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ABSTRACT

Is Covid-19 undermining European democracies? Recent
scholarship overlooks the fact that most pandemic-related
erosions of democracy can be attributed to illiberal inertia long in
place before 2019. Did the democratic decay occur during the
pandemic or due to the pandemic? We analyse the extent to
which pandemic power grabs succeeded and failed in Europe
with special attention to the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland,
and Slovakia. The executive power of the purse was an
opportunity to abuse state resources. Governments that engage
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in the “pandemic heist” with impunity can be directly linked to a
power grab due to the pandemic.

Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic eroded democracy worldwide (Coppedge et al. 2021) and fol-
lowed a trend of democratic deterioration in the twenty-first century.' Democratic
quality decreased in established and new democracies as countries faced dual challenges
of public health crisis and economic stagnation. Many rights were violated during the
pandemic, such as restrictions of movement, association and business freedoms (NIT
2022). At the same time, institutional checks and balances eroded, civic engagement
and press freedoms were limited, and opportunities for executive aggrandizement
were expanded (Edgell et al. 2020; Guasti 2020). In overall, established democracies
were largely immune to pandemic backsliding when compared to democracies in tran-
sitions. However, a set of new and older democracies decayed during the pandemic
(Edgell et al. 2021; Engler et al. 2021).

Pandemics strengthen governments, weaken parliaments and test the judiciary (Petrov
2020). When the health care system and the economy are at the brink of collapse and
executives cling to power, democracies become vulnerable. (Maerz et al. 2020; Petrov
2020). As institutional safeguards are pressured by the executive, the diversity of the
public forum is reduced (Afsahi et al. 2020). A pandemic is a stress test: liberal democracy
remains resilient during a pandemic only when mechanisms of horizontal and diagonal
accountability can avert efforts to erode democratic institutions — the opposition,
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courts and the civil society must hold governments in check. A pandemic is an opportu-
nity to consolidate and even expand power (Aktirk and Lika 2022; Guasti 2020; Bustikova
and Babo$ 2020; Guasti and Bilek 2021; Marinov and Popova 2021).

Is Covid-19 undermining European democracies? And if so, how? Is there a causal link
between the pandemic and democratic decay? Recent scholarship on the political effects
of the coronavirus crisis overlooks the fact that most pandemic-related erosions of
democracy are continuations of previous trends. Did the democratic decay occur
during the pandemic or due to the pandemic? We show that many efforts to undermine
formal institutions and accountability linkages occurred during the pandemic, not due to
it, and erosion of pluralism during the pandemic can be attributed to illiberal inertia that
has already been initiated before 2019.

We analyze the extent to which pandemic power grabs succeeded and failed in
Europe. We pay special attention to changes in executive dominance in the Czech Repub-
lic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia and show that civic activism is a necessary, but not a
satisfactory condition for democratic resilience. We suggest that corruption, the “pan-
demic heist,” is a pathway to link opportunities created by the pandemic to power
grabs. The distribution of pandemic relief funds can be used to reward loyalists and to
weaken political opponents. As such, it is a power grab due to the pandemic.

This paper is structured as follows. We discuss the literature on pandemic democratic
erosion with special attention to horizontal and diagonal accountability as safeguard
mechanisms. The analytical part proceeds in three parts. First, we analyze backsliding
during the pandemic. Assaults on formal institutions were rare and often met with resist-
ance. Furthermore, we conclude that they were mostly continuations of pre-pandemic
trends. Second, we identify markers of backsliding that can be attributed to the pandemic,
and we find almost none. Third, we suggest that the executive discretion over the “pan-
demic purse” is a new opportunity for executive power grabs. We conclude with sugges-
tions on how to study democratic erosion directly attributable to the Covid-19 crisis.

