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Abstract: On 12 April 2026, Viktor Orbán and his party, Fidesz, lost the parliamentary elections to the Tisza party, led by Péter Magyar. During its 16-year period of governing Hungary, Fidesz created a media ecosystem frequently cited in media capture scholarship as a prime example of the firm grip that vested economic and political interests can exert over the media. As this special issue on “Media Capture in the Western Balkans and Beyond” was already well underway when the elections took place, this interview with József Makai, a journalist and lecturer, offers a first glimpse into the changes introduced by the newly elected Magyar government. Conducted in written form in mid-July 2026, the interview considers the first 50 days of activities aimed at dismantling the structures of media capture.
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Jelena Kleut: 
If we look at Péter Magyar’s election campaign in late 2025 and early 2026, how prominent were topics related to the state of the media in Hungary, and what key measures were presented in the campaign?

József Makai: 
The state of the media was one of the topics addressed in Péter Magyar’s campaign. His position was that the public service broadcaster does not serve the public interest but only the government. Magyar's campaign talked about that information is not propaganda and that the media should be free and independent. They spoke about Hungary being at the bottom of international media freedom rankings. Already on election night, in his victory speech, Magyar announced that he would suspend the public service broadcaster’s news programs. The reorganization of the public service broadcaster—including radio, television, and the news agency—began soon after Magyar’s government was inaugurated. The process has been accompanied by a certain scepticism, particularly over the legal basis for suspending the news programme, but also by a degree of euphoria: the Bastille has finally fallen.

Jelena Kleut:
How did Magyar’s party, Tisza, succeed in overcoming the barriers posed by the captured media?

József Makai: 
Péter Magyar’s success was greatly facilitated by Facebook, YouTube and his direct physical presence. Magyar began his political career with an interview on the YouTube channel “Partizán”. Due to the structural dysfunction of the public sphere and the state of the Hungarian media, significantly more people use the “Partizán” channel as a daily source of information than the public service broadcaster, which had become a biased, Fidesz-party, propaganda outlet. 
The public service broadcaster costs over 400 million Euros annually, but it is the much cheaper “Partizán” that has 699,000 followers, and its election program was watched live by 190,000 viewers. The recording was later viewed by 1.5 million people. “Partizán’s” daily video content attracts between 90,000 and 150,000 views within the first 24 hours. During periods of intense domestic political events, monthly viewership reaches between 10 and 12 million views, which corresponds to approximately 1.7 million viewers. This stands in stark contrast to the daily news broadcasts of the public service broadcaster which attract 23,800 viewers. The trust index for the public service broadcaster stands at 23 percent. “Partizán” is one of the striking examples of the structural transformation of the Hungarian public sphere and media landscape. The regime brought the public service broadcaster, regional newspapers, and part of the national media under its control, but it did not know how to contend with the parallel media world. Until quite recently, I myself was not fully aware that younger generations and even middle-aged people get their information from an entirely different media universe. Besides “Partizán” they also follow opposition content creators, influencers, and independent media. In Hungary today, the media is almost exclusively online. Orbán and his allies poured a lot of money into traditional platforms, but there was no real demand for them. After the election, they either transformed or disappeared. 
The state media, television stations, and newspapers close to the regime functioned as a closed and controlled system. However, in the changed structure of the public sphere, the regime no longer had a monopoly on information and the interpretation of information, nor did it possess the means to control and punish the entire media space. 
There is no doubt that Magyar also understands and uses Facebook and YouTube exceptionally well. He even broadcasts his official trips, comments on events, and reacts to them. He turned these platforms into a tool for continuous communication with the public long before the official start of the election campaign. With quick reactions and counterattacks, he managed to neutralize the regime’s attacks. 
The third factor in Magyar’s success was his direct physical presence on the ground. While the leaders and representatives of the traditional opposition were fighting for chairs in television studios and access to microphones, Magyar was traveling the country. In Poland, he told Prime Minister Tusk that he had visited 700 settlements, some of them multiple times. These trips were also covered by independent media. Magyar gave interviews relatively rarely, but he spoke with local residents and was accessible to them. His directness and tireless travels across Hungary stood in sharp contrast to the attacks by the pro-government media and further strengthened his public image.

Jelena Kleut:
Media that were not close to Viktor Orbán were subjected to enormous pressure, attacked as foreign agents, sued by government representatives, and denied access to information. What changes in the operation of independent media are most visible today?

József Makai: 
Independent media – those targeted by the government and the Orbán ecosystem – resisted the pressures and attacks of the regime. The difference compared to the period before April 12 is in access to information of public importance. Answers have begun to arrive even to long-asked, almost forgotten questions. There are still delays, primarily due to improvisation and inexperience on the political sphere: many ministries are still operating in a transitional regime, and employees are still learning their new roles. I understand that – for sixteen years nothing changed, and most opposition actors did not have the opportunity to see how a ministry or state administration functioned.

Jelena Kleut:
The Office for the Protection of Sovereignty was a key tool for settling scores with independent media. This office examined foreign donations and, on that basis, portrayed media and journalists as enemies of the state. What future awaits the Office with the new government?
József Makai: 
The Office has been abolished. Incidentally, our newspaper Átlátszó sued the Office. In its first so-called report, we were called foreign agents and collaborators with foreign intelligence services. We won at the first instance, but the Supreme Court – which I believe was the plenum of Viktor Orbán’s government and part of the captured state – overturned the ruling and sent the case back to the first instance. By then, it was already known that the Office had no future, and I think this was done so that the director of the Office (along with his associates) could claim that their work had been politically challenged but not legally. The state is the legal successor of the Office, and the lawsuit continues.

Jelena Kleut:
Campaigns targeting independent journalists and media were particularly intense during the last year of Orbán’s rule. Have these campaigns now stopped, or can their echoes still be heard?

József Makai: 
They have stopped. Former pro-government media outlets – those that haven’t disappeared yet – are trying to find their way in a new role. They are seeking support and solidarity from the independent media – the very same ones they abused.

Jelena Kleut:
Under great financial and administrative pressure, some media simply ceased to exist. Do you expect any of them to return?

József Makai: 
Népszabadság, Figyelő, Napi Gazdaság, 168 Óra, and Szabad Európa (Free Europe) have stopped publishing. Klubrádió had several local frequencies taken away; they continued as an online radio station. I don’t see any chance for those media outlets to be revived. The Orbán-loyal Magyar Nemzet will transform into a weekly, Népszava might survive as a website (and a weekly), although all of this is quite uncertain. Changes on the Hungarian media scene have been drastic in general, and the extreme political climate accelerated that. A new phase of media decline has begun – now Orbán’s ecosystem has shut down part of its own media.

Jelena Kleut:
In its first 50 days, Magyar’s government already started introducing changes. Which media laws have been suspended or changed since then? What key decisions have been implemented?

József Makai: 
A law on the reconstruction of the public service broadcaster has been adopted. MTVA, which managed the public media conglomerate, will be abolished; a state news agency, MTI, and Hungarian Radio and Television will be created. The work of these state media outlets will be overseen by a new, independent body of mixed composition (government, opposition, professional bodies). Leadership positions will be filled through public competitions instead of direct appointments.
After the change of government, MTVA was left directionless and struggled to define its new role. Personnel changes are happening gradually, through public competitions, the appointment of new leadership, and the arrival of new staff. MTVA is currently led by an interim management, and the most well-known propaganda figures have been removed.
The president of the media and telecommunications regulator has also been dismissed. A new president will be chosen through a public competition.

Jelena Kleut:
Within the MTVA system itself, how much human resources and capacity is there to change editorial policy? Are there any journalists left there who can carry out the change, or do you expect change to come from outsiders?

József Makai:
It may sound ruthless or uncollegial, but I think that after sixteen years, there is no one there to trust. Change can only come from new people, new contributors to new programs.

Jelena Kleut:
One of Orbán’s main channels of media control were foundations such as KESMA, which owns several hundred media outlets. The complex structure of media foundations suggests a mix of ownership stakes – how will these structures be dismantled?

József Makai:
KESMA is a private foundation. State funds flowed into it, but there is no state ownership stake. KESMA – that is, the company Mediaworks – has begun to shut down and transform titles. The media world of Orbán’s regime was caught off guard by market decisions within KESMA/Mediaworks, as if they were convinced everything would stay the same.
The flow of money has been cut off. Parastatal, pro-government advertisements no longer transfer public resources into private media. I think the government will not take over KESMA/Mediaworks, and they may suffocate them by cutting off the cash flow.

Jelena Kleut:
According to media reports, Péter Magyar seems to be planning swift and decisive steps in the media sphere. How much consensus and support are there in the media community regarding the steps that are coming and the speed of these changes?


József Makai:
Generally speaking, many support the changes. That part of the public that was inclined toward the opposition before the elections welcomes the changes. Maybe they would like things to move faster. But, of course, there are also many disagreements. For example, I hear views from some that a public service broadcaster is not needed – because it is expensive, a tempting prize for any government, inefficient, it easily caters to political needs, especially those of the government. Proponents of closing down or moving beyond the public service broadcaster have set their eyes on the funds that finance it. In their ideal model, that money would be distributed among other media actors, who would, in return for that money, commit to producing programs compatible with the idea of public service. Meanwhile, those who would like to compete for some position advocate for a strong, independent public service broadcaster.

Independent media, however, have a different worry. After the change of government, part of the audience is dispersing, and the process will likely accelerate. Interest in politics is still intense, but what are the chances – even if Hungary introduces direct democracy – that it will remain so? Part of the independent media heavily depends on reader donations, and those donations were significant during the election campaign, more significant than before. Therefore, any eventual disinterest will soon be felt. Discussions have begun on how to ensure media pluralism and what kind of fund the state could use to preserve diversity in the media.
A key issue will also be the distribution of state advertising. Will Magyar’s government continue Orbán’s practice of spending on parastatal advertisements? If it continues, how will that sum be distributed – a sum that, during Orbán’s time, went only to proven loyal players? A so-called Media Fund should also be established: from that fund, resources would be provided for independent media.

Jelena Kleut: 
Who can Magyar’s government count on as allies in reforming the media sector?

József Makai:
On the targets and victims of Orbán’s regime – that is, independent media, intellectuals, the civil sector, marginalized groups. On everyone except members of the Orbán regime’s ecosystem. They can count on professional associations, analysts, and international organizations (RSF, CPJ, EFJ, IPI).

Jelena Kleut: 
Where can the greatest resistance be expected?

József Makai:
How do we define resistance? Is it the obstruction of change? Or are we talking about some particular discontent? If it’s the former: there is currently no force that can slow down changes, let alone thwart them. If the question refers to the latter, from time to time, discontent can be loud, but government critics cannot currently gather voter support. Fidesz is melting away, and Tisza is stronger than any party since the fall of the one-party system.

Jelena Kleut:
How ready are citizens for rapid changes? Will they restore trust in the media, which is, according to research, extremely low?

József Makai: 
I don’t feel that rapid changes are a problem. Despite all the criticism from intellectuals, support for Magyar is growing. Will this also be reflected in trust in the media? I wouldn’t overstate the importance of the public service broadcaster: if propaganda had been the most important and effective, Orbán would not have fallen. And he fell spectacularly, while spending more than 400 million euros annually on the public service broadcaster. The media scene has changed and decentralized. Content distributed via YouTube is often more widely watched than the public service broadcaster. Independent, autonomous creators are competitive with established editorial offices and programs. In such an environment, it won’t be easy to regain audience trust: audiences have long trusted others.
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