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Rewriting the European project?

Main thesis

1. By fostering ties with radical-right and sovereigntist parties through political networking,
financial support, and media influence, Fidesz has built a European illiberal alliance
culminating in the establishment of the “Patriots for Europe” group in the European
Parliament.

2. Fidesz's long-term strategy empowers ideological allies to challenge liberal democracy
in their countries by normalizing and spreading illiberal views and authoritarian practices.

3. Thisalliance challenges European integration by fueling nationalist sentiments and shifting
European politics toward the far right. Promoting a Europe of nation-states and seeking to
weaken the EU’s supranational structures both hold the risk of ultimately undermining the
ability of the Union to act in a united and decisive manner.

Introduction

After leaving the European People’s Party (EPP) in March 2021, Hungary’s governing Fidesz
- Hungarian Civic Alliance ultimately found a new political home among the illiberal, so-
vereigntist, and predominantly radical-right parties of Europe. Years of networking culmi-
nated in the establishment of a new Eurosceptic political group, the Patriots for Europe.
This alliance was formally initiated by ANO from Czechia, Fidesz, and the Freedom Party
of Austria (FPO) after the June 2024 European parliamentary elections. Borrowing from the
Hungarian EU presidency’s motto, this new alliance advocates for “Making Europe Great
Again” and seeks to “occupy Brussels” in a drive for a “Europe of nation states”.

The clear influence of Donald J. Trump’s “Make America Great Again” slogan is a nod to
the ideological alliance between the two forces, as both offer a sovereigntist challenge to
the pro-EU mainstream. The rising support for populist and illiberal forces is also revealing
authoritarian inclinations in the European Union and beyond. With US President Trump’s
return to the White House in January 2025, the illiberals of Europe - many of whom were
invited to the inauguration - now feel vindicated and emboldened, counting on a new era
that will usher them into power in their respective countries. As they gain strength, they
can count on the moral, political, and at times financial support of Viktor Orban’s Fidesz.
This party has been playing a key role in stirring up Eurosceptic sentiments and facilitating
the establishment of a network of actors that now challenge the fundaments of the Europe-
an Union as a democratic project.

The origins and tools of Fidesz’s alliance-building

After its 2010 election victory, Fidesz laid the domestic foundations of its power by cap-
turing state institutions, removing checks and balances, and launching Hungary on a path
towards the unprecedented erosion of its democracy. This eventually transformed the co-
untry into an electoral autocracy - the only such case in the EU. Repositioning Hungary on
the international stage followed suit, with the governing party focusing on building ties
with like-minded actors that are ideologically aligned and share right-wing, Eurosceptic,
2 illiberal and nativist views. Many of these forces also hold similar majoritarian and even



Rewriting the European project?

authoritarian attitudes to governance. The ruling party in Budapest subsequently streng-
thened these connections by a variety of means. While bilateral meetings and international
conferences facilitated a deepening of political cooperation, high-profile political endorse-
ments, especially ahead of elections, provided support to partners. Hungarian business ac-
tors with ties to the governing party acquired media outlets in neighbouring countries and
through those supported narratives favouring Fidesz’s allies. At the same time, a Hungarian
bank with links to the governing party has provided loans for the electoral campaigns of
like-minded parties over the past years. The Fidesz-led Hungarian government also appro-
ved loans for political allies when they have been in government.' Such tools supported
strategic engagement with partners and built up a soft power base that Fidesz could capita-
lize on in the long term. Today, Prime Minister Orban’s Hungary is an example and source
of inspiration for Fidesz’s allies both within the EU and beyond, including the United States.
Inspired by the Hungarian illiberal playbook, Jarostaw Kaczyniski of the Polish Law and
Justice (PiS) party wished for a “Budapest on the Vistula” in the early years of Fidesz’s reign.
Ahead of the November 2024 presidential election in the United States, the Orban govern-
ment allegedly even shared know-how with the Trump campaign.?

From a Central European to an EU-wide network

Fidesz started to build an international profile as a staunch opponent of immigration in
2015-16 at the peak of the refugee and migration crisis. It used the Visegrad Group - a lon-
gstanding cooperation among Czechia, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia - to elevate its messa-
ge to the regional level and amplify its voice within the European Union. Though this move
burdened relations at the time with some of its political allies, such as parts of the centre
right, it also earned Fidesz new supporters from the European radical right.

