals in the field and in 
the amount of research carried out in these areas. According to CSOs, the authorities no longer 
see them as partners.

Several organisations mentioned that the anti-Soros campaign was anti-Semitic in nature, 
which further triggered anti-Semitic hate speech, in the context of a climate already conducive 
to racist, xenophobic and Islamophobic speech. Some CSOs indicated that, unlike other areas, 
the government is cooperating well with CSOs in the area of hate speech and hate crime, but 
that hate crimes are often insufficiently investigated.

Regarding the situation of the Roma population, participants mentioned discrimination 
in the child protection system, in housing, work and education, and discrimination by law 
enforcement authorities (including ethnic profiling) and by local governments.

Women’s rights organisations stressed a deterioration in gender equality and women’s and 
girls’ rights. Public narratives presented an image of women as mere agents of the family, 
thus reinforcing gender stereotypes and drawing on the concept of ‘familism’ instead of 
feminism. According to participants, gender inequality gives rise to violence against women. 
They expressed their regret at the absence of a comprehensive political response to this 
phenomenon. Instead, professionals in the public and private sectors adopt a victim-blaming 
attitude, which serves to highlight the inadequate gender-sensitive training that they have 
had. Although an infrastructure for victims of gender-based violence exists, it is not sufficiently 
promoted and its activities are unclear. As far as academic issues are concerned, participants 
lamented the fact that the State had cancelled the accreditation for a Master of Arts in gender 
studies. Women’s rights organisations also explained how they had been the target of a 
negative media campaign.

The situation of transgender people was also discussed, notably the fact that they cannot 
benefit from any legal gender recognition.
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Rule of law 

Many CSOs expressed serious concerns about the creation of a new parallel public administrative 
Court system and a new national judicial office. These changes are part of a step-by-step 
reform of the judiciary which has been taking place since 2011-2012. The consultation period 
relating to these changes lasted only three days. As CSOs emphasised in many other cases, the 
consultation process for proposals relating to legal acts is very short and does not allow for any 
meaningful input, nor does it take into account the submitted comments.

According to some CSOs, the current judiciary retains a high level of independence, but 
the ongoing reform of the Court system is a cause for concern as no accompanying needs 
assessment has been carried out. The EU Justice Scoreboard showed in 2018 that Hungarian 
Courts were the second most efficient court system in the EU. Therefore, it is unclear to CSOs 
why the current system needs to be reformed.

The competence of new administrative Courts include economic and social rights, including 
politically sensitive cases such as asylum. Concern was expressed about the independence of 
individual judges and the jurisdiction of the administrative Courts. Participants described a 
politicised process whereby new administrative Courts judges could be elected without the 
support of peers.  In general, participants complained that this new structure lacked clear 
checks and balances.

Another key issue was the lack of cooperation between the National Judicial Council of 
Hungary (Országos Bírósági Tanacs, OBT) and the National Office for the Judiciary (Országos 
Bírói Hivatal, OBH) appointed by the government. The President of the OBH has widespread 
powers over the whole judiciary, in the areas of budget and appointment of judges and 
Court Presidents. By comparison, the OBT does not have the necessary financial means and 
human resources to counterbalance the changes introduced by the OBH – and is the target of 
stigmatisation in some media, which have represented the OBT as “Soros agents”.

Although the Courts have shown their independence in the past with the State often losing in 
cases brought by CSOs, cases related to corruption were rarely prosecuted. 

Participants indicated that there was a need to control the use of EU funds better to ensure that 
such funding did not end up abetting corruption rather than helping to strengthen the rule of 
law.
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