Hungary's strongest leader targets the media
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THE LAST TIME he served as Hungary's prime minister, Viktor Orban made himself a persona non grata in Washington, despite his country's membership in NATO. The George W. Bush administration was offended by Mr. Orban's habit of catering to Hungary's extreme right, which still embraces 1930s-style nationalism and anti-Semitism. Ousted in an election in 2002, Mr. Orban spent eight years in opposition before winning a landslide victory in April that gave his party a two-thirds majority in parliament -- enough to govern without help from the far right. Many Hungarians figured that Mr. Orban would temper his formerly polarizing policies. So far, he hasn't.

Among the first acts of Mr. Orban's new government was a law granting passports to ethnic Hungarians living in other countries -- a measure aimed at the large Hungarian minorities in Slovakia, Romania and Serbia. Given that the first two are fellow members of the European Union and the third is a candidate, there would seem to be little need for such a measure. But Mr. Orban was, once again, pandering to those in his country who have never accepted the 1920 Treaty of Trianon, which reduced Hungary to its present borders.

The passport measure might be dismissed as symbolic. But a second major initiative of the new government -- an attempt to impose sweeping new controls on the media -- is not. As a first step, Mr. Orban used his huge parliamentary majority to abolish a constitutional provision aimed at "preventing information monopolies." His party then introduced legislation, to be voted on this month, that would merge several authorities now overseeing public television and radio channels and create a powerful media council to regulate them as well as private broadcasters. The chairman of the council would be appointed by Mr. Orban, and other members would be nominated by the ruling party. The effect, as the leader of the opposition Socialist party pointed out, would be "to change the public media into the party media" – a phenomenon not seen in Central Europe since the collapse of Communist rule.

A second media measure, to be taken up in the fall, is still more troubling. It would extend government regulation to private print publications and even bloggers and open the way to content controls and requirements that outlets register with the government. Strong objections to the legislation from international press freedom groups as well as Hungarian journalists caused the government to delay parliamentary action. But some Hungarian observers believe that Mr. Orban is only waiting for the retirement in August of President Laszlo Solyom, who will be replaced by one of the prime minister's nationalist allies.

Mr. Orban's big election victory gave him an unusual amount of authority in a parliamentary democracy. At best, he could use it to push through economic reforms that Hungary needs to revive a chronically lagging economy. If he seeks instead to weaken democratic institutions, he will merely ensure that he once again becomes a pariah in Western capitals.