Pandemic distortions of democratic accountability

Accountability constraints the use of power (Lindberg, 2013) and comprises of three com-
ponents: horizontal, vertical, and diagonal. Vertical accountability centres on the relation-
ship between voters and elected representatives mediated via elections. Horizontal
accountability accounts for the balance of power between institutions, such as parlia-
ments and courts. Diagonal accountability covers the extent to which media and civil
society hold governments accountable (Bernhard et al., 2020; Weyland 2020). Vertical
accountability can erode with the imposition of limits on electoral competition. Horizontal
accountability can be distorted due to the executive overreach that undermines legisla-
tive oversight and judicial independence. Diagonal accountability is distorted by limits
imposed on civil society and the media.

All forms of accountability can erode and the erosion of accountability has a deleter-
ious influence on democracy (Ruth 2018; Ruth-Lovell, Lihrmann, and Grahn 2019). In
countries where elections took place during the pandemic, vertical accountability has
eroded if it disproportionately advantaged incumbents in campaigning (Pirro and
Stanley 2022). Horizontal accountability was undermined by efforts to weaken insti-
tutional safeguards (cf. Bermeo 2016), by attempts to delay the adaptation of laws by
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the legislatures (Cormacain and Bar-Siman-Tov 2020), and by efforts to slow down the
courts (Petrov 2020). Diagonal accountability was undermined when limits were placed
on core civil liberties and freedoms, including protest and association, and by govern-
ments’ lack of transparency vis-a-vis the media (Habersaat et al. 2020; Edgell et al.
2020; Guasti 2020).

Core civil rights and liberties were suspended during the pandemic states of emer-
gency (Engler et al. 2021). Some (populist) governments instrumentalized pandemic
restrictions to push through new policies, laws, regulations, or held elections to supervi-
sory boards that would - in a non-pandemic context — have resulted in a backlash by civil
society (Guasti 2020). Emergency powers also gave leaders the ability to bypass checks
and balances and eroded horizontal accountability. Accountability deteriorated more in
countries where institutional guardrails were weaker, and backsliding was already
ongoing (Lihrmann et al. 2020; Engler et al. 2021; Edgell et al. 2021). Sebhatu et al.
(2020) found that democratic countries were slower to react and initiated lockdowns
and school closures with delays (cf. Cheibub, Jean Hong, and Przeworski 2020). Edgell
et al. (2021) have shown that infringement of the media was the most common violation
during the pandemic.

The distortions of accountability during the pandemic are therefore well documented.
However, they omit two important issues. First, the accounts of pandemic distortions do
not differentiate between erosions of accountability during and due to the pandemic.
Second, violations of accountability are mostly depicted in the domain of formal insti-
tutions. This overlooks the role of informal norms and practices, as well as the emergence
of opportunities associated with increased state spending. When urgency and accelerated
speed of public procurement limit oversight, financial valves open up for executives.
Covid-19 gave rise to new opportunities to allocate resources, to increase spending,
and reward loyalists with government contracts (cf. Gallego, Prem, and Vargas 2020). In
order to understand executive power grabs, we should turn towards the study of the pan-
demic political economy and less institutionalized pathways to amass resources that facili-
tate power expansions.

In our analysis, we rely on multiple sources of data, mostly the V-Dem project (Cop-
pedge et al. 2021) to identify changes in liberal democratic scores and the degree of pan-
demic backsliding. We pay close attention to changes in media and we rely on widely
available indices as well as country reports that describe changes in the media landscape
in the past ten years. In the last analytical section of the paper, we use multiple country
reports from Transparency International, Freedom House Reports (NIT) and Bertelsmann
Foundation reports, as well as area expertise, to identify sources of accountability distor-
tions associated with the pandemic.

Democratic decay during the pandemic

The pandemic was eventful for many illiberal leaders in Eastern Europe. In the spring of
2022, parliamentary elections were held in Hungary and Poland. Viktor Orban scored a
major victory, but Slovenian voters ousted Janez Jansa. Whereas presidential elections
in Poland afforded Duda and PiS to achieve a narrow victory by exploiting incumbency
benefits during the pandemic, voters in Slovakia rejected corrupt SMER in 2020 right
before the onset of the pandemic. In Bulgaria, the populist GERB narrowly lost power
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in the spring of 2021, and the Czech Prime Minister Andrej Babis and ANO were defeated
in the general elections in October 2021. Moreover, since 2018, thousands have mobilised
for democracy, the rule of law, and media freedoms across the region (e.g. in Poland,
Ukraine, Serbia, Czech Republic, Romania, Hungary, and Slovakia). Civic mobilisation
and contestation in Central and Eastern Europe are at the highest levels since the fall
of communism. These protests reflect the societal demand for democratic governance,
transparency, and fairness. A firewall civil society has emerged to fight illiberalism (Bern-
hard 2020).

