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Across Europe, independent public service media
are facing increasing political pressure, institu-
tional weakening, and attempts at politicisation.
These developments threaten not only media free-
dom, but also the broader foundations of demo-
cratic societies. Recent developments reveal a
worrying and systemic trend. Public broadcasters,
which are traditionally considered among the
most trusted sources of information, are increas-
ingly being targeted by political actors seeking to
gain influence over governance structures and
leadership.

Lithuanian Context

We are currently witnessing worrying signs of
democratic backsliding in Lithuania. Lithuanian
National Radio and Television (LRT), a pub-
licly-funded independent broadcaster, has played
an important role in sustaining Lithuania’'s strong
performance in the World Press Freedom Index,
where the country has consistently ranked among
the top performers. However, a recent decline and
rising concerns over political pressure suggest
that this progress may be at risk." In late 2024, the
governing coalition led by the Lithuanian Social
Democratic Party and including the far-right, anti-
semitic party Dawn of Nemunas moved to amend
the LRT Law in ways that would fundamentally
weaken the broadcaster’s independence.? The ini-
tial proposal sought to: a) lower the threshold for
removing the LRT Director General from a two-
thirds qualified majority of the LRT Council to a
simple majority of one half, b) remove the
requirement that dismissal be grounded in actions
against the public interest, opening the door to
politically motivated removals.

On 9 December 2025, more than 139,000 citizens
signed a petition opposing these proposals - the
largest number of signatures ever collected on
Lithuania’s civic petition platform. Between 10,000
and 40,000 people demonstrated outside parlia-
ment. The governing coalition responded not by
withdrawing the amendments but by accelerating
the legislative timeline, invoking urgent proced-
ures and bypassing mandatory impact assess-
ments and parliamentary consultation require-
ments.3

In April 2026, a revised legislative package, drawn
up by a working group on the matter, reintroduced
changes that critics say would still politicise the
broadcaster: establishing a new supervisory
board, altering the LRT Council composition,
modifying dismissal procedures, and restricting
the participation of journalists from other media.
Around 30,000 people gathered in Cathedral

1. Reporters Without Borders (RSF) (2025) Lithuania. Available at: https://rsf.org/en/country/lithuania

2. LRT English (2025) Social Democrats draft another bill to change LRT leadership rule, LRT.It, December. Available at: https:/
www.Irt.It/en/news-in-english/19/2771222/social-democrats-draft-another-bill-to-change-Irt-leadersh ip-rules

3. LRT English (2025) Seimas backs bill easing removal of LRT head despite warnings of free speech risks, LRT.It, December. Available
at: https://www.Irt.Ilt/en/news-in-english/19/2773060/seimas-backs-bill-easing-removal-of-Irt-head-despite-war nings-of-free-speech-
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Square, Vilnius, on 25 April 2026 in what became
the sixth consecutive “Hands Off Free Speech”
protest.* Demonstrators carried placards reading
“Do not bring us Putin’s sunshine” and “Freedom
for LRT.”

The legislative attack on LRT's independence was
initiated by Remigijus Zemaitaitis, the leader of
Dawn of Nemunas — a party characterised by mul-
tiple analysts as far-right, populist and anti-
semitic.? Zemaitaitis has been convicted twice for
antisemitic hate speech, including by the Consti-
tutional Court of Lithuania for breaking the
parliamentary oath. Despite explicit pre-electoral
commitments not to govern with this party, the
Social Democratic Party not only formed and
maintains a coalition in which Dawn of Nemunas
plays a key role, but has also supported its initiat-
ive against LRT's independence, thereby enabling
the legislative assault on public service media.

Broader European context

Lithuania's experience is part of a continent-wide
pattern. Populist and far-right actors attack editor-
ial independence in the name of “balance” or
“freedom,” while simultaneously seeking to subor-
dinate  broadcasters to  political control
through governance reforms, budget pressure,
and compliant appointments.