Challenging the European mainstream on immigration became a shared mission of
Fidesz and the former PiS administration in Warsaw. The parties’ ideological alignment
also fuelled their shared defiance of EU institutions that spoke out against the erosion of
democracy in Hungary and Poland. The alliance - arguably Fidesz’s most valued partner-
ship in the region - took a hit after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.
Following this, the Hungarian governing party became toxic in Poland due to its closeness
to the Kremlin. Behind the scenes, however, ties persisted. Fidesz advisors supported PiS
in its - ultimately unsuccessful - parliamentary election campaign in October 2023.> Hun-
gary also provided political asylum in December 2024 to a former PiS government official
when he was faced with charges over alleged crimes committed while in office.* Ideological
ties also strengthened Fidesz’s relationship with the Slovenian Democratic Party (SDS) and
its leader Janez JanSa - originally an ally in the EPP. Along with political endorsements,
Jansa benefited from investors linked to Fidesz acquiring Slovenian media outlets close to

1 For a comprehensive look on the instruments and actors of the Orban regime’s international influence building, see:
The Building of Hungarian Political Influence - The Orban regime’s efforts to export illiberalism, Political Capital,
December 2022. https://politicalcapital.hu/pc-admin/source/documents/PC-Boll HUNfluence Study ENG.pdf

2 Lecture of Prime Minister Viktor Orban at the 33rd Balvanyos Summer Free Un1ver51ty and Student Camp,
Miniszterelnok.hu, 27.07.2025. https:/miniszterelnok.hu/en/speech-by- -

balvanyos-summer-free-university-and-student-camp/
3 Anna qurovvska, Jak doradcy Orbana pomogh PiS przegrac vvybory I kto ich sprowadzﬁ Pohtyka, 23 11. 2023
dnik ka/k - b li-pis-

prowadzﬂ read’src mt&fbchd IWAR1V6U9FaXUU pi4T4ctMyegIT meDKdeRana]OwhHEIMX CO7CSA|g
4 Hungary grants political asylum to Polish opposmon p011t1c1an Notes from Poland December 19.12.2024. https://
f .
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him, improving their financial stability.’ Despite their ideological alliance, however, Jansa
assumed a pro-Ukrainian position in 2022 after Russia’s full-scale invasion. Sharing a right
-wing ideology, however, was not a sine qua non for Fidesz’s alliance-building in the region.
The self-proclaimed social-democratic - but in practice rather national conservative left -
Smer-SD party of Robert Fico in Slovakia, as well as the initially self-branded liberal, but in
reality populist ANO of Andrej Babi$ in Czechia, became the Hungarian governing party’s
core allies in their respective countries. This was all thanks to a shared illiberal and Euro-
sceptic stance. Historical and ethnic grievances between Hungary and Slovakia, previously
also fuelled by Fidesz and Smer-SD, were sidelined - though not resolved - for the sake
of strategic calculations. Fidesz openly supported Robert Fico’s parliamentary campaign,
as well as the former Smer-SD politician Peter Pellegrini’s presidential run, in September
2023 and March-April 2024 respectively. Fidesz-controlled public television provided them
airtime in the last days of their campaigns.® Their interviews were meant to reach the often
pro-Fidesz Hungarian minority electorate in Slovakia to boost support for Fico and Pelle-
grini. Relations with Babis$ grew out of a shared anti-immigration agenda after ANO entered
government in 2017 and remained strong despite the party’s 2021 election loss. Ties were
then further cemented by ANO’s radical-right shift in subsequent years.

As relations between Fidesz and its centre-right EPP allies grew cold over the latter’s con-
cerns about democratic backsliding in Hungary, Fidesz looked to the European Conserva-
tives and Reformists (ECR) group, led by PiS at the time, and Identity and Democracy (ID),
which is led by the French National Rally (RN). After leaving the EPP, Fidesz attempted to
facilitate a merger between the groups to increase their collective weight in the European
Parliament. They even brought together their key forces in Warsaw and Madrid at the turn
of 2021-22 to lay the groundwork for such cooperation. Yet, Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine halted the process due to the conflict between major ID members’ pro-Russian
sentiments on the one hand, and the key ECR parties’ pro-Ukrainian positions on the other.

Fidesz nonetheless continued to pursue these partnerships via platforms like the bian-
nual Budapest Demographic Summit, which has been organized since 2015. It has also ho-
sted the first European spin-off of the American Conservative Political Action Conference
(CPAC). CPAC Hungary has been organized annually by the Fidesz proxy organization Cen-
ter for Fundamental Rights (CFR) since 2022. Although formal coordination between ID
and the ECR was halted, CPAC Hungary brought together Santiago Abascal (Vox, Spain),
Jordan Bardella (RN, France), Martin Helme (Conservative People’s Party of Estonia, EKRE),
Herbert Kickl (Freedom Party of Austria, FPO), Mateusz Morawiecki (PiS, Poland), Tom Van
Grieken (Flemish Interest, VB, Belgium), André Ventura (Chega!, Portugal), and Geert Wil-
ders (Party for Freedom, PVV, Netherlands) among several others. Giorgia Meloni (Brothers
of Italy, FdI) would join the 2023 Demographic Summit. Attesting to their close ties, Janez

5 Lenart Kucic et al , Hungarian media expans10n in Balkans ra1ses worr1es but lacks 1mpact Balkan Ins1ght 4.12.2020.

See also Srdjan Cv1]1c et al., Balkan Csardas: Hungar1an Foreign Pohcy Dance, Belgrade Centre for Secur1ty Pohcy,
May 2023. https: bezbednost org/en/publication/balkan-csardas-hungarian-foreign-policy-dance/. Pp. 30-31.

6 Robert Fico hosszu interjut adott a Magyar kdzmédianak, Infostart, September 28.09.2023. https://infostart.hu/
kulfold/2023/09/28/robert-fico-hosszu-interjut-adott-a-magyar-kozmedianak#; Peter Pellegrini: A magyarok
fontos szerepet jatszhatnak a szlovak elnokvalasztas Vegeredmenyeben H1rado hu, 03.04.2024. ttps z1h1rado

hu/kulfold/cikk/2024/04/03/peter- -fi pet- ak-e a
vegeredmenyeben; Foradeta1led overview about Hungarysmﬂuence in Czechla and Slovak1a see: Alexandra Fratri¢
et al., Maintaining Fair and Open Neighbourly Relations? Mapping Hungarian influence in Slovakia and the Czech
Republic. Adapt Institute, 09.06.2024. https://www.adaptinstitute.org/mapping-hungarian-influence-on-slovakia-

4 and-the-czech-republic/09/06/2024/



https://balkaninsight.com/2020/12/04/hungarian-media-expansion-in-balkans-raises-worries-but-lacks-impact-2/
https://bezbednost.org/en/publication/balkan-csardas-hungarian-foreign-policy-dance/
https://infostart.hu/kulfold/2023/09/28/robert-fico-hosszu-interjut-adott-a-magyar-kozmedianak
https://infostart.hu/kulfold/2023/09/28/robert-fico-hosszu-interjut-adott-a-magyar-kozmedianak
https://hirado.hu/kulfold/cikk/2024/04/03/peter-pellegrini-a-magyarok-fontos-szerepet-jatszhatnak-a-szlovak-elnokvalasztas-vegeredmenyeben
https://hirado.hu/kulfold/cikk/2024/04/03/peter-pellegrini-a-magyarok-fontos-szerepet-jatszhatnak-a-szlovak-elnokvalasztas-vegeredmenyeben
https://hirado.hu/kulfold/cikk/2024/04/03/peter-pellegrini-a-magyarok-fontos-szerepet-jatszhatnak-a-szlovak-elnokvalasztas-vegeredmenyeben
https://www.adaptinstitute.org/mapping-hungarian-influence-on-slovakia-and-the-czech-republic/09/06/2024/
https://www.adaptinstitute.org/mapping-hungarian-influence-on-slovakia-and-the-czech-republic/09/06/2024/

Rewriting the European project?

Jansa (SDS, Slovenia) and Andrej Babis$ (ANO, Czechia) also participated at the conferences
despite being members of the EPP and Renew respectively at that time. Nurturing these
connections firmly embedded Fidesz in the European radical-right party scene, signalling
its ideological and political departure from its previous centre-right allies.

Additionally, financial tools were also deployed to reinforce these newly developing ties.
Hungary’s MKB Bank provided a 10.6 million-euro loan for the April 2022 presidential cam-
paign of RN leader Marine Le Pen.’ Its successor, MBH Bank, lent 9.2 million euros for Vox’s
local and general election campaigns in 2023.%8 The bank’s largest shareholder is Lérinc
Mészaros,” a long-term friend and close ally of Prime Minister Orban. With these steps,
Fidesz started to lay the groundwork from 2021 onwards for the eventual establishment of
the Patriots for Europe group in July 2024.

Implications for the European project

With the June 2024 EP elections, the overall share of radical-right and Eurosceptic forces
- now split predominantly, but not exclusively, between the Patriots, the ECR, and the new,
mostly extreme right Europe of Sovereign Nations (ESN) groups - has increased. Counting
86 members from 16 parties and 13 countries, the Patriots became the third-largest force
in the European Parliament behind the EPP (188 MEPs) and the Socialists and Democrats
(S&D, 136 MEPs). They are followed by the ECR (78 MEPs) in fourth place. ESN (25 MEPs)
then appears behind the liberal Renew (77 MEPs), the Greens (53 MEPs), and The Left (40
MEPs). As a result, it has found itself the smallest and most unstable political group in the
new parliament. Individual radical and Eurosceptic politicians are also present among the
non-aligned members of the EP. Although far from a clear radical-right breakthrough, the-
se numbers attest to the European electorate’s shift to the right and the concurrent norma-
lization of radical-right politics over the past few electoral cycles.

Building on the core membership of ID, the establishment of the Eurosceptic and sove-
reigntist Patriots group is an attempt to rebrand these parties and help them break from
their earlier extremist image as they seek to improve their chances to enter government at
the national level. The drive to “detoxify” their image was apparent in the RN-led removal
of Alternative for Germany (AfD) from ID ahead of the June EP elections. The eventual es-
tablishment of the separate ESN group led by AfD, which gathers primarily extreme-right
parties, in fact, also facilitates the framing of the Patriots group as a more moderate force.
Additionally, unlike the predominantly nativist, anti-immigration focus associated with ID
before, the Patriots’ new pro-nation-state and “anti-Brussels” agenda that advocates for po-
litical change and reform within the European Union is ideologically more flexible. It could
also attract parties that do not hold nativist views themselves. It was exactly this strategic
repackaging that opened the door for the Czech populist and illiberal ANO. This may mean
that it is still open for others during the parliamentary cycle.

7 Marton Dunali, Leila Abboud, Marine Le Pen received loan from Hungarian bank with ties to Viktor Orban, Financial
Times, 09.03.2022. https://www.ft.com/content/808cc9de-221e-4b10-83a4-0e67c01bf21e

8 Csongor Koroml Orbans government denies role in mega bank loan to Spamsh far- rlght party, Pohtlco, 08.10.2024.

9 Marcédesz Gyiikeri, Gabor Kovécs, fgy rakta dssze a magyar dllam Mészaros Lérincnek a NER szuperbankijat, HVG,

5 29.04.2023. https://hvg.hu/kkv/20230429_mbh_bankholding mkb budapest _bank takarekbank ner meszaros lorinc
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Being the only senior governing party among the members of the Patriots, as well as
a staunch critic of “Brussels”, Fidesz holds a key position in the group. For example, the
long-term Fidesz MEP Kinga Gal serves as the vice president of its bureau. The party is thus
well-placed to frame the group as the “opposition” to Brussels, an anti-system challenger
to the European mainstream. Anticipating the continued rise of sovereigntist forces in EU
member states and the political spectrum’s further shift to the right, Prime Minister Orban
is counting on additional parties - including some of the EPP - to eventually join or coope-
rate with the Patriots.”” While forming a Eurosceptic majority in the European Parliament
or the European Council that could fundamentally upset the operation of the European
Union is still only a distant vision, Fidesz’s strategic engagement over the past few years sug-
gests that it is betting on it in the long run. Having used its governing position to divert state
resources and assets to cronies and proxy organizations, the Hungarian governing party’s
means of investing in this vision are, in fact, unparalleled among Europe’s radical-right and
Eurosceptic forces.

In practical terms, the potential of these illiberal and radical-right forces to influence
policymaking should not be dismissed either. Having become more established and pro-
fessional over the years, representatives of today’s radical-right parties have the ability to
influence EU legislation, if given the chance. Whether they can though depends also on
what strategies mainstream parties choose to apply when engaging with them and their
ideas. The mainstream groups, for example, excluded the ECR as well as the Patriots from
negotiations concerning the highest institutional positions after the EP elections in June
2024. However, they did not uphold the cordon sanitaire toward the ECR during the distribu-
tion of the EP committee chair positions. This shifting stance suggests that the ECR might
gain more influence in the EP’s legislative and committee work than its two rivals on the
right. However, whether the Patriots and ESN will remain restrained in their influence -
especially when certain parties, like Lega in Italy and PVV in the Netherlands, are members
of governing coalitions at the national level - remains to be seen.

Members of ECR and the Patriots may also coordinate and potentially cooperate on issu-
es where their positions align even without sharing a political group. Although such parties’
positions often differ due to their national contexts, just as common elements of immigra-
tion and asylum policy have been embraced by most of them by now, a similar trajectory
could unfold in other areas of shared concern in the future. Recently, the socio-economic
consequences of the green transition and climate protection have lent themselves to the
attention of these parties given their potential negative effect on their core electorates. As
the example of immigration and asylum policy shows, radical-right and illiberal positions
can also become normalized over time and may be adopted even by mainstream actors who
fear losing out to the radical right. Such accommodation, however, often further streng-
thens the radical right rather than curbs its rise.

Radical-right and illiberal parties of various European political groups can also align on
the issue of national sovereignty and blocking the deepening of European integration. De-
veloping such a long-term sovereigntist vision is in fact already underway by such forces.
This is showcased in the report, “The Great Reset”, published in March 2025 by the Mathias
Corvinus College, an institute close to Fidesz, and the Ordo Iuris Institute, which is close to
PiS. The primary arena to pursue such a vision, however, is not the European Parliament,

10 Orban Viktor évértékel6 beszélgetése az M1-en, Miniszterelnok.hu, 21.12.2024. https://miniszterelnok.hu/orban-
6 viktor-evertekelo-beszelgetese-az-m1-en/
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but the Council of the EU and the European Council. Hence, to realize their sovereigntist
vision and prevent the deepening of integration, winning national elections and securing
- ideally senior - government positions will remain the key target for these parties. In the
meantime, the disruptive interventions of these forces can still severely impact the Europe-
an Union both as a liberal democratic polity and as an aspiring global actor. The Fidesz
and PiS governments’ “mutual defence” on Article 7 proceedings before 2023; Fidesz go-
vernment’s veto policy on Ukraine; and the Slovak Fico government’s more pronounced
pro-Russian shift in December 2024, are all cases in point.

With the return of President Donald Trump in the White House, the illiberal alliance pro-
moted by Orbédn has received new momentum and is now evolving in a context in which
illiberal parties feel vindicated in their ideological agenda and are seen by the new Ameri-
can administration as potential partners. But the emergence and success of a transatlantic
far-right alliance is by no means trivial. Despite their ideological proximity, the practical
implications of Trump’s policy measures, such as his tariffs on the EU, could impact far-ri-
ght constituents negatively and make a partnership less appealing for the parties. Even the
seemingly smooth relations between the Fidesz government and the Trump administra-
tion is not without challenges. Washington has voiced concerns over Hungary’s close ties
with China and dependence on Russian energy.!! At the same time, cooperation may bring
tangible benefits for the European illiberals too. The decision of the X chief and head of
President Trump’s Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE), Elon Musk, to endorse
the AfD in the German parliamentary election campaign in early 2025 foreshadows an era
in which Eurosceptic forces, including Fidesz, may expect American support to boost their
electoral chances and therefore potential impact on European policymaking. With such
support directed toward the European illiberal network, the European Union would face a
qualitatively new challenge.

Conclusion

The Hungarian governing party’s international alliance-building efforts, supported also by
its proxy organizations and business circles, are helping to develop interstate relations and
inter-party cooperation on policymaking. At the same time, they also support the party’s
intention to reshape the European political scene and the functioning of the EU in the long
run. Fidesz propagates a departure from European integration in order to strengthen the
power of the member states, returning sovereignty to them and dismantling the suprana-
tional elements of the Union. Fidesz’s sovereigntist and nationalist vision is coupled with
an illiberal and authoritarian stance that refutes liberal democratic values and principles
as the foundations of European integration.

While the broader implications of Fidesz’s alliance-building in the EU are still unfolding,
the party’s persistence in fostering a network of Eurosceptic and illiberal forces undersco-
res a deliberate and systematic attempt to redirect the European Union’s trajectory. Ulti-
mately, Fidesz challenges not only the structure but also the nature of the European Union,
and it cultivates ties with parties that follow similar strategic goals. As European politics
shifts to the right, a growing and strengthening network of illiberals contributes to the

11 Zoltan Simon, US Envoy Tells Orban’s Hungary to Be Wary of Chinese Investments, Bloomberg, 15.04.2025. https://
www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2025-04-15/us-envoy-tells-orban-s-hungary-to-be-wary-of-chinese-investments;
Joakim Scheffer, Palladino Outlines Trump Administration’s Priorities in Central Europe, Hungarian Conservative,
15.04.2025. https://www.hungarianconservative.com/articles/culture_society/central-europe-summit-trump-

7 administration-robert-palladino-hungary/
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normalization of radical-right ideologies across the Union. While this approach bolsters
Hungary’s influence, it simultaneously challenges the EU’s democratic foundations and its
ability to act as a united and democratic force on the international scene.

The views expressed here are those of the author.
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