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Introduction 

In 2004, the European Union experienced the biggest expansion in its history. The so-called 
ten countries of the “Big Bang”, most of them from Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), were 
welcomed to the community of values based on the rule of law, liberal democracy and the 
protection of human rights. The Visegrád Four (the V4)/Central Europe (CE), namely Cze-
chia, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia, constituted the hard core of the 2004 enlargement and 
became the key engine of economic growth for the EU. Unfortunately, since 2010 the rise of 
Euroscepticism, populism and nationalism have led to democratic erosion, backsliding and 
the dismantling of the rule of law in several member states in CEE.1 Certainly, these negati-
ve trends occur across the EU but their intensity is particularly high in the Visegrád region 
(to the least degree in Czechia), which started to serve as a beacon of “illiberal democracy” 
for various political forces but especially in the rest of CEE.

Within our “Protecting European Values” project we mapped threats to democracies in the 
EU. As a result, we paid a special attention to the CEE countries. We published dozens of 
podcasts, reports, policy papers and articles that concerned these states.

Due to the 20th anniversary of the “Big Bang”, KEW co-organized in 2024 three seminars: in 
Prague, Bratislava and Budapest. The seminar in Bratislava was dedicated to debate around 
media freedom and disinformation. The seminar in Prague was held in the light of the Eu-
ropean parliamentary election (June 2024) and focused on the election results in the V4 co-
untries, discussing how the outcome will contribute to the state of democracy in the region. 
Finally, the meeting in Budapest allowed for discussion on the possibility of cooperation 
between radical parties in the new European Parliament, as well as analysis of polarization 
in the CEE societies. In June 2025, after the presidential elections in Romania and Poland, 
we arranged study visits in both countries and co-organized in Saxony (Germany) a public 
debate on the far right in East Germany. Finally, we undertook a study visit to Czechia in 
October 2025 after the parliamentary election.

Our report “From Havel to Orbán: Central Europe as a beacon of ′illiberal democracy′” sums 
up our research concerning the V4 and CEE. It also assesses the current crisis of democracy in 
the Visegrád region, its roots, the European dimension and its possible negative impact on CEE.

In April 2026, the Visegrád region will become an arena for a crucial legislative election in 
Hungary, where at stake is the survival of Orbán’s regime. In autumn, municipal and senate 
elections will take place in Czechia, as well as regional and local votes in Slovakia. Their 
outcomes will strongly shape the national party rankings. Finally, in autumn 2027, Poles 
and Slovaks will go to the polls and cast their votes in parliamentary elections. All these 
elections will seal the fate of democracies in the region for a longer period.

1	 The definition of CEE in this report will encompass the V4, the Baltic States (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania), South-
Eastern Europe (Bulgaria, Croatia, Romania and Slovenia) and East Germany (the former communist German 
Democratic Republic – DDR). In the last case, social, economic, historical, cultural and political developments make 
the former DDR a part of CEE. The rise of the far right and conservative national left, which currently enjoy in total 
the support of around half of voters in East Germany, only confirms this assumption.
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Main theses 

1.	 The erosion of democracy or even democratic backsliding, accompanied by the dismantling 
of rule of law, may be observed in many EU member states. However, they are the most 
visible in the V4. Within the EU, the region has transformed itself in recent years into the 
main arena of contest between authoritarian and democratic trends.

2.	 De-democratization in the region is strongly correlated with the rise of the far right and 
conservative national left, which currently enjoy the highest popularity or biggest influence 
(three governments) in the EU. Moreover, within the EU, the accommodation of some 
elements of the far-right agenda in a soft version by the political mainstream (especially 
by the center right) is the most prominent in the V4.

3.	 The V4, as Václav Havel dreamed of, played and in fact often served as a source of 
inspiration for the transition of other CEE countries and even non-European states. Today 
the region rather “exports” the illiberal Viktor Orbán’s hybrid regime/electoral autocracy 
to its neighbors but also to Western Europe, the US, or even across the world. The role of 
trend-setter for illiberals constitutes an unprecedented situation in the modern history of 
CE. The allure of Orbán’s regime has gained a particular attraction in CEE, where several 
democracies copy with considerable flaws.

