COMMENCEMENT OF ELECTION & REFERENDUM
OBSERVATION MISSION IN HUNGARY

1. Introduction
On March 16, 2022, an International Observation Mission, organized within the framework
of Ordo Iuris Institute and Collegium Intermarium University, was formed to verify the course
of the electoral process in Hungary. The duties of election observers are performed by the
representatives of academic research institutes, think tanks, social organizations, lawyers and
journalists from Poland, Bulgaria, Croatia, Spain and Ukraine1.
The first observation phase, which included an analysis of the legal framework for various
aspects of the electoral process and the situation of the media, has been completed. On 24th of
March, arriving in Hungary International Observation Mission begins the second phase, which
includes meetings with key representatives of the areas that are the subject of the report election administration, media, campaign financing and civil society, as well as the conduct of
the national referendum. In the coming days, members of our mission will have the opportunity
to obtain information directly from representatives of both major political blocks and deputies
of the official authorities responsible for the election process. For information on assessing the
situation of the media and public debate, our observers will ask, among others, RTL Klub, M1,
TV2, 444.hu, Átlátszó and representatives of several other Hungarian media outlets.

2. Declaration of Principles of the International Observation Mission 2022 in
Hungarian Parliamentary Elections and Referendum
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Due to Russian aggression, Ukrainian members of the observation mission took part only in the
preparatory phase of the mission.

Genuine democratic elections are an expression of sovereignty, which belongs to the people
of a country, the free expression of whose will provide the basis for the authority and legitimacy
of government. The rights of citizens to vote and to be elected at periodic, genuinely democratic
elections are internationally recognized human rights2.
Observation of elections plays an important role as it provides evidence of whether the
electoral process has been regular or not3. The primary duty of election observers (both
domestic and international) is to ascertain whether any irregularities occurred before and after
election day as well as on election day itself. This is the only way to ensure that the election
has been conducted in accordance with domestic legislation and international rules and
standards for democratic elections, and has been organized in a democratic and transparent
manner4.
Fundamental mission of election observers is to safeguard five internationally recognized
principles underlying Europe’s electoral heritage, characterized by universal, equal, free, secret
and direct suffrage. However, the role of the election observers is not only to monitor
compliance with those hard core, constitutional principles of electoral law, but also to consider
if certain basic and necessary conditions of a democratic state based on rule of law, are met5.
According to the Declaration of Principles for International Election Observation as
established by the United Nations on 27 October 20056, international election observation must
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be conducted with respect for the sovereignty and the laws of the host country, as well as
national authorities, including electoral bodies. International election observation, which
focuses on civil and political rights, is part of international human rights monitoring and must
be conducted on the basis of the highest standards for impartiality concerning national political
competitors.
Impartiality, as one of the fundamental characteristics of international electoral
observation, is achieved and demonstrated by systematic, comprehensive and accurate
gathering of information concerning the laws, processes and institutions related to the conduct
of elections and other factors concerning the overall electoral environment. The impartial and
professional analysis of such information and the drawing of conclusions about the character
of electoral processes must be based on the highest standards for accuracy of information and
impartiality of analysis.
This in mind, International Observation Mission for 2022 Hungarian Parliamentary
Elections and Referendum decided to adopt the following Declaration of Principles, based on
the best international practices and recognized modus operandi of international observation
missions:
1.

Impartiality and non-interference. Election observers must not interfere in the electoral
process and must be politically impartial7 with strict respect for the principle of impartiality
and non-interference8. International election observers should never exhibit any personal
bias or preference related to issues which may have political or electoral implications and
should abstain from doing any political, partisan activity9.

2.

Accuracy and verifiability of conclusions. Observers must base their reports and
conclusions on factual and verifiable evidence, with professional accuracy and strict
respect to impartiality10.

3.

Compliance with domestic law and culture. Election observers should comply with all
national laws and regulations of the host country11. The status of election observer implies
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a strict respect for the legal framework of the country holding the elections12. Election
observers must present a respectful attitude towards electoral officials, other national
authorities and all other participants of the process13 and finally should behave at all times,
including in their leisure time, in a professional and irreproachable manner14.
4.

Neutrality and professionalism in media appearances. The findings of international
election observation missions provide a factual common point of reference for all persons
interested in the elections, including the political competitors15, international election
observation missions are expected to issue accurate and impartial statements to the public.
In mass-media appearances observers should always distinguish their individual views
from observations officially supported by the International Observation Mission.

5.

Formulation of recommendations, not accusations. Principles of impartiality, respect
for the sovereignty and non-interference of international election observers should be
expressed in formulation of recommendations rather than accusations concerning the prevoting phase, the voting day phase and the post-voting phase of elections.

3. OSCE Interim Report of 21st of March and principles of non-interference,
impartiality, and accuracy
The above Declaration of Principles of International Observation Mission became
necessary due to the publication of the Interim Report (24 February – 15 March 2022) of OSCE
Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights Election Observation Mission16. The
publication was immediately weaponized by one side of the political struggle as evidence of
international criticism of their political competitors. At the same time, serious allegations of
inaccuracy, factual errors and partiality were made against the Interim Report17, which –
according to the critics – failed to present balanced and constructive opinions, presenting the
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position and arguments of only one side of the polarized political debate in Hungary, without
reliable and verifiable sources invoked in the Interim Report.
Upon careful examination, the OSCE Interim Report indicates many signs of violation of
the principles of international observation missions discussed above. Lack of professional
accuracy is revealed in observations based on non-disclosed, unverifiable sources or made in
accord with the position of only one party to the dispute, without hearing the opinion of the
other party. As a result, the presented claims and allegations regarding the election process are
legitimately questioned, and the authority of the observation mission has been severely
tarnished.
The principle of impartiality and non-interference is adopted to assure that the observers
do not influence the election process and distort their results. This principle requires that
personal, biased and judgmental opinions not be voiced in public in a manner, which could
impact the election outcome. Moreover, this principle should compel the observers to remain
especially cautious with voicing their opinions prior to the election and in particular in the last
days leading to the election, when their utterances may swing the public opinion and distort the
results. Because of that, extreme caution should be exercised when publishing interim reports
containing unbalanced, unsubstantiated or undocumented, biased and judgmental opinions,
clearly indicating the preference of the observers and/or the observatory mission as a whole.
The first sentence of the Executive Summary clearly indicates the preferences of the OSCE
Observatory Mission referring to the subject of the referendum as the “so-called ‘child
protection’ law” instead of presenting the full title of the act (“The Law on Stricter Measures
against Pedophile Offenders and Amending Certain Laws to Protect Children of 15 June 2021”,
the full title is only mentioned in a footnote). This statement is tantamount to saying that the
law is only called this way, when in reality it aims at something else. This is a clear
encouragement to vote against a proposition depicted as misleading and false. There are a
number of such judgmental opinions, including the opinion about the “absence of a genuine
consultative process”, an opinion that “government information mirrors messages from the
ruling party”, that “women are generally under-represented in political and public life in
Hungary”. Finally, the presentation of the dispute between the Government of Hungary and the
EU on the non-disbursement of EU funds in response to alleged infringements of the rule of
law by Hungary, clearly displays the personal view of the observer who wrote it or the
observation team as such.

Additionally, there is a visible tendency in the report to quote unsubstantiated opinions of
“interlocutors”, which are invariably critical of the government, without providing the
counterbalancing opinion of the opponents, or a clarification why this may be the case. For
instance, the report mentions that “most previous ODIHR recommendations remain largely
unaddressed” without mentioning why, how many of them, etc. It does mention the areas which
they refer to, including “the misuse of administrative resources”, “blurring of state and political
party roles and campaign finance transparence” without providing details, which may make
them look more serious than they actually are. One such case may be the criticism of the
Hungarian Parliament that it did not redraw the electoral district borders, the establishment of
which was made into a “cardinal law” requiring a 2/3 majority in the Parliament to be changed.
Evidently this is in an effort to avoid electoral district border manipulation (Gerrymandering).
Yet this is raised as a failure of the Hungarian government to implement ODIHR
recommendations without giving their rationale.
Positive statements regarding the governmental side quoting a consensus of “interlocutors”
are frequently accompanied by qualifying opinions of “some interlocutors”, “parties’
opinions”. For example, “while most interlocutors expressed confidence in the accuracy of the
voter register, some raised concerns…” or indicate to a possible wrongdoing on one side only
e.g. “spending by third parties… is not regulated. … a number of … interlocutors expressed
concerns that this lack of regulation facilitates the governments considerable spending on the
referendum campaign”.
When both sides of the political spectrum are perceived by the observers to be lacking in
some respect, a negative illustration mostly concerns the government side, while the positive
the opposition side. For example, campaign “has been characterized by mutual accusations
between the ruling party and the main opposition bloc” but there “have been multiple formal
complaints about the official functions of the government being mixed with campaign
activities”, as if the opposition did not hold any local and national offices.
Negative unsubstantiated opinions of the anonymous “interlocutors” were invoked at least
8 times in the document, while positive opinions are hardly present. In the report, the authors
repeatedly present theses by supporting them with the opinions of interviewees. However, they
do not indicate who exactly these interlocutors are or their partisanship. Neither when referring
to the opinion of opposition political parties, nor non-governmental organizations, they do not

indicate the names of these entities18. Indicating the name of the entity which provided the
opinion would make the report more transparent and credible. In this respect, the report raises
doubts as to the verifiability of the theses presented by its authors.
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campaign posters (OSCE Interim Report, p. 10) … Several opposition parties raised concerns about this
issue with the ODIHR EOM and three related complaints have been lodged (OSCE Interim Report, p. 10)
… Several ODIHR EOM interlocutors expressed concerns over potential pressure on voters, the misuse of
state resources, and potential vote-buying (OSCE Interim Report, p. 10) … A number of ODIHR EOM
interlocutors expressed concerns that this lack of regulation facilitates the government’s considerable
spending on the referendum campaign (OSCE Interim Report, p. 12) … ODIHR EOM interlocutors have
raised concerns about limited access to information, surveillance, and persistent negative campaigns
targeting independent and opposition journalists and representatives of civil society (OSCE Interim Report,
p. 12) … Many ODIHR EOM interlocutors raised concerns about what they view as a systemic political bias
and a virtual absence of opposition politicians in the programmes of the public broadcaster (OSCE Interim
Report, p. 12) … Several interlocutors raised concerns with the ODIHR EOM about potential abuses
concerning the Roma community, including vote-buying and pressure over the potential withdrawal of
benefits under a government employment scheme (OSCE Interim Report, p. 13) … The CEO of DMSZ and
MTVA indicates that the ODIHR EOM assessed the situation of the Hungarian public media without asking

In summary, abovementioned techniques amount to violation of fundamental principle of
accuracy and verifiability of conclusions as well as impartiality and non-interference,
finally they lead to a breach of neutrality and may be perceived as intentional interference
in the elections by OSCE Elections Observation Mission.
It should be noted that the information contained in the report was widely disseminated in
the press, with numerous headlines repeatedly indicating that, according to the report, only one,
currently ruling party is favored in the election process19. In many cases, the media focused on
repeating the main theses of the report, without attempting to verify the data presented in the
report.
According to international standards, international observers cannot interfere in the election
process, express any bias or preference in relation to national authorities, parties, candidates,
or with reference to any issues of contention in the election process20. They mustn’t obstruct
the conduct of the election process, in any of its elements21. The main duty of every
international observation mission is to follow the election process in a very independent way,
in accordance with standards of international expert bodies specializing in the matter.
4. Summary
According to the international standards and principles, the findings of international
election observation missions must provide a factual common point of reference for all persons
interested in the elections, including the political competitors22. International election
observation missions are expected to issue accurate and impartial statements to the public 23.
Venice Commission Guidelines on an Internationally recognized status of Election Observers
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goes even further, suggesting that election observers as individuals must avoid any comments
in mass-media and should decline requests for interviews24.
Together with the unquestioned principle of respect for the sovereignty and noninterference (and impartiality) of the observatory missions, this leads to guidelines of
neutrality, professionalism, accuracy of fact-based and verifiable conclusions presented
to the public (via statements or mass-media appearances), that should never give priority
to activism, partisanship, politically- or ideologically- oriented bias.
The International Observation Mission expresses hope that competition for excellence in
following the best practices, international standards and principles of impartial, democratic and
respectful elections observation will support the Hungarian people in the genuine act of
democratic elections that are an expression of their sovereignty, which belongs to the people
of the country, the free expression of whose will provides the basis for the authority and
legitimacy of government25.
Adherence to the above principles by all participants in the observation missions is a
prerequisite for a fair and impartial assessment of the electoral process and, consequently, for
a fair and reliable final report. We must remember that the function of an election observer is
above all a great responsibility - it strengthens democratic institutions, builds public confidence
in electoral processes and helps to stop electoral irregularities.
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