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Hungarians are the largest ethnic minor i ty in Romania:  at  the latest  census (2011)
they represented 6.1% of the total  populat ion of  the country of  20.1 mi l l ion.  A new
census is going on in 2022, but the proport ion is l ikely to stay roughly the same
since the demographic decl ine occurred uni formly in most ethnic communit ies;  the
total  populat ion of  the country today is est imated at  19.1 mi l l ion.

The terr i tor ia l  d istr ibut ion of  the Hungarian communit ies is rather unusual ,  in the
sense that most of  them are grouped in the center of  the country,  in the
mountainous area in east Transylvania (see map below).  

The ethnic composition of the population in all
municipalities (3168) and counties (41)

They form the relat ive major i ty in two
of Romania’s 41 count ies:  82% in
Harghi ta and 63% in Covasna. In
these parts,  they tend to form more
tradi t ional ,  rural  communit ies.  The
rest  of  the Hungar ian populat ion is
spread across the broader area of
Transylvania and present in big c i t ies
l ike Cluj  (Kolosvar) ,  

Târgu Mureş (Marosvasarhely)  or
Oradea (Nagyvarad),  where they
have a history of  urban l i fe going
back for centur ies.  The Hungarian
minor i ty is spl i t  today almost evenly
between the Cathol ic and Calvinist
churches, in contrast  to the ethnic
Romanians who are predominant ly
Greek-Orthodox. 



Over the past 30 years,  af ter  the fa l l  of
communism, UDMR indeed managed to
remain the dominant Hungar ian party and
to prevent,  through tortuous negot iat ions,
the appearance of  a s igni f icant pol i t ical
compet i tor  wi th in the community;  potent ia l
adversar ies or dissidents f rom the UDMR
line were eventual ly brought into the fo ld
or awarded places on common electoral
l is ts,  under di f ferent arrangements.  

The same happened in the elect ions for
the European Par l iament.   In 1996
UDMR joined for the f i rst  t ime a rul ing
coal i t ion and had ministers in a
Romanian cabinet.  Today, in 2022, they
are also part  of  the rul ing coal i t ion and
have four members in the cabinet:  three
ministers wi th port fo l ios (Environment,
Regional  Development,  Sport)  and a
Deputy Pr ime Minister.

Both the s ize of  the Hungarian
community and i ts terr i tor ia l
d istr ibut ion have pol i t ical
s igni f icance. First ,  s ince they make
up around 6% of the total  populat ion,
i t  means they have a chance to be
represented in Par l iament
proport ional ly,  by a normal party that
passes the electoral  threshold of  5%
and not by making an appeal  to the
system of ethnic quotas l ike the
other minor i t ies.  18 other ethnic
minor i t ies are present in the lower
chamber of  the Par l iament,  but  they
have only one seat each, being
elected through a special  system
that pract ical ly lowers the threshold.
By contrast ,  the Hungar ian ethnic
party (UDMR) has current ly 29 MPs
(20 in the Chamber and 9 in the
Senate) out of  a total  of  465 MPs,
which means 6.2% of the
par l iamentar ians.  This is s l ight ly
above the 5.9% of the vote they
scored in the 2020 elect ions. 

Running in elect ions as a fu l ly-
f ledged party gives UDMR pol i t ical
weight and negot iat ing power when
coal i t ions are formed, which they
tend to use ski l l fu l ly .  What is more,
the terr i tor ia l  d istr ibut ion of  the
community means that in the two
count ies ment ioned they dominate
the local  e lect ions and usual ly end
up in control  of  the County Counci ls
and most of  the municipal i t ies,
including the capi ta l  c i t ies.  They are
also a s igni f icant pol i t ical  force in
three or four other count ies and
large ci t ies of  Transylvania,  outs ide
the area of  h ighest concentrat ion.  
The most important pr ior i ty for  the
Hungarian pol i t ical  e l i te is to
preserve the single-party
representat ion and avoid internal
compet i t ion between var ious pol i t ical
actors,  which would f ragment the
vote and pul l  everybody below the
electoral  threshold of  5%. 