Is there any evidence that European democracies are plummeting during the pan-
demic? Not really, according to the index of liberal democracy from the V-Dem project
(Coppedge et al. 2021). Figure 1 plots changes in Liberal Democratic Scores between
2018 and 2021. A negative value indicates an erosion - a decrease of the current
liberal democratic score when compared to 2018. The minimum value of the index is 0,
the maximum is 1. Therefore, the maximum possible change theoretically ranges from
—1 to +1. In general, scores in most countries deteriorated, but the change is negligible.
Slovenia, Poland, and Greece deteriorated the most. However, the scores of twelve
countries improved, and seven of these countries are in Eastern Europe. Democracies
in Moldova, Romania, Ukraine, Malta, and Slovakia improved the most. Yet, most of the
improvements are marginal. Overall, the pandemic did not significantly erode or
improve democracies.

Figure A1 (in the Appendix) plots a decade of trends of liberal democracy in Europe.
Most countries either stayed at their pre-pandemic levels of liberal democracy or followed
a trajectory set into motion well before the pandemic. There are no ruptures in the indices
and there is little evidence of decay. A few countries deviated from path dependency as
some democracies slightly decayed, but others improved. Between 2018 and 2021, the
quality of liberal democracy declined in Slovenia, Poland, Portugal, Greece, and Serbia
in 2020, but their democratic decline was modest. At the same time, during the pandemic,
Croatia, Malta, Slovakia, Moldova, Ukraine and Romania improved their liberal democracy
scores. Yet, these improvements were also modest and of equal magnitude to the mag-
nitude of decay in the first group of countries. On average, the pandemic is a wash: most
countries stayed at their levels of democracy or modestly deviated in both directions.

Despite the observed stability, it is erroneous to conclude that the pandemic has no
direct, discernible, effect on the quality of democracy. In order to further examine if
Covid-19 harms not only lungs but also democracies, we turn to the index of pandemic
violations of democratic standards (Table 1). The index of pandemic violations “captures
the extent to which state responses to Covid-19 violate democratic standards for emer-
gency responses ... It is not intended to measure a level of democracy” (Edgell et al.
2020).% Table 1 suggests, however, that there is a relationship between the index of pan-
demic violations and the quality of democracy.® Old democracies, such as Switzerland, are
unaffected by Covid-19 while violations flourish in countries with weaker democratic insti-
tutions, such as Bosnia and Herzegovina. Table 1 also shows that pandemic violations do
occur but they are not very common. Most European countries fall into the category of
“no” or “only minor violations”. Countries with resilient democratic institutions, such as
Germany or Finland have no violations and their democratic standards did not suffer
during the pandemic.
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Changes in Liberal Democratic Scores between 2018-2021
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Figure 1. Changes in Liberal Democratic Scores between 2018 and 2021. Note: The countries are
sorted according to their liberal democratic scores in 2018 from highest to lowest. The change
(blue bars) is calculated as a change between 2021-2018. Negative values stand for deterioration,
positive values indicate improvements in liberal democratic scores. Source: V-Dem, March 2022.
Version 12.

Major violations are experienced by countries that have already been on a downward
trajectory before the pandemic, such as Serbia and Greece. These countries (among
others) significantly violated democratic standards during the pandemic. Despite this,
during Covid-19, democracy in Greece and Serbia deteriorated only mildly and other
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Table 1. Pandemic Violations of Democratic Standards in Europe (2020-2021).