Hungary served as a prototype. From 2010, Fidesz
systematically dismantled public broadcasting
structures, replacing them with a centralised state
conglomerate (MTVA) in which over 400 outlets
came under pro-government ownership and state
advertising was channelled overwhelmingly to
allied media.” The outcome is now extens-
ively documented: public media functioning as a
government mouthpiece, with independent journ-
alists excluded from press conferences and
subjected to organised smear campaigns.® The
European Commission opened a formal infringe-
ment procedure against Hungary under the
European Media Freedom Act (EMFA) in
December 2025.° The April 2026 election, in
which Orban’s Fidesz was defeated after 16 years
in power, represents a political turning point — but
the institutional damage to Hungarian public
media remains deep, and the reform process has
only just begun.'®

Slovakia has followed a similar trajectory. In 2024,
the Fico government replaced the public broad-
caster RTVS with a new entity, STVR, through a
rushed legislative process that dismissed the sit-

4. LRT English (2026) We will not give up: 30,000 pack Vilnius square in defence of public broadcaster, LRT.It, 25 April. Available at: 'We
will not give up": 30,000 pack Vilnius square in defence of public broadcaster - LRT

5. Heinrich Boll Stiftung (2024) Lithuania's 2024 elections: a turning point in political stability?. Warsaw: Heinrich Boll Stiftung. Available

at: https://pl.boell.org/en/node/5893

6. Zmogaus teisiy gynéjas (2023) Case No 20/2023. Vilnius: Office of the Equal Opportunities Ombudsperson. Available at: https://

www.zmogausteisiugidas.lt/en/case-law/case-no-202023

7. Heinrich Boll Stiftun /Balkan Insight (2026) Hungary's media battlefield ahead of the 2026 election, 2026 January. Available at: Hun-
gary’'s media battlefield ahead of the 2026 election | Heinrich Boll Stiftung | Prague Office - Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary

8. Freedom House (2025) Freedom in the World 2025: Hungary. Washington, DC: Freedom House. Available at: Hungary: Freedom in

the World 2025 Country Report | Freedom House

9. European Commission (2025) Commission calls on Hungary to comply with European Media Freedom Act and Audiovisual Media
Services Directive. Available at: https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/news/commission-calls-hungary-comply-european-media-

freedom-a ct-and-audiovisual-media-services-directive

10. Freedom House (2026) After the Election: Revitalizing Hungarian Democracy, and Lessons from the Opposition Victory, 28 April.
Available at: After the Election: Revitalizing Hungarian Democracy, and Lessons from the Opposition Victory | Freedom House
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ting Director General and disbanded the existing or whether it becomes a standard observed on
board.'” The new STVR Director General, appoin- paper while political capture continues in practice.
ted in 2025, is the daughter of a founder of the rul-

ing Smer party and previously ran a pro-

government website.'? After taking office,

she cancelled programmes that regularly

debunked conspiracy theories and restric-

ted journalists’ access. The Council of Europe’s

Commissioner  on Human Rights and

the European Broadcasting Union both raised

formal concerns that the restructuring violated the

principles of public broadcaster independence.?

In ltaly, press freedom organisations have docu-
mented the growing politicisation of the national
broadcaster RAl since 2022, including the
retaliatory summoning of an investigative journal-
ist before a parliamentary oversight committee. In
France, public broadcasters have faced scrutiny
by a parliamentary inquiry committee accusing
them of political bias, while far-right parties have
proposed their full privatisation.” Across
the Czech Republic, debates over abolishing
licence fee funding and replacing it with dir-
ect state budget transfers have raised fresh con-
cerns about the financial leverage governments
could exercise over editorial decisions.!®

The European Media Freedom Act (EMFA), whose
binding obligations on the editorial and
operational independence of public service media
took effect in August 2025, was designed
precisely to provide a legal framework against
these pressures.'® Yet its enforcement has been
uneven. The infringement procedure against Hun-
gary is a first step, but the broader question
remains, whether EMFA will be actively and con-
sistently enforced across all member states,

11. International Press Institute (IPl) (2025) Slovakia: Media capture deepens as government tightens grip on public and private media,
21 July. Available at: Slovakia: Media capture deepens as government tightens grip on public and private media - Media Freedom Rapid
Response

12. State Media Monitor (2025) Slovak Television and Radio (STVR), October. Available at:Slovak Television and Radio (STVR) - State
Media Monitor

13. Council of Europe, Commissioner for Human Rights (2024) Slovak Republic: new draft laws risk having a chilling ef ect on civil

society and interfering with independence of public service media. Available at: https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/slovak-
republic-new-draft-laws-risk-having-a-chilling-effect-o n-civil-society-and-interfering-with-independence-of-public-service-media

