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Universities step up fight against  
‘illiberal democracy’ in Hungary
Universities, charities and learned societies in Hungary 
are attempting to navigate a fresh onslaught of govern-
ment intrusions that they say threaten their autonomy.

“We are not willing to accept any restrictions of academ-
ic freedom,” Liviu Matei, provost of the Central European 
University in Budapest, told Research Europe. “We will do 
as much as we can to continue all of our activities.” 

On 24 August, the CEU suspended two education skills 
programmes for refugees and an EU-funded project on 
migration policy. The university fears the activities could 
make it subject to a vaguely worded new law that places 
a 25 per cent tax on funding for organisations that help 
refugees. 

Matei said the university was waiting for clarification 
on how to interpret the law, but would “take our own 
action” if no response was forthcoming by late September.

“Hungary is a problematic case and has been for some 
time,” said Michael Gaebel, director of higher education 
policy at the European University Association. He said 
the ambiguity of the new tax law meant that universities 
could end up avoiding migration-related work altogether.

On 14 August, Gergely Gulyás, chief of staff to prime min-
ister Viktor Orbán, confirmed the government’s intention 

to end its support for gender studies courses in Hungary, 
saying there was no demand for such graduates and that 
they should not receive public funds. Orbán has described 
his government’s approach as “illiberal democracy”.

Eötvös Loránd University, the only other institution in 
Hungary to offer a gender studies course, said it was “not 
supportive” of the proposed ban and that the 21 students 
enrolled on its course would have the chance to graduate.

On 11 September MEPs debated whether to invoke 
sanctions against Hungary, such as rescinding its EU 
voting rights. Matei told Research Europe he support-
ed such measures but was not sure what they would 
achieve: “I don’t know what it will mean politically, sym-
bolically or practically.” 

The leaders of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences 
also met on 11 September to finalise their response to 
government moves to bring the majority of the acad-
emy’s budget under ministerial control. Negotiations 
to set up a joint committee instead were ongoing as 
Research Europe went to press. The government did not 
respond to a request for comment.
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Concern as Bulgaria scrambles for students 
Universities in Bulgaria are struggling to fill student 
places in a crisis that some researchers feel is fatally 
undermining academic integrity.

The country’s most prestigious institution, Sofia 
University, announced on 23 August that 850 places 
went unclaimed in the 2018-19 intake. The university is 
reopening admissions in an attempt to fill the vacancies. 
Applicants will be required to sit entry exams to prove 
their abilities, it said.

The Bulgarian government funds public universi-
ties based on the number of students enrolled. Ivaylo 
Ditchev, a professor of cultural anthropology at Sofia 
University, says this has corrupted the system. “As a uni-
versity professor I have no interest in failing a student,” 
he said. “If I fail him, I’m choosing to limit my univer-
sity’s subsidies.”

Across the country, 45,000 student positions were 
filled, Ditchev said, leaving about 1,000 positions vacant. 
Faced with this, some universities have begun admitting 
students with no entry requirements to fill positions, he 
said, with a consequent lowering of standards. In some 
cases, he said, “you’re basically paying for a diploma. 
You get into a public university, you pay your taxes and 
they funnel you out without any standards or quality”.

The shortage of students comes amid a rapid decline in 
Bulgaria’s population due to low birthrate and as citizens 
move to take advantage of better economic opportuni-
ties elsewhere. Bulgaria is the EU’s poorest country based 
on GDP per capita. Estimates by the country’s National 
Statistical Institute predict that by 2020 the population 
will dip below 7 million, down from 7.5m in 2008.

Kostadin Kostadinov, adviser to the Bulgarian minis-
ter of science and education, told Research Europe the 
government was “fully aware” of the problem of falling 
student numbers, and that it had recently introduced a 
system of ranking universities by merit and paying sub-
sidies on that basis. He also said the government had 
categorised universities by whether or not they produce 
research, and would soon limit funding for masters and 
doctoral courses to research universities.

But Nasko Yovchev, vice-rector of administration at 
Trakia University, said there was no solution for filling 
every available student place. “We try to compensate 
in another way,” he said. For the fourth year in a row, 
Trakia is teaching its popular veterinary medicine course 
in English in order to boost demand.
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