Index Countries

No violations Austria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Netherlands, Portugal, Switzerland

Minor Bulgaria, Slovenia, Spain, Czech Republic, Moldova, Ukraine, United Kingdom, Belgium, France, Italy,
violations Lithuania, Norway, Romania, Sweden

Some Croatia, Hungary, N. Macedonia, Slovakia, Albania, Poland
violations

Major Greece, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, (Belarus), (Russia)
violations

Data source: V-Dem. Pandemic Backsliding Index.

countries that violated democratic standards stayed on their pre-pandemic sub-par levels
of democracy (Figure 1). If pandemic violations in Europe are mostly subtle and uncom-
mon in old democracies, countries with middling violations and some democratic infrac-
tions are mostly suitable for understanding the mechanics of pandemic-related
democratic decay.

The Visegrad Four countries, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia,
occupy the middle category of minor to some pandemic violations and therefore are
more suited for inspection than stable democracies with no infractions, or countries cur-
rently undergoing a fast-paced erosion (Table 1). These countries share broad similarities
in terms of state capacity and levels of development, as well as a political tendency to
insulate themselves using tough measures right at the onset of the pandemic (Anghel
and Jones 2022; Aktlrk and Lika 2022; Guasti 2020). In all four countries, democracy
has been eroding for almost half of a decade, but the process of erosion has stabilised
(NIT 2022). What is the “value-added effect” of the pandemic if the determinants of demo-
cratic trajectories are path-dependent? Hypothetically speaking, would countries with
illiberal leaders, such as Hungary, continue their decay at the same rate if it was not for
the shock of Covid 19?

Before we proceed further, we look closer at the specific sources of democratic erosion.
A more detailed view allows us to determine whether accountability weakened during the
pandemic or due to the pandemic. The pandemic violations index has seven sub-com-
ponents, one of which is restrictions on media freedoms. Infringements on media free-
doms greatly influence the overall index of pandemic violations both in Europe and
worldwide. Figures 2(a,b) deconstruct the index to its components to show that media vio-
lations are a substantial driver of the index. It is important to note that the pandemic vio-
lations index is only supposed to capture media violations “attributable” to the pandemic.

However, media violations are path dependent and not always easily attributable to
the pandemic. For example, in Italy, Poland, Greece and Ukraine, media freedoms are
coded as having experienced major pandemic violations. This coding greatly influences
the overall index, since other infringements are typically less severe. Media infringements
in Ukraine illuminate the dilemma of attributing media decay, and therefore democratic
erosion, to Covid-19. Ukraine is coded by V-dem as having no pandemic violations on five
components, one minor violation on discriminatory measures and major violations on
restrictions of media.* A closer read of the pandemic violations coding narrative shows
that, despite the fact that, according to the coders, “media freedoms were not affected
by the emergency measures”, the index component suggests that government limited
access of media due to the Covid-19 related measures. For example, independent
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The Intensity of Pandemic Violations in 143 countries by Components
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(a)
The Intensity of Pandemic Violations in 33 European countries by Components
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Figure 2. (a) The intensity of Pandemic Violations in 143 Countries by Sub-components. Minimum: 0
(no violations in 143 countries). Maximum: 3*143 (major violations in 143 countries) in a single com-
ponent. The value of 492 would therefore mean that there were “major” media violations in all 143
countries. Coded as no violation = 0. Minor violations = 1. Some violations = 2. Major violations = 3.
Source: Source: V Dem (index deconstructed by authors). (b) The intensity of Pandemic Violations
in 33 European Countries by Sub-components. Minimum: 0 (no violations in 33 countries).
Maximum: 3*33 (major violations in 33 countries) in a single component. The value of 99 would there-
fore mean that there were "major" media violations in all 33 countries. Source: V Dem (index decon-
structed by authors).

media were not allowed to attend municipal council meetings in Kryvyi Rih and Kakhovka.
These actions resulted in harsh coding of restrictions of media and, in overall, put Ukraine
into a category of pandemic backsliding. Independent media in Ukraine struggled to
access government information even before the pandemic (Dovbysh and Lehtisaari
2020), but the logic of the index attributes media violations to the pandemic. The
coders noted that the overall status quo of media freedoms was preserved, which contra-
dicts the underlying logic of the coding.