In 1996 UDMR joined for the first
time a ruling coalition and had
ministers in a Romanian cabinet.

Today, in 2022, they are also
part  of  the rul ing coal i t ion and
have four members in the
cabinet:  three ministers wi th
port fo l ios (Environment,  Regional
Development,  Sport)  and a
Deputy Pr ime Minister.  In terms
of pol icy,  UDMR has always had
the natural  pr ior i ty of  defending
the cul tural  r ights and ident i ty of
the Hungarian community,  which
comes down to educat ion in the
mother tongue at  a l l  levels,  and
a loose form of local  autonomy
and terr i tor ia l  reorganizat ion for
the two-and-a-hal f  count ies in
east Transylvania where they
form the relat ive major i ty.
However,  th is later point  became
less sal ient  over the years and
instead the sectoral  pol ic ies
administered by the UDMR
ministers became gradual ly more
important for  the UDMR leaders.

 The redistr ibut ion of  funds for
local  investments is also of
keen interest  and closely
monitored, as wel l  as
negot iat ing their  ( informal)
share of  appointments for  party
members in al l  agencies,
publ ic companies,  and regional
and local  inst i tut ions where
Romanian part ies usual ly place
their  c l ients.  UDMR has been a
supporter of  Romania’s EU
integrat ion and in general  is  a
centr ist  and moderate actor,
member of  the European
Popular Party.  
There is however one
except ion to th is rule:  they
have always opposed
vehement ly the ant i -corrupt ion
dr ive encouraged by the
Commission and other
internat ional  partners of
Romania.  



Most legislation aimed to weaken or dismantle the special anti-
corruption institutions created with EU support bears their signature,
and this permanent fight against the EU-inspired agenda for the rule of
law, the defining cleavage of Romanian politics in the last 20 years,
brought them closer to the Social Democratic Party (PSD) with which
they form a natural partnership, formally and informally. 

The usual explanation given for this fact is that the ethnic Hungarian political elite in
Romania is not more corrupt than the rest, but they enjoy the advantage of having a
captive electorate and so can afford to say or do explicitly what other parties cannot, out
of fear of losing voters: create a regime of impunity vis-à-vis the judiciary.Romania allows
multiple citizenships and as a result many ethnic Hungarians also claimed and received
the Hungarian one, especially after 2010 when the Law on Citizenship was adopted in
Budapest, which means they are entitled to vote in the April 3rd elections. Based on
historical trends, it is expected that around 200,000 Hungarian voters who are residents
of Romania would register for this round parliamentary elections, out of a total of almost
500,000 in all the communities outside Hungary; the precise numbers is given in the chart
below. The registration can be done in person or online; for the countries which do not
permit dual citizenship (Slovakia, Ukraine) the authorities in Budapest do not disclose
precise place of residence of registered voters.

Source: https://www.valasztas.hu/kulhoni-magyar-
allampolgarok-valasztasi-regisztracioja



Hungarians from Romania can vote in person in three locations: the embassy in Bucharest
and the consulates in Cluj and Târgu Mureş; otherwise most of the votes are send by post.
The participation rate of those who registered for voting is in general high: an estimate
dating from 2008 puts it at around 70%. While the citizens with permanent residence in
Hungary vote for the first-pass-the-post constituencies and for the proportional list, those
who live in the neighboring countries can vote only for the proportional list which sends 93
MPs into the Budapest parliament. The extreme complexity of the Hungarian electoral
system makes it difficult to anticipate how many MPs can the diaspora communities from
the chart above send into the parliament. The educated guess, based on the calculations
from previous rounds of elections, is that overall the diaspora can determine the fate of 1-2
seats. It is to be seen to what extent even the biggest Hungarian community abroad, that in
Romania, would be able to influence in practice the composition of the parliament. 
An overwhelming majority of voters from Transylvania tend to support FIDESZ and Viktor
Orban: a recent survey puts this figure at over 90%[1]. True, the polling institute is one
controlled by the leadership of UDMR, but the consensus is that the results are not very far
from reality – or from the 96% obtained by FIDESZ across the whole Hungarian diaspora in
the last elections. Only 62% of the respondents in the survey know who is Peter Marki Zay,
the common candidate of the opposition and would-be prime minister if this opposition
wins.

The information about FIDESZ & Orban is prevalent, warmly positive, and cast
in the language of economic aid and protection of traditions, in contrast to the
incompetent Romanian state which cannot help much with practical things;
The political opposition from Budapest is non-existent in the traditional and
online media, being completely disconnected from the Hungarian speaking
public in Transylvania; 
All these are possible because FIDESZ and its close local ally, the ethnic party
UDMR, have managed to buy or shut off most of the local media in the
Hungarian language, as EFOR and its partner Atlatszo Erdely have
documented[2]. The Bethlen Gabor Foundation is the financial vehicle through
which the government in Budapest invested impressive budgets in mass
media acquisitions in Transylvania. 

This high level of support is confirmed by our online monitoring in 2021[1] which
found that:

 
 

[1] https://hirado-hu.translate.goog/belfold/belpolitika/cikk/2022/03/21/valasztas-2022-az-erdelyi-magyarok-koreben-90-szazalekos-
a-fidesz-kdnp-tamogatottsaga 
[2] https://expertforum.ro/en/online-monitoring-fidesz-propaganda-in-transylvania/ 
[3] https://atlatszo.ro/en/english/two-a-penny-5-million-euro-per-year-for-the-hungarian-language-media-trust-in-transylvania/ 

 

https://hirado-hu.translate.goog/belfold/belpolitika/cikk/2022/03/21/valasztas-2022-az-erdelyi-magyarok-koreben-90-szazalekos-a-fidesz-kdnp-tamogatottsaga
https://expertforum.ro/en/online-monitoring-fidesz-propaganda-in-transylvania/
https://atlatszo.ro/en/english/two-a-penny-5-million-euro-per-year-for-the-hungarian-language-media-trust-in-transylvania/


Curiously, the flow of funds from Budapest appears to have stopped months before
the April 3rd elections, starting from the second part of the last year: in 2020 about
130bn Ft (almost 400 mil Euro) were pumped through the Gabor Bethlen Foundation;
in 2021 this level dropped to only 30bn Ft (85 mil Euro). This is easy to conclude
when one observes the investments made in outdoor advertising, which is almost
non-existent, and the unusually low key electoral campaign organized by Budapest.
Unrelated, some of the most visible columnists and commentators from the Hungarian
speaking media shifted from a typical pro-FIDESZ agenda to actively supporting the
Russian line after the aggression against Ukraine, or at least echoing anti-Kiev
conspiratorial narratives in order to create confusion. These latest trends, as well as
their causes, are to be confirmed / explored in further reports.

The flow of funds from Budapest appears to
have stopped months before the elections



As for the relationship between the Romanian ethnic party UDMR and the governments in
Budapest, two periods can be distinguished with clarity: before 2011, under the
leadership of its former president Marko Bela, UDMR was more neutral (or pluralist) in its
dealings with Budapest, in the sense that it cultivated good relations with most parties
across the spectrum. After 2011, under its current president Kelemen Hunor (also senator
and deputy prime minister), UDMR has gradually lost its neutrality and leaned
increasingly towards FIDESZ, for which it acted sometimes as an electoral agent. 

This imbalance was extreme in 2021, for instance, when for the first time in years the
Hungarian opposition was not even invited to the traditional Tusvanyos summer university
organized by UDMR annually in Transylvania, where Viktor Orban features regularly as
keynote speaker. It is here where he made his famous speech on “illiberal democracy” in
2014.[4]. 

[4]  https://budapestbeacon.com/full-text-of-viktor-orbans-speech-at-baile-tusnad-tusnadfurdo-of-26-july-2014/

https://budapestbeacon.com/full-text-of-viktor-orbans-speech-at-baile-tusnad-tusnadfurdo-of-26-july-2014/


The media landscape

Pages supporting the narrative Hungary is a protector of traditional values (from
liberal elites, the EU, migration) 
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