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"Hungary President Quits in Scandal"

 by Gordon Fairclough

Hungary's president resigned from his largely ceremonial post Monday after being stripped of his doctorate in a plagiarism scandal—a political embarrassment for Prime Minister Viktor Orban, a close ally whose controversial agenda the president worked to advance.

Pal Schmitt, elected by Parliament to a five-year term as head of state in 2010, said in an address to lawmakers that he would step down to prevent his "personal issue" from dividing Hungary.

Mr. Schmitt's decision came after mounting public protests. It was a sharp about-face from his stance Friday, when he declared in a television interview that he had no intention of leaving his job and instead planned to write a new dissertation to prove his "perseverance."

Pal Schmitt told Hungary's Parliament on Monday he was resigning.

While in office, Mr. Schmitt signed into law hundreds of acts of Parliament as well as a new constitution, and supported legislation put forward by Mr. Orban's Fidesz party that revamped the country's judicial system, media regulators and other basic institutions.

Critics of Mr. Orban at home and abroad say the moves undermine democratic checks and balances. The European Union is pressing Hungary to alter some laws and says it won't discuss financial backing for Hungary until it changes legal provisions the EU says threaten central-bank independence.

Mr. Orban and his allies say they are trying to fix a broken political system that has left the country deeply in debt. Before his election, Mr. Schmitt pledged support for the government's efforts in "rebuilding the country…economically, socially and morally."

Budapest's Semmelweis University on Thursday withdrew Mr. Schmitt's doctoral degree in physical education, saying his thesis didn't meet scientific and ethical standards. Academic investigators had found that large parts of the paper were copied from other works. The scandal made Mr. Schmitt—a two-time Olympic gold medalist and former ambassador to Spain and Switzerland—a lightning rod for protest by the political opposition, which has long attacked Mr. Orban and his Fidesz party for choosing candidates for important posts based on loyalty rather than ability.

In a rare show of unity, activists from opposition parties on the far right and the left joined demonstrations Friday evening to call for Mr. Schmitt to resign. Other protesters picketed outside the presidential palace over the weekend, calling for him to step down.

"The whole country has been waiting" for Mr. Schmitt to quit, said Attila Mesterhazy, chairman of Hungary's Socialist party. "The nation was unified in demanding his resignation."

Mr. Schmitt, a former deputy head of Fidesz, was elected to the European Parliament in 2009. After his election to the Hungarian Parliament in 2010, he became speaker of the National Assembly and was then elected president with the backing of Fidesz, which has a two-thirds legislative majority.

On Monday, Mr. Schmitt, 69 years old, denied that he had plagiarized and said he would appeal the university's decision to take away his doctorate, saying "the process was unethical and unlawful."

A Fidesz spokesman said it would encourage Parliament to move speedily to choose a successor. The opposition Socialists said they would nominate former President Laszlo Solyom for the post.

It was unclear whether Mr. Orban would reach beyond the circle of Fidesz party stalwarts when choosing a new candidate—a move that could help defuse criticism of his administration's strong grip on political power.

Mr. Schmitt's resignation echoes that of a German defense minister last year. Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg resigned March 2011 after the University of Bayreuth stripped him of his doctoral degree, accusing him to have copied large parts of his thesis.

—Gergo Racz contributed to this article.
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