Media freedoms have been deteriorating in the past decade globally, mirroring nega-
tive trends in trajectories of liberal democracies. The same path dependency that we
observed with respect to the quality of democracy applies to media as well.” Figure 3
shows that government censorship before the pandemic (2018) is a robust predictor of
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Pandemic Violations and Government Censorship of Media
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Figure 3. Government Censorship of Media and Pandemic Violations in Europe (2020-2021). Data
Source: V-Dem.

pandemic violations. It suggests that media freedom violations merely reflect the relation-
ship between governments and media established before the crisis. Therefore, a practice
of past government media abuse and censorship results in a lack of transparency and
overall poor performance in the pandemic. Violations of media freedoms, a major
driver of an index of pandemic backsliding, are only loosely related to the pandemic, if
at all.

The relationship between media, governments and transparency raises the following
question: How to differentiate between decay that happened during the pandemic or
due to the pandemic? How to identify processes and opportunities that would have
not happened otherwise? For example, a legal and temporal suspension of the parliament
necessitated by the emergency powers to combat the virus is an opportunity, but not
necessarily a pandemic power grab. It becomes a power grab when emergency powers
are extended outside the formal institutional guardrails. Pandemic media freedom viola-
tions and efforts to curb minority rights are frequently consistent with previous policies
put in motion well before the outbreak of the novel coronavirus. For example, the
hostile takeover of the regional media network Polska Press by the state giant PKN
Orlen (controlled by the ruling party) in preparation of the upcoming elections in 2023
was long in the making in anticipation of electoral contestation.® We conclude that diag-
onal accountability eroded during the pandemic, not due to the pandemic.

Our reasoning in the domain of minority rights is similar. For example, a new law
passed in Hungary in 2021 - that bundled protection of children against paedophilia
with a ban on exposure to LGBTQ curriculum in schools — was drafted to bait the
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opposition and the European critics before the spring 2022 elections. The law had two
political goals. International critique of the law allows Fidesz to claim victimhood status
in the European Union with an argument that it infringes upon Hungarian sovereignty.
At the domestic level, tying sexual predation on children with LGBTQ issues creates a
trap because Fidesz can frame its political opposition that does not support the law as
defenders of child abuse and protectors of paedophiles. Furthermore, policies that tar-
geted sexual minorities have been put into motion before 2019. The law is consistent
with the pre-pandemic efforts of Fidesz to create new categories of public enemies to
crush political opposition. Therefore, we view it as an effort to restrict minority rights
that happened during the pandemic, not due to it.

The pandemic is a handful. It affords politicians with new opportunities because parlia-
ments and state institutions are overwhelmed and distracted. Efforts to diminish rights
also follow from the pandemic if a new or controversial law or policy is suddenly and
quietly proposed. For example, an unsuccessful attempt to sneak in a restriction of abor-
tion in Slovakia into a health bill in 2020 was a (failed) effort to restrict abortion rights. It
also indicates resilience, since an attempt in the parliament was made, but failed (if only
by one vote). ’

We now turn to the analysis of democratic decay during the pandemic from the per-
spective of vertical, horizontal, and diagonal accountability. During the pandemic, vertical
accountability declined in Poland (2021) and Hungary (2022). Horizontal accountability
declined more broadly in Poland, Hungary, and Slovakia. Diagonal accountability was
contested. Polish and Hungarian governments continued with the onslaught on media
freedoms. Attacks on free media press were absent in Slovakia and (to a degree) in the
Czech Republic (with the caveat regarding the Czech TV). Finally, during the pandemic,
civil society was significantly mobilised for democracy in all four countries.

