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But it was only upon assuming power after a stunning victory in 2010 that Orbán and Fidesz 

brought to bear the full extent of their media strategy. 

 

The new government’s first major piece of legislation was the landmark Media Law, enacted 

in  2010. The meticulously prepared law (an English translation, including rebuttals to 

criticism, runs 189 pages) centralized licensing and regulation under a new panel made up 

entirely of government allies. It also required media outlets to register with the government, 

removed legal protection against the disclosure of journalists’ sources and threatened 

significant fines for a range of vaguely worded infractions (e.g. “imbalanced news coverage” 

and material considered “insulting” to a particular group or “the majority”). 

 

The new Media Council would also have definitive say over media mergers, a key element in 

driving out foreign (and independent) media ownership.  While some provisions were rolled 

back or overturned, most remain in place. The law served as a symbolic marker of the 

government’s determination to dominate the Hungarian media market and served as a 

powerful tool to do so. 

 

Public broadcasting became a second front in the war on independent media, with the 

government obliterating any semblance of independence and more than doubling the state 

broadcasting budget. 

 

Public TV and radio stations were turned into a “propaganda machine” reminiscent of the 

communist era, according to the respected public interest media research organization, Mérték 

Media Monitor.  “It is very telling that colloquially the term ‘state media” is increasingly 

widely used, even though in the past two decades one was tempted to believe that we would 

only encounter this notion in history books,” the organization observed in a 2015 report. 

In a market the size of Hungary, with a population less than 10 million, the government exerts 

enormous power over the media market. It succeeds both because large companies are 

reluctant to support news organizations viewed as problematic by the government and through 

massive direct advertising through various government agencies, such as the lottery and the 

public transit company. 

 

A business news site, Napi.hu, found that the government was the country’s largest media 

advertiser in 2016, after a 80 percent jump in spending from the previous year. And numerous 

studies have shown that agencies pumped money to the government allied press as though 

through a firehose. 

 

At its height, the Fidesz-allied media portfolio included five billboard companies, one national 

and one Budapest-based commercial radio station, three major daily papers, two weekly 

magazines, two cable channels and the sprawling public media system with several television 

and radio channels. Other media outlets fell into line, including TV2, one of two main 

commercial broadcasters, Batorfy said. 
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