14. Henley, J. (2026) Can Europe’s public service media survive attacks by the far right? The Guardian, 31 March. Available at: https://
www.theguardian.com/world/ng-interactive/2026/mar/31/can-europes-public-service-media-survive attacks-by-the-far-right

15. Balkan Insight (2026) Democracy Digest: Hungary State Media, Key Appointees Reckon with Post-Election Realities, 17 April. Avail-
able at: Democracy Digest: Hungary State Media, Key Appointees Reckon with Post-Election Realities | Balkan Insight

16. European Union (2024) Regulation (EU) 2024/1083 (European Media Freedom Act). Official Journal of the European Union, OJ L,
2024/1083, 17 April.
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Impact on Young People

Young people have a direct and concrete stake in
the independence of public service media. In a
media environment where social media has
become the primary source of news for the major-
ity of young Europeans, public broadcasters serve
as one of the few remaining anchors of verified,
editorially independent information.'” When those
anchors are captured by political forces, young
voters are denied the quality information neces-
sary for genuine democratic choice and their abil-
ity to participate as active citizens is structurally
undermined.

Youth organisations have a particular role to play
in building resilience. Equipping young people not
only to identify disinformation, but to understand
the systemic and political mechanisms that enable
media capture, is itself a form of democratic
participation. The Lithuanian Youth Council and
the broader civic movement in Lithuania have
exemplified this through six consecutive mass
protests, the largest petition in the country's
democratic history, and the mobilisation of dozens
of civil society organisations, all of which
show that young people recognise and actively
resist the erosion of free media.

We envision a Europe where public service media
operate independently, young people have access
to reliable information, and media systems
strengthen democratic resilience rather than
undermine it.

Calls to Action
The European Youth Forum therefore calls upon:
European Union institutions

» To actively enforce the European Media Free-
dom Act (EMFA) and use all available instru-
ments to protect the independence of public
service media in member states;

« To monitor and publicly report on legislative
developments in member states that threaten
the editorial independence, governance, or
funding of public broadcasters.

National governments and parliaments

« Torefrain from legislating changes to public
broadcaster governance without meaningful,
transparent, and inclusive public consulta-
tion, including with civil society and youth
organisations,

+ To fully implement relevant Venice Commis-
sion recommendations'® before adopting
reforms affecting public service media inde-
pendence;

« To guarantee that the leadership of public
broadcasters cannot be removed by simple
majority vote or without substantive grounds
related to breaches of the public interest.

» To ensure that public broadcaster gov-
ernance bodies include strong and pluralistic
representation from civil society, including
NGOs, academic communities, journalists’
associations, youth organisations, and other
independent public-interest actors, rather
than being dominated by political appointees.

Political parties and European party families

* To honour their stated commitments not to
cooperate with far-right parties whose plat-

17. European Parliamentary Research Service (EPRS) (2026) Media Literacy: Fostering a Key Civic Skill in a Digital Information Environ-
ment. Brussels: European Parliament. Available at: Media literacy: Fostering a key civic skill in a digital information environment | Think

Tank | European Parliament

18. Venice Commission (2026) Urgent Follow-up Opinion to the Opinion on Draft and Adopted Amendments to the Law on the
Lithuanian National Radio and Television (Draft Law No. XVP-1247(2)), CDL-PI(2026)008, 6 May. Strasbourg: European Commission for
Democracy through Law, Council of Europe. Available at: https://www.coe.int/en/web/venice-commission/-/cdl-pi-2026-008-e
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forms include attacks on independent media
and public institutions;

» To use their influence within national govern-
ing coalitions to prevent legislative assaults
on media freedom, even where such assaults
are initiated by coalition partners.

The European Youth Forum and member organ-
isations

+ To support national youth councils and civil
society in countries where media freedom is
under threat, through solidarity statements,
advocacy, and joint European-level action;

» To engage young people across Europe in
civic education and media literacy initiatives
that build resilience against disinformation
and political manipulation of the media land-
scape.

» Advocate for dedicated EU and national fund-
ing streams enabling youth organisations and
civil society organisations to become active
partners in media literacy, democratic resili-
ence, and public-interest media initiatives,
building on existing frameworks such as the
European Democracy Shield, Erasmus+, Cre-
ative Europe, and other EU programmes sup-
porting media freedom and civic participa-
tion.
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