Vertical accountability is associated with free elections as it maps voters’ preferences
onto electoral outcomes. Multiple elections took place between 2020 and 2022. In
2022, Hungarian parliamentary elections sealed Fidesz's power with a big win. The hetero-
genous opposition could not rally behind its anti-Orban candidate. More importantly, the
election was an uphill battle due to severe gerrymandering, state-captured media, pre-
electoral state spending on voters by Fidesz and Orban’s skilful manoeuvring between
Putin and Brussels in the time of war.®

In Czechia, the democratic opposition was able to dislodge the ruling party ANO in
2021 in free and fair general elections, as two coalitions — a conservative and a liberal -
won a majority in the parliament. This was a significant defeat for a populist leader
Andrej Babis. The parliamentary elections halted democratic decay in Czechia. Czech
Repubilic also held regional and Senate elections in October 2020. The Czech government
first proposed to exclude COVID-19 positive and quarantining citizens from participation
in the elections. ° Upon backlash from the opposition, the government changed the
course by providing necessary protection to poll workers and introduced drive-thru
voting. Compared to previous elections, the turnout in Czechia increased by several per-
centage points (from 34.5% in 2016 to 38% in 2020).

Slovak democracy slightly improved, because a former ruling party Smer, marred with
corruption scandals, lost power in February 2020 general elections, before the onset of
Covid-19. The transfer of power was uneventful and did not hinder the pandemic
response. In Poland, presidential elections in 2020 were plagued with chaos. The
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incumbency gave president Duda an advantage over his challengers, whose campaigns
were limited by pandemic restrictions, while the incumbent Duda travelled the
country.'® While Duda’s incumbency advantage is unrelated to the pandemic, the restric-
tion on campaigning that weakened the opposition opponents can be directly attributed
to the pandemic.

Horizontal accountability was assaulted in all four countries. Orban initially indefinitely
suspended the parliament. Poland was immersed in an ongoing struggle over the control
of the Constitutional Tribunal. However, the opposition-controlled Upper Chamber
(Senate) in Poland and the Czech Republic was able to serve as an effective constrain
against attempts to instrumentalize the pandemic. Constitutional Courts in Czechia and
Slovakia corrected governments’ overreach - for example, in Czechia, courts pushed
against store closures and unconstitutional travel restrictions. In Slovakia, courts limited
mobile phone tracking by government bodies."" Czech and Slovak Constitutional
Courts sought to balance the protection of public health and constitutional principles.
They were remarkably resilient. In Hungary and Poland, where the government control
over the Constitutional Courts is significantly advanced, the courts were unable and
unwilling to constrain the executives.

Diagonal accountability has two major components: civil society and free media. We
analyze them separately. During the pandemic, media freedoms declined both in
Poland and Hungary, both governments significantly limited media pluralism in 2020
and 2021. In Hungary, the last independent media outlet was closed (Klubradio in Febru-
ary 2021) as its expiring licence was not renewed. Hungary also amended the Authoris-
ation Act, which was adopted to prevent the spread of “misinformation” during a state
of emergency.

In Poland, the government-owned PNP ORLEN company purchased a network of
regional media Polska Press, printing, and distribution facilities and the largest domestic
network on newspaper kiosks (Ruch). Furthermore, in the summer of 2021, the Polish
government took on an American-owned private and independent TV station, TVN24,
despite a very strong opposition from the US government. The PiS led-government’s
objective was to nationalise TVN24 by selling it to a Polish state company.'” In a
raucous meeting in the Lower Chamber, the government succeeded while bending the
vote, but the bill was eventually vetoed by President Duda in December 2021.

There were no major attempts to curtail media freedoms in Slovakia. In the Czech
Republic, before ANO lost elections in October 2021, the ruling party ANO led by PM
Andrej Babi§ spearheaded an attack on the independence of the state TV.'? This effort
to tame the TV failed. Furthermore, Czechia has an independent public and private free
press capable of counteracting the former Prime Minister's (now MP) private media
empire. During the pandemic, investigative journalists reported preferential treatment
of the MAFRA group (owned by Agrofert, a company controlled by the former Prime Min-
ister Andrej Babis) by state-owned companies such as the Czech Railways. Furthermore,
the MAFRA media group benefited significantly more from the relief package for the
media and culture. In Czechia, all attempts to undermine formal institutions were sub-
jected to meticulous scrutiny by the courts and failed.