4.	 The rising power of illiberal politicians from the V4 translates into influence in far-right 
structures on the European level. Meanwhile, the region has weakened dramatically its 
representation in the EU political mainstream, especially within the center and left. This 
trend will probably only continue to intensify an already deep division between the region 
and the EU mainstream.

Václav vs. Viktor

The “Big Bang” EU enlargement, the largest in its history together with the successive ac-
cession of 2007 (Bulgaria, Romania) and 2013 (Croatia), cemented the achievements of dem-
ocratic transition which began with the fall of communism in 1989. The V4 constituted the 
backbone of the “Big Bang”. The Visegrád countries were presented rightly as a beacon of 
democracy for other European countries and even outside of Europe. Their EU membership 
was perceived simultaneously as a crowning and engine of their democratization, which 
was a dream for the entire region. This dream was defined in the best way by Václav Havel, 
then president of Czechoslovakia, in his famous New Year’s Address to the Nation on 1st 
January 1990, just after the Velvet Revolution: “I dream of a republic independent, free, and dem-
ocratic, of a republic economically prosperous and yet socially just; in short, of a humane republic 
that serves the individual and that therefore holds the hope that the individual will serve it in turn.”2 
Václav Havel, as a prominent intellectual, leader of the democratic opposition during the 
communist regime, former political prisoner, and at the same time a very popular “humane” 
president of Czechoslovakia and Czechia (1989-2003), represented a particularly positive 
face of the region, personifying synergy between its successful democratic transition and 
its accession process to the EU. Additionally, according to rankings of various organizations 
assessing political rights, the rule of law, media freedom and civic liberties3 in the first years 
after the accession, the further consolidation of democracy continued in Central Europe. 

2	 1990 New Year’s Speech, Václav Havel Center, https://havelcenter.org/2015/05/04/1990-new-years-speech/
3	 In this report, we will use data from Freedom House (Freedom in the World, Nations in Transit), Economist Intelligence 

Unit (Economist Index of Democracy), Varieties of Democracy (Democracy Report), World Justice Project (Rule of 
Law Index), Transparency International (Corruption Perception Index), and Reporters Without Borders (World Press 
Freedom Index).
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However, after 2010 (by a pure coincidence, Havel passed away in 2011) the erosion of de-
mocracy and even democratic backsliding started in the V4 and accelerated in successive 
years, achieving unprecedented scale in the EU. In recent years, the region turned into the 
main playground of rivalry between democratic and authoritarian trends in Europe, which 
often was not a simple confrontation of Good (liberal democrats) against Evil (totalitarian 
autocrats) but rather a struggle between soft authoritarians and populist democrats with 
serious flaws.

The authoritarian slide started in Hungary in 2010 and Prime Minister Viktor Orbán be-
came a personification of this trend, gaining a worldwide visibility and status of a trend-set-
ter. In his famous speech in Băile Tuşnad/Tusnádfürdő in Romania in July 2014, Orbán ex-
pressed the opinion that “the new state that we are constructing in Hungary is an illiberal state, 
a non-liberal state. It does not reject the fundamental principles of liberalism such as freedom, and 
I could list a few more, but it does not make this ideology the central element of state organization, 
but instead includes a different, special, national approach.”4

What is more, in the same speech, Orbán declared that liberal democracy “challenges the 
very idea of the existence of national interests”, which should be of fundamental value for the 
state. Political scholars and journalists started to call Orbán’s regime an “illiberal democ-
racy”, which however should be placed in quotes. This is because the word democracy is 
overly sympathetic to his regime that has gradually become an electoral autocracy.

Democracy’s ups and (mostly) downs

The accession in 2004 strengthened greatly democracy and enhanced Rechtsstaat in the V4. 
However, membership did not save it from the negative trends after 2010. Indeed, even be-
fore the democratic backsliding that has been taking place in the region, it distinguished 
itself in the EU with a much higher level of corruption correlated with a lower efficiency of 
the judiciary. This created “favorable” conditions for the possible undermining of checks 
and balances in the political system. In fact, despite the success of democratization in the 
post-communist Visegrád states, certain persistent and structural challenges could be de-
tected even in the pre-accession period and immediately after joining the EU. Opinion polls 
showed that the region characterized itself by the high level of support for ethnic nation-
al identity over civic ideas, as well as rather negative attitudes towards multiculturalism 
merged with various racial and religious phobias. In Hungary, most of society and a huge 
part of the elites cultivated grievances concerning territories lost after the First World War 
(Trianon syndrome – soft irredentism). Czechs “gained” the status of one of the most Eu-
rosceptic nations in the EU. Finally, democratization did not go smoothly without serious 
problems in the region.

Slovakia

Slovakia under Vladimír Mečiar (1992-1998) transformed itself into an electoral autocracy. 
This led to the suspension of Slovakia as a candidate for NATO and postponing its estimat-
ed date of joining the EU. These developments met with a massive democratic backlash 
from civil society and the opposition in 1998. The defeat of Mečiar in the national election 

4	 Prime Minister Viktor Orbán’s Speech at the 25th Bálványos Summer Free University and Student Camp, The Hungarian 
Government, 26.07.2014, https://2015-2019.kormany.hu/en/the-prime-minister/the-prime-minister-s-speeches/
prime-minister-viktor- Orbán-s-speech-at-the-25th-balvanyos-summer-free-university-and-student-camp



5

From Havel to Orbán

brought Slovakia back on track to democratization and integration with NATO and the EU. 
Mečiar’s regime, because of its authoritarian tendencies mixed with nationalism and pop-
ulism, can be treated as a forerunner of Viktor Orbán, especially with the current prime 
minister of Slovakia, Robert Fico, due to the ideological affinity between both Slovak lead-
ers, namely hybridism (conservative national left). Despite a successful democratization, 
Slovakia remained for a long period (until 2015) the most corrupt Visegrád country. The 
persistent flaws of post-Mečiar Slovak democracy, as well as problems with media freedom 
and the rule of law, became especially correlated with the domination of political life by Robert 
Fico, who has served as the prime minister for many years (2006–2010, 2012–2018 and again 
since 2023) and undergone a remarkable radicalization since 2018.5 SMER, his party, is the 
most powerful political force in any EU country representing the hybrid ideology of the 
conservative national left. Since his coming back to power in 2023 in coalition with the far 
right and Hlas, a soft version of SMER, Fico has been dismantling the rule of law and de-de-
mocratizing the country on an unprecedented scale in post-Mečiar Slovakia. These policies 
resulted in a considerable deterioration of Slovakia’s position in the rankings measuring 
democracy, media freedom and the rule of law. On the other hand, Fico’s governments 
always coped with mass demonstrations held in order to defend democratic values and the 
rule of law. During his fourth period in office, Fico again met with a democratic backlash. 
At the beginning of 2026, the rating of the ruling coalition dropped below 30%6, severely 
limiting the chances of Fico to win a fifth term in 2027.

Czechia

According to various rankings, Czechia experienced the most successful democratic tran-
sition in the region after the fall of communism. However, Czechia struggled for years with 
a relatively high level of corruption. Moreover, the Czech economy distinguishes itself by 
the biggest concentration of wealth in CEE.7 Indeed, oligarchizing constituted a key chal-
lenge to the Czech democracy. The current prime minister, Andrej Babiš, personifies this 
phenomenon. He is simultaneously one of the richest businessmen in Czechia,8 a media 
tycoon controlling most of private media, and the leader of the far-right ANO party, which 
is currently the most popular political force in the country. ANO won 35% of the vote in the 
October 2025 elections. During the first term of Andrej Babiš (2017-2021), when he headed 
the minority government, he was charged with defrauding EU subsidies and filling the gov-
ernment with members of his conglomerate, which led to a freezing of EU funds for Cze-
chia. In this period, Czechia experienced also a general substantial deterioration of scores 
in indexes of media freedom and corruption, and to a lesser degree in those that measure 
the quality of democracy. These developments provoked the biggest protests in the his-
tory of the country since the Velvet Revolution (1989), which facilitated the victory of the 
opposition in 2021. Despite negative trends, Czechia remained in CE the most democratic 
and least corrupted country with the freest media landscape. Nevertheless, Babiš’s party 
has radicalized considerably in opposition. In December 2025, after winning the national 

5	 In 2018, Fico was forced to resign and then he lost the next elections due to mass demonstrations, which were held 
in order to protest a scandal provoked by the mafia assassination of Ján Kuciak, an investigative journalist, and his 
fiancée. Kuciak’s work focused mostly on the investigation of tax frauds of businessmen with connections to top-level 
Slovak politicians, including Fico.

6	 All election results and party ratings referred to in the report are based on data collected by Europe Elects. Europe 
elects, https://europeelects.eu/

7	  The real net worth of the four richest Czechs approaches 15% of Czechia’s GDP. By comparison, in Hungary it does 
not exceed 5%. The world’s real-time billionaires, Forbes, https://www.forbes.com/real-time-billionaires/

8	  His net worth was estimated at 4,6 billion USD at the beginning of 2026. Ibid.
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election, ANO established a coalition with political forces considerably more extreme than 
itself: Freedom and Direct Democracy (SPD), which in the European Parliament belongs 
to the Europe of Sovereign Nations Group; and Motorists for Themselves (AUTO) from the 
Patriots. Therefore, the probability of Czechia’s democratic backsliding in the coming years 
has increased considerably.

Hungary 

The overall view on the developments of events in Hungary in the 21st century show the 
downfall of democracy after the great start in 1989. The democratic backsliding is strictly 
correlated with the landslide victory of Viktor Orbán and his Fidesz party’s landslide victory 
in the 2010 election. Fidesz exploited a window of opportunity created by a profound mul-
tidimensional internal and global financial crisis and gained a constitutional majority. The 
swift victory of Fidesz was preceded by a decade of very high levels of polarization within 
a de facto bi-partisan system (two blocs winning together around 85% of votes). In 2011, 
Orbán’s party adopted a new constitution that established “illiberal democracy”. The con-
stitution provided Fidesz with instruments that allowed it to cement its grip on power de-
spite lower results in the subsequent elections. Under Orbán’s rule, Hungary transformed 
itself into the only EU member state recognized as a partly free hybrid regime or electoral 
autocracy by Freedom House and the V-Dem. The regime established firm control over 
all national TV channels, newspapers and radio stations; state institutions; and public and 
private sectors of the economy. Moreover, the country has witnessed the unprecedented 
dismantling of the rule of law, which according to Transparency International has become 
the most corrupt EU member state. These developments provoked, due to the emergence of 
a credible political alternative (TISZA, the center right party re-established in March 2024), 
a huge and unprecedented fall of support for Fidesz. TISZA has been enjoying in most polls 
since Autumn 2024 greater support than Orbán’s party.9 The party mobilized opposition 
voters by holding the biggest political rallies in the modern history of Hungary. In effect, 
Fidesz’s loss of power in the national election, which are scheduled for April 2026, for the 
first time ever has become a highly probable scenario.

Poland

In the communist period, Poland distinguished itself by the strongest democratic opposi-
tion (Solidarity movement), which translated into a successful transition to liberal democ-
racy, though with considerable flaws regarding the rule of law. The democratic backsliding 
started in 2015, when the far-right Law and Justice (PiS), which had radicalized consider-
ably since 2010, won the parliamentary and presidential elections. Thanks to the failure of 
small parties to cross the threshold, PiS became the first party to win a majority since 1989. 
PiS, drawing inspirations from Orbán’s Hungary, implemented similar policies (“Budapest 
in Warsaw”) but has never enjoyed such popularity as Fidesz and has mostly met with a 
stiffer political opposition than the Hungarian government. Nevertheless, Poland under PiS 
(2015-2023) experienced decisive democratic backsliding, a deterioration in media freedom, 
the dismantling of the rule of law, and the rise of corruption. The democratic backlash re-
sulted in PiS losing power in the 2023 autumn election to a very diverse political bloc led by 
the center right Civic Coalition (KO). 

9	 However, the opinion polls don’t cover Hungarians living in neighboring countries which are eligible to vote in the 
Hungarian elections. In the 2022 elections the turnout among them was much lower than in Hungary but they voted 
massively for Fidesz and accounted for almost 10% of all its votes. The second challenge constitutes extremely unjust 
electoral system radically favoring Fidesz. Finally, the number of undecided voters is still high.



7

From Havel to Orbán

A new government under Donald Tusk’s leadership improved, though not fundamentally, 
the quality of Polish democracy. Certainly, the ability of the government to implement its 
policies is severely limited by the vetoes of presidents originating from PiS. The ruling co-
alition cannot overrule them because it does not have the sufficient majority. On the other 
hand, the coalition endorsed laws concerning the rights of asylum seekers and migrants 
that violated human rights and by default the Polish constitution and EU law. Furthermore, 
certain planned and implemented changes in the judiciary in Poland were criticized by 
the Venice Commission, the ombudsman and several prominent national and international 
watchdogs. Finally, according to Transparency International, Tusk’s government did not 
manage to reverse the rise of corruption. These flaws should be placed in the wider context 
of accommodation of some elements of the far-right agenda (a mix of soft Euroscepticism, 
populism and nationalism) especially by KO, the strongest ruling party. The popularity of 
KO increased but the diverse ruling coalition started to lose support in the polls and the 
parliament, which translated into defeat in a crucial presidential election in May-June 2025. 
The election was won by Karol Nawrocki, the candidate endorsed by PiS who gained 51% 
of the votes. In the first round, far-right candidates secured an even better result, winning 
in total 53%. Nawrocki prevailed thanks to the far-right voters of Confederation (a coalition 
of two parties: New Hope – Europe of Sovereign Nations and National Movement – Patriots 
for Europe), and extremists from The Crown (non-inscrits at the EP). Currently, these three 
far-right parties enjoy in opinion polls the support of around half of all voters and among 
them a slim majority express the intention to vote for PiS. In consequence, the probability 
of a “bell-turn” (the term coined by the V-Dem), in which autocratization follows shortly 
after, and is connected to a period of democratization, has increased substantially. 

The democratic backsliding preceded by the erosion of democracy in the V4 was tightly in-
tertwined with a general increase in populism, Euroscepticism and xenophobia. Therefore, 
de-democratization seems to be more deeply socially and politically rooted than expected 
and might be really difficult to reverse in the medium-term perspective. Indeed, the re-
gion witnessed the systematic rise of popularity for far-right parties and the conservative 
national left, which implicitly reject or at least contest democratic values. The combined 
results of these political forces in various elections in recent years have often exceeded 50% 
of votes and sometimes reached even almost 60%. Moreover, the accommodation of a far-
right agenda in a softer version concerns important parties of the center right (particularly 
in Poland and Czechia10 but also in Hungary11). The decisive general shift to the right of 
the V4 is incomparable in scale with any other region in the EU. What is most worrying is 
that it translated into a rise in popularity for the “hard” extremists in the region. In Poland, 
Grzegorz Braun, the leader of The Crown, won 6% in the presidential elections in 2025. The 
popularity of the party has now approached 10% at the beginning of 2026. In Slovakia the 
Republic Movement’s popularity oscillates around 12%. At the same time, in Czechia and 
Hungary the similar parties enjoy a solid support of around 6-8%. These parties are radical-
ly xenophobic, openly anti-democratic and vehemently Eurosceptic.

10	The Civic Democratic Party (ODS) that co-ruled the country in 2021-2025 and currently constitutes the strongest 
opposition party should not be called far right. However, ODS belongs to the “soft” far-right European Conservative 
and Reformists (ECR) group in the EP and its shift to the right remains a relatively probable scenario. 

11	Peter Magyar, TISZA’s leader, had been for 22 years a Fidesz member and often presents soft populist and nationalist 
positions concerning democratic values.
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Deepening divide within the EU between the region and Western Europe

Democratic backsliding in the V4 forced the EU to defend its foundations through a legal 
reaction unprecedented in its history. The European institutions launched many infringe-
ment procedures against Czechia, Hungary, Slovakia and Poland related to the violation of 
founding values, which were subsequently endorsed by rulings from the Court of Justice. 
The EU triggered  Article 7 procedures  against Poland and Hungary for persistently bre-
aching its fundamental values in 2017 and 2018 respectively. And most importantly, in Sep-
tember 2021 the European Commission froze regular EU payouts and grants allocated to 
Hungary because of numerous violations of the principles of the rule of law. However, the 
case of Hungary, which has become in recent years the first ever electoral autocracy in the 
EU, shows without question that the EU membership cannot be treated as a firewall against 
democratic backsliding. On the other hand, if the region had not joined the EU, most proba-
bly de-democratization would have been much more profound. This assumption might be 
confirmed if we compare the V4 countries to negative developments in many candidate sta-
tes in the Western Balkans and the Eastern Partnership. Nevertheless, membership within 
the EU for illiberal regimes such as Orbán’s increases their capability to beef up illiberal 
trends in other member states. 

The illiberal transformation of political elites in the V4 and the rise of the far right and con-
servative national left taking place in Central Europe brings long-term implications for rela-
tions between the region and the rest of the EU and its position within the wider European 
political scene. Generally, CE to a considerable extent left the political mainstream of the 
EU. Fidesz was suspended from the European People’s Party (EPP) in 2019 and then exited 
from it in 2021. The Slovak SMER and Hlas were suspended from the Progressive Alliance of 
Socialists and Democrats (S&D) in 2023. In October 2025, SMER was expelled from the S&D. 
ANO left the liberal Renew Europe group in June 2024 and joined the far-right Patriots for Eu-
rope. At the same time, left, liberal and green parties have performed predominantly poorly 
in elections in Central Europe in recent years. In consequence, today, Central Europe is re-
presented in the EP within four mainstream political groups (Christian democrats, liberals, 
greens and social democrats), and at a more relevant level only in the center-right Europe 
People’s Party (EPP). In the current EP, the region distinguishes itself especially by extremely 
limited representation in the S&D and an almost non-existent presence among the Greens/
European Free Alliance (Greens/EFA). Even as far as the EPP is concerned, the V4 possesses 
a very weak presence in the leadership: one politician among more than 20 posts.

On the other hand, CE gained huge leverage in the far-right European parties and EP po-
litical groups. It found expression in the prominent role those regional politicians played 
as driving engines at the European level of efforts to build a wider platform of the far right 
(2020-2022) and their strong representation in party structures. The ECR party is led by 
Mateusz Morawiecki, the vice-president of PiS and former prime minister of Poland, and 
the ECR political group is co-headed by another PiS politician. After the 2024 EP election, 
Fidesz arranged together with the French Rassemblement National the establishment of a 
new European far-right party and political group in the EP: Patriots for Europe. Fidesz po-
liticians occupy key positions in its structures (the first vice-president of the political group, 
and the only vice-president of party). Finally, Europe of Sovereign Nations, the most radical 
group excluding the non-inscrits, is co-chaired by a MEP from the Polish Confederation and 
among six party deputies two are from Poland and Slovakia respectively.
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With the dramatic decrease in representation of parties from V4 in the EU political main-
stream, the strong presence of CE politicians in the leadership of the European far right 
deepens already serious divisions between the region and the rest of Europe. In addition to
that, a solid entrenchment of the far right in CE together with their leverage in the Europe-
an party structures allows it to play a role of a source of inspiration for other radical politi-
cal forces in Europe and even outside of it. This group can subsequently support financially 
and organizationally in a more efficient way their allies within the EU, particularly in Cen-
tral Eastern Europe.

First, we take Budapest, then we take...

In the 2000s Central Europe wanted to play and in fact often served as a source of inspira-
tion for Balkan countries (including EU member states that joined in 2007 and 2013 – Bulga-
ria, Croatia, Romania) Eastern Europe, the South Caucasus and even various non-Europe-
an regions. The Visegrád Group was associated with this and promoted connotations with 
personalities such as Alexander Dubček, Václav Havel, Imre Nagy and Lech Wałęsa. There 
were also clear connections with organizations such as Karta 77 and “Solidarność”, as well 
as historical events like the Hungarian Revolution of 1956, the Prague Spring of 1968, the 
Velvet Revolution of 1989, and the Round Tables in Poland and Hungary. Today, the region is 
associated mostly with illiberal parties such as ANO, Fidesz, PiS and SMER and even more 
with their leaders, namely Andrej Babiš, Robert Fico, Jarosław Kaczyński and especially 
Viktor Orbán. This final figure is definitely the most recognizable politician from the region 
not only in Europe but across the world. In modern history (since 1989) no politician from 
Central Europe has ever enjoyed such visibility and international influence as Orbán. His 
hybrid regime/electoral autocracy became a source of inspiration for many prominent po-
liticians across the world including Donald Trump, the US president.12

Indeed, the V4 region is treated by many political scientists as a laboratory of authoritarian 
and populist trends and ideological transformations which are gaining ground in the West 
and the EU. Besides the rise of the far right, Central Europe might be also treated as the 
region including the precursors of the conservative national left, which is currently gaining 
popularity in certain sectors of the EU electorate. It might be said that this ideological hy-
brid found power for the first time in the 1990s in Slovakia ruled by Vladimir Mečiar. 

The illiberal political forces of the V4 countries, given their combined economic and demo-
graphic potential, “central” geographic location within CEE, and institutional instruments 
(V4 plus formats involving other CEE countries) can impact particularly the trajectory of 
other states of CEE. Among them, these include countries from South-Eastern Europe (espe-
cially Slovenia, Bulgaria and Romania) and to a lesser degree the Baltic states (particularly 
Latvia) due to close ties with the V4 and their internal political landscapes. This means that 
they are the most exposed to an illiberal spillover from CE. Finally, the CEE democracies 
are the most vulnerable to negative influence from the V4 because of their own flaws and 
shortcomings. Additionally, in most of the CEE states, political allies of the far-right forces 
from the V4 achieve – though, to a various degree – at least solid standings in party surveys. 
For instance, within the framework of the ECR, PiS cooperates closely with the Alliance for 

12	This issue is described in detail in a policy paper authored by Zsuzsanna Vegh titled “The next challenge to democratic 
resilience: MAGA interventionism in the European Union” published in our report “The Global Convergence of 
Illiberalisms: The EU between MA(E)GA and Russia” Aga Bryc, Zsuzsanna Végh, Adam Balcer, The Global Convergence 
of Illiberalisms: The EU between MA(E)GA and Russia, College of Eastern Europe, January 2026, https://www.kew.org.
pl/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Protecting-European-Values_Convergence-of-Illiberalisms.pdf
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the Union of Romanians (AUR), whose support in polls currently approaches 40%. Moreo-
ver, its candidate, George Simion, won above 45% of the votes in the presidential election 
in May 2025. 

The V4 illiberal forces may find a new ally in the government in Slovenia after the elections 
which will take place there in March 2026. The opposition right-wing Slovenian Democratic 
Party (SDS), which has developed for many years close ties with Fidesz, is leading the polls 
with around 30% and may return to power after a four-year break.13 In Latvia, three far-ri-
ght and national-conservative parties (members of the ECR and Patriots for Europe) exceed 
in polls 40% and could rule the country after the next national election (October 2026).14 In 
that case, for the first time in the history of Latvia, the country will be run by an exclusively 
far-right coalition. Finally, in April 2026, Bulgaria will also hold snap parliamentary elec-
tions which most probably will result in a considerable rise of representation for several 
far-right parties, populists15 and the conservative national left. Currently, they enjoy in total 
the support of around 50% of the electorate. The presence of the former President Rumen 
Radev, a popular conservative national left politician who will join the race, may end up 
turning the political scene upside down.

International cooperation between radical forces within the V4 and its allies in CEE, despi-
te all differences and cleavages, has been on the rise since Fidesz’s sweeping victory in 2010. 
Viktor Orbán has been for many years supporting during electoral campaigns his allies, 
which often do not belong to his own political group. This is clear across Europe but espe-
cially in the V4 and other CEE countries (for instance in Slovenia and East Germany16). The 
best exemplification of the readiness of the far right in the region to overcome serious di-
visions was Orbán’s decision in May 2025 to endorse George Simion, the national candidate 
in the Romanian presidential election, with whom he clashed in the past. However, the stiff 
resistance from the Hungarian minority in Romania forced Orbán to withdraw his support. 
Moreover, Orbán became a trendsetter for other V4 far-right politicians, whose political lo-
bbying for their allies in the CEE countries reached unparalleled dimensions. For instance, 
in May 2025 PiS and AUR supported very actively each other’s candidates in presidential 
campaigns at an unprecedented scale in the history of both counties.

Orbán et consortes forever?

In 2026, Central Europe will hold a key election in Hungary, which, if Fidesz loses, this out-
come may reverse at least for some time the negative trajectory of the region. Due to the 
fact that Orbán’s regime offers a key source of inspiration for illiberal politicians across the 
world, the importance of this election is clear for the region. The survival of the regime is 
essentially at stake. As a result, the regime may even rig the election. In effect, the EU may 
face a key stress test in its modern history: the first ever not free elections marred with 

13	The rating of two small far-right parties exceeds in total 5%. 
14	Additionally, the combined support of several small populist and far right parties surpasses 10%.
15	The Movement for Rights and Freedoms – New Beginning (DPS-NN), led by the media mogul and oligarch Delyan 

Peevski, a “Bulgarian Babiš” who embodies corruption and embezzlement based on collusion between media, 
politics and business, exemplifies the evolution of populists towards the right. In December 2024, the liberal Renew 
Europe group expelled DPS–NN MEPs from its ranks. In April 2025, DPS-NN joined the European Conservatives, 
Patriots & Affiliates group in the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, with its MEPs wanting to join 
the ECR group in the EP. 

16	In February 2025, before the German federal election, Orbán hosted officially the AFD co-leader Alice Weidel and 
officially endorsed her party in the race.
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frauds and irregularities. At the same time, a very serious internal crisis in Hungary provo-
ked by mass post-election protests, which may turn violent, should not be excluded. 

The defeat of ruling parties in local and regional elections (Autumn 2026) in Slovakia pro-
bably will further diminish the popularity of the government. In effect, Fico will have a 
limited chance to maintain power after the next parliamentary election in Autumn 2027. 
The establishment of a one-party list with Hlas and various small far-right parties, as well 
as the post-election coalition with the extremists from the Republic Movement, represent 
the only slim chance for him to gain a fifth term.

On the other hand, the far right may regain power in Poland after the national election, 
which is also scheduled for Autumn 2027. This outcome probably would bring a “bell-turn” 
to Poland, namely a harder version of an authoritarian slide seen during the two terms 
of PiS in power (2015-2023). However, the scenario of one far-right party (New Hope) es-
tablishing a ruling coalition with KO, which is gradually shifting to the right, is becoming 
more probable than a few years ago.17 If this scenario occurs, Poland will serve as a source 
of inspiration for the whole of CEE. However, the normalization of coalitions between the 
center right and radicals will shift even more the political agenda of the CEE countries to 
the right and by default, erode further democratic values (human rights, the rule of law) in 
the region.

The approximation of political systems and the positions of ruling elites in CE in the case of 
electoral successes for far-right parties in Poland and Hungary and Fico’s fifth term in Slo-
vakia may facilitate the revival of the V4 regional cooperation. This time, however, it will be 
an “illiberal” bloc. In consequence, it may allow them to coordinate their cooperation with 
allies across the continent, especially in CEE. The region will experience in 2026 a wave of 
legislative elections (Bulgaria with parliamentary and presidential votes, as well as Latvia 
and Slovenia). Probably, these votes will result in a substantial increase in parliamentary re-
presentation for the far right, the conservative national left, and populist parties with weak 
democratic credentials. They might even take power in all three countries. Additionally, the 
state elections in East Germany in September 2026 (Mecklenburg-Vorpommern and Saxony

-Anhalt) may bring to power the AfD alone or in coalition with the conservative national left. 
The right-wing radicals may for the first time in post-war history run some German federal 
states, which would definitely increase its leverage at the central level of the federation.

The US’s direct involvement in electoral campaigns on the side of its proteges may additio-
nally boost – but not always – populist, nationalistic and authoritarian forces in CEE. Indeed, 
they are already receiving endorsement and backing from Trump et consortes. The electoral 
campaigns will also attract extraordinary Russian interference, especially through social 
media. Russia and the US, besides supporting various political forces in the region, will also 
spread anti-EU messages. Tensions between the EU and the region, provoking the further 
rise of Euroscepticism, will probably intensify in 2026 with the beginning of negotiations 
on the next Multi-annual Financial Framework (MFF). If the cleavages increase, the de-de-
mocratization of the region will go hand in hand with the rising popularity of potential exits 
from the EU. 

 

17	In the Netherlands, the coalition of this kind weakened center right parties and the ruling far right. Meanwhile, it 
strengthened the far right that remained in the opposition.
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