
Und erstanding Hungary

VOLUME 13, NR. 08 BUDAPEST, 20 FEBRUARY 2015 – 26 FEBRUARY 2015 WWW.BZT.HU HUF 950

THE BUDAPEST TIMESTHE BUDAPEST TIMES

9 771419 877002 15008

It’s a deal
But who wins - Orbán or Putin? 
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A
ccording to estimates, over 2000 

protesters converged on Budapest’s 

Keleti railway station to make the 

symbolic east-west march toward the Nyu-

gati railway station. Attracting both those 

that advocate for increased ties with the 

European Union, as well as those opposed 

to the rule of Hungarian Prime Minister 

Viktor Orbán, the loud crowd marched 

down Budapest’s lamp-lit streets to the 

chants of “Putin No, Europe Yes!” and 

“Russia Get Out!”. 

The protest opposed a meeting on Tues-

day between the ostracised Putin and the 

oscillating Orbán, who has been labelled 

by some critics as “Little Putin” for his 

progressively autocratic style of governing 

and his open admiration of the Russian 

leader. Billed by the two leaders as an eco-

nomic meeting in which the primary focus 

would be the renewal of the Hungary-Rus-

sia gas deal, the hours-long visit was wide-

ly seen as an effort by the Russian leader 

to prove that he still has a friend in the 

EU. The question is: just how much of a 

friend does he have in Hungary’s Orbán?

Orban: increasingly illiberal  
or obdurate opportunist

By now it is no secret that Orbán has 

made Putin his role model in both his 

domestic and foreign policy agenda. By 

the time he made his oft-cited “illiber-

al democracy” speech, where he clearly 

explained that he is attempting to re-

model Hungarian politics after such “il-

liberal democracies” as China, Turkey 

and, yes, Russia, he had already made 

several moves along this path. 

From centralising power to limiting 

press freedom; from gerrymandering 

political districts to awarding massive 

non-tendered state contracts to friends 

and allies – it’s clear that the speech was 

designed more to explain his moves rath-

er than chart a new course. 

It might come as a surprise to some 

that the man, who once was at the fore-

front of the worldwide liberal movement 

(Orbán was vice-president of Liberal 

International from 1992-2000), had 

strayed so far from ideological underpin-

nings to cosy up so closely with Russia. 

After all, it was Orbán’s passionate an-

ti-Soviet / pro-democracy speech made in 

the twilight months of communist Hun-

gary that launched his political career. 

Yet what is Orbán, if not a political op-

portunist? In high school, he was the sec-

BUDAPEST PROTESTS VISIT FROM ILLIBERAL PUTIN

European unity and cooperation with 
Russia are not mutually exclusive: PM

Thousands of people came out on Monday to protest Russian President Vladimir Putin’s visit  
to the Hungarian capital. The protests preceded just his second appearance  
in the European Union since his illegal annexation of Crimea in March 2014. 

 

She likes him...
...she does not
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retary of his school’s communist youth 

group and it was only in 1988 – one year 

before the fall of the Soviet Union – that 

he helped found the then-liberal Fidesz. 

Changes of ideology are nothing new for 

Orbán; so what, then, is his interest in turn-

ing Hungary into an “illiberal democracy”?

It is safe to call the Hungarian Prime 

Minister a populist leader; in fact, it seems 

that he would take kindly to the term. His 

rhetoric around anti-immigration (“We do 

not want a significant minority with dif-

ferent cultural characteristics and back-

grounds living among us; we would like 

Hungary to stay as Hungary is.”) and irre-

dentism (He has called for self-governance 

for Hungarian minorities abroad) are not 

only very popular in Hungary, they are ex-

plicitly designed to be that way. 

And while it’s easy to think that his 

Fidesz party is resonating with a wide 

portion of the Hungarian population 

based on the two-thirds supermajority 

it won in last year’s federal election, it’s 

important to remember that the party 

took only 45% of the vote and relied 

on some creative gerrymandering to 

achieve its landslide electoral result. 

One especially popular policy was to 

enact a set of laws allowing Hungarians 

living abroad to apply for Hungarian 

citizenship. This policy achieved several 

goals for Orbán: 1) it was a popular popu-

list policy within Hungary; 2) it grew his 

political base (95% of dual citizens voted 

for Fidesz); and 3) it allowed him to tac-

itly support Russian policy by undermin-

ing Ukraine at a time when the European 

Union was striving for a unified political 

front in the face of Russian aggression. 

This last point is important as, of the 

three “illiberal democracies” cited by Or-

bán, it is interestingly Russia – the same 

Russia that a young Orbán used to rally 

against – that he has now decided to nur-

ture relations with.

Orbán to Putin:  
you’ve found a friend in me

“It’s surprising how open the Rus-

sian influence is,” relates Péter Krekó, 

a Hungarian analyst at the Political 

Capital consulting firm. Certainly, there 

have been increased ties between the 

two countries of late. 

In addition to Russia’s EUR 10 billion 

financing of the expansion of Hungary’s 

Pak nuclear reactor, Orbán has repeat-

edly and publicly criticised European 

sanctions on Russia and was among the 

last to condemn Russia’s illegal annexa-

tion of Crimea last year and instead, in 

statements that echoed Russian justifica-

tion for their involvement outside of their 

own borders, spoke of the need to protect 

Hungarians living abroad – including in 

Ukraine’s Transcarpathian region. 

Yes, Orban addressed his relationship 

with Russia head on in a joint news con-

ference with the Russian President on 

Tuesday: “There is lots of speculation in 

the media that Europe should be afraid 

[that] Hungary is drifting towards Rus-

sia”, he noted, before advancing his 

unique “third way” agenda, “European 

unity can be created in parallel with co-

operation with Russia.” 

He then announced that he had 

convinced his Russian friend to grant 

Hungary more favourable terms for the 

supply of Russian natural gas (Hunga-

ry will only pay for the gas it consumes, 

as opposed to the volume it contracts, as 

the previous contract stated). As provid-

ing affordable energy is primary to his 

populist agenda, and seeing that 85% of 

Hungary’s gas supplies come from the il-

liberal giant to the East, no doubt Orbán 

was grinning during the announcement.

Indeed, it is fair to question whether 

the Hungarian leader understood just 

how much leverage he already held in 

the negotiations. Putin has been ostra-

cised in Europe and, as has been noted 

by numerous media outlets, was desper-

ate to be seen as having friends in the 
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Bank levy cut  
could benefit rating 

 
The government’s plan to reduce the bank 
levy could have a positive impact on 
Hungary’s sovereign rating, Reuters has 
quoted an analyst for Fitch Ratings as say-
ing. “One key policy would be to reduce this 
tax on the banking sector and that I think 
would be positive for our assessment,” 
Arnaud Louis said. “But I would really like 
to wait and see what is going to happen. 
Because there have been some announce-
ments in the past and we have learnt to be 
cautious with Hungary.”  The government 
has signed a memorandum of understand-
ing that outlines a gradual reduction in the 
levy in 2016-2018. From 2019 its scale will 
be “further aligned with the prevailing 
European Union norms”, according to the 
memorandum. Louis said: “Anything that 
could bring the bank regulatory environ-
ment more in line with best practices, in-
crease predictability for the sector, we 
would see it as a positive.” Fitch Ratings 
affirmed Hungary’s sovereign rating at 
BB+, a notch below investment grade, last 
November. The ratings agency acknowl-
edged a rebound in Hungary’s economic 
growth last year but warned that “the un-
predictable business environment may af-
fect investment in future”. 

Simicska leaves HírTV board
 

Businessman Lajos Simicska has left the 
board of commercial news channel HírTV 
and the ownership structure of other media 
companies in which he has financial inter-
ests has changed, Magyar Nemzet online 
said. Simicska departed from the news 
channel’s board effective Monday and was 
replaced by Károly Fonyó, a businessman 
with interests in the media and sport, as 
company chairman. At the same time, for-
mer editor in chief Péter Tarr has been 
appointed as deputy managing director in 
charge of programmes, a post which had 
been unfilled for a week and a half.

EU (even if for only domestic propagan-

da purposes). 

Moreover, with the combined dou-

ble-whammy of the decline in the price 

of oil and Western sanctions, Moscow 

has been desperate to find addition-

al trading partners. Just last October, 

Russia was cornered into signing an 

unfavourable trade agreement with the 

Chinese. So coming into the meetings 

with Orbán, Putin needed additional 

markets to help soften the economic 

blow his country is facing, and sought 

the diplomatic coup of meeting a friend-

ly EU leader on EU soil. 

Did Orbán wrest enough from his 

scrambling role model? Not everyone 

was so happy about the announcement 

– opposition Democratic Coalition lead-

er Ferenc Gyurcsány noted that Hun-

gary should be supporting the Polish 

model that would replace individual 

country-to-country arrangements with 

Russia with a single agreement on gas 

and energy, negotiated on behalf of all 

28 EU member states. 

This, it is argued, would give Europe 

and its constituent nations far more lev-

erage in negotiations allowing for even 

more lucrative gas deals to be signed 

with Russia. In fact, EU diplomatic 

sources have cited that it is Russian pol-

icy to target Hungary, as well as Cyprus 

and Italy, to foster friendly relations in 

order to influence one or more to wield 

their veto power when it comes to renew-

ing the Russian sanctions. So the ques-

tion remains, was the deal more valua-

ble to Orbán or to Putin?

Gas deal: good for Hungary?  
Or good for Putin?

While Orbán will certainly throw his 

new Russian gas deal around as a sign 

of how hard he is working for the Hun-

garian people, it remains to be seen 

whether he is the one being played. 

By bucking European sentiment and 

developing closer ties with Russia, Or-

bán claims to be finding a third way be-

tween the either/or of EU and Russia. 

He proudly states that “European uni-

ty can be created in parallel with cooper-

ation with Russia” but offers no solution 

of how this can happen as Russia contin-

ues to invade our neighbour to the north-

east. Instead, he disregarded the near-

ly-official ban on Putin visits to the EU, 

ignored Polish hopes of negotiating a gas 

deal with Russia as a bloc, and increased 

Hungarian reliance on Russian gas. 

“I want to make it clear that Hunga-

ry needs Russia,” he said at the press 

conference, as a similarly happy Putin 

sat next to him. While Orbán has so 

far towed the line on EU sanctions, it 

will be interesting to watch his next 

move. Russia is known for looking out 

for Russia’s interests, not for those of 

its friends – unless of course it is in 

Russia’s interest. 

Hungarians don’t have to look too 

far to remember that, as 67-year-old 

protester Maria Toth reminds us, “I 

lived most of my life under communist 

rule. I don’t want this country to fall 

under Russian influence again!”

!▶ Lee Reaney 