Civil society was very active in all four countries during the pandemic. In the Czech
Republic, civil society rallied to provide DIY masks and protection equipment to health-
care professionals and citizens during the first pandemic wave in the spring of 2020. In
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Slovakia, anti-corruption groups mounted an unsuccessful campaign against the pro-
posed reform of public procurement. However, the government that rose to power on
anti-corruption did not engage with civil society once in power.'”

In Poland, civil society is very polarised and mirrors deep political divisions. During the
pandemic, civil society mobilised against scapegoating LGBTQ+ groups and in support
reproductive rights (more than 400,000 gathered in 410 locations in October 2020), judi-
cial independence, and the rule of law. However, far-right groups disrupted these demon-
strations and clashed with the protestors. The government let far-right groups protest
with no inhibitions, but enforced Covid-19 restrictions vis-a-vis anti-government protes-
ters (cf. Bernhard 2021).'®

Similarly, in Hungary, while the government curtailed the rights to assembly due to the
pandemic, major anti-Roma demonstrations by far-right groups (Our Homeland Move-
ment) took place unconstrained in February 2020, while pro-democratic protestors demon-
strating in their cars in April and May 2020 were fined."” Protests against curtailing
academic freedoms and government takeover of universities included students occupying
several university buildings in protest. Contestation and pro-democratic protests preceded
the pandemic and were mere continuations of the efforts to weaken Fidesz. Although hori-
zontal accountability eroded and free media were attacked both in Hungary and Poland,
civil society mobilised in all four countries. Civic activism also substituted for failures of
the states to prevent the spread of Covid-19 and to protect the most vulnerable.

The presence or absence of civil society mobilisation in defence of democracy goes
beyond the mere assessment of the strength and weaknesses of civil society. There
were many forms of civil society mobilisation during the pandemic: protests for racial
justice (Black lives matters), protests against the restriction of reproductive rights
(Poland 2020, 2021), illiberal policies (Yellow Vests in France), mask mandates, and
other pandemic measures (Germany and elsewhere 2020 and 2021), protests for democ-
racy (Bulgaria 2020 and Czechia 2020, 2021). Protests are complex: anti-government pro-
tests in the Czech Republic focused on rule of law and democratic pluralism, in Poland the
anti-government protests combined calls to protect minorities, abortion rights, and
democratic pluralism (cf. Bernhard 2021). Protests are important, however, their ability
to prevent decay varies significantly and the link between protests and democratic resi-
lience is complex.

Democratic decay due to the pandemic

The challenge of drawing a causal link between government actions to undermine
accountability and the pandemic is significant. In this section, we only identify decay
for which the pandemic was conducive — a window of opportunity exploited by the gov-
ernment. The analysis of three forms of accountability shows that decay due to the pan-
demic was rare. Table 2 previews our findings. We found only two instances of decay that
can be directly attributed to the pandemic. First, the expansion of emergency powers in
Hungary is a textbook example of a pandemic power grab. Second, the Polish 2020 pre-
sidential election contributed to democratic erosion using opportunities related to Covid-
19 related restrictions on public gatherings. The incumbent Andrzej Duda was able to
campaign nationwide, regardless of the pandemic, which gave him an advantage over
the challenger.'®
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Table 2. Democratic Decay in Visegrad Four Countries due to the Pandemic.

Accountability Countries

Hungary Poland Czechia Slovakia
vertical 0 (status quo) decay due to the pandemic 0 0
horizontal power grab due to the pandemic 0 0 0
diagonal - media 0 0 0 0
diagonal - civil society 0 0 0 0

The only unquestionable pandemic power grab took place in Hungary. It is the only
country where horizontal accountability weakened due to the pandemic (Table 2). On
30 March 2020, the Hungarian National Assembly passed a law adopting an indefinite
state of emergency, which allowed Prime Minister Viktor Orban to rule by decree (Vegh
2020). Moreover, while the law remained fully in force beyond summer 2020, it shifted
power to Prime Minister Orban. The state of emergency prevented parliamentary over-
sight (which takes place by regular reauthorization of a fixed-term state of emergency).
The law gave state prosecutors new powers to imprison anyone who “spread false infor-
mation or distorted facts”, which silenced political opponents. With the parliamentary
opposition sidelined, the jail penalties provided the government also with opportunities
to harass civil society and what is left of the free press. As a result, Hungarian citizens have
lost a significant part of their civic rights and gained little protection against Covid-19
(Guasti 2020).

Initially, vertical accountability was suspended in Hungary until parliamentary elections
in 2022. At the onset of the pandemic, all local and national elections, by-elections, and
referenda were postponed. The amendment to the electoral law adopted in December
2020 introduced stricter criteria for registering in general elections but cannot be directly
linked to the pandemic. While Hungarian elections in 2022 weakened opposition due to
the institutional biases that date back to 2010, the Polish Presidential election of 2020 was
highly contested.

Although “competitive” and “well-organized,” according to the OSCE, presidential elec-
tions in Poland during the pandemic presented the incumbent President Duda with
advantages to weaken his opponent. The Freedom House lowered the score for the elec-
toral process from 4 to 3 “because the government attempted to bypass the country’s
electoral authority to arrange postal voting for the presidential election, delayed the
contest extralegally, and misused state resources to benefit the incumbent.”'® The pan-
demic measures weakened the opposition because they restricted the ability of Duda’s
opponents to rally behind their candidate Trzaskowski and because the incumbent gov-
ernment created uncertainty about the date of the election. Duda won with a thin margin
(51%). However, despite these serious flaws, elections were competitive.

The Polish case also demonstrates that civil pushback can fail. The Polish Constitutional
Court issued its abortion ruling during the pandemic in October 2020. The de-facto abor-
tion ban in Poland teaches us that parties in power can push through laws, policies, and
regulations that would, under normal circumstances, be subjected to more scrutiny.20
When the rights of assembly are limited, it is more difficult for citizens to mobilise, yet
the mobilisation of Polish civil society during the pandemic - inventing new forms of
protest such as traffic blocking shows that intense scrutiny occurred regardless.
Perhaps the government viewed the pandemic as a window of opportunity, but this
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calculation did not add up. Overall, Polish democratic erosion during the pandemic was a
continuation of long-term illiberal trends rather than an abrupt turn in the era of Covid-19
as we described in the previous section.

The pandemic was filled with protests, counter-protests, efforts to bend institutions as
well as remarkable resilience. Crises are opportunities to expand power that can result in
democratic decay. Only Orban’s emergency powers in Hungary and presidential elections
in Poland qualify as decay directly attributable to pandemic opportunities. While formal
institutions are resilient, informal institutions and more bendable and easier to weaken.
What are the weak points of governance that can be exploited during the health crisis?
The domains most susceptible to abuse are those in which oversight was directly loo-
sened. The most powerful mechanism that allows politicians to use the pandemic to
tilt the level playing field against the opposition is for them to use the power of the
purse. This aspect of the pandemic, which we call the “pandemic heist,” is not captured
by the pandemic violations index.

Pandemic heist

We identified democratic decay during the pandemic, but found very limited evidence of
erosions directly attributable to the health crisis. Now, we “follow the money” to identify
the sources of pandemic decay. A political economy approach allows us to find a
“smoking gun.” We show how loose fiscal rules and weakening of institutional guardrails
allowed parties in power to gain the upper hand. Pandemic is a window of opportunity
that enables suspension of oversight in purchasing PPE (personal protective equipment)
and increased state spending. Covid-related abuse of state resources stems from previous
practices, but the crisis enhances non-transparent processes associated with pandemic-
related relief efforts.

Similar to media freedoms and the quality of democracy, corruption is also path-
dependent. Figure 4 shows a strong relationship between pre-pandemic perceived
levels of corruption and the degree of pandemic violations. The lack of transparency
inherited from the pre-pandemic period is strongly associated with pandemic violations
of democratic standards. However, the urgency of government aid during the Covid-19
crisis created new opportunities for pandemic heist, in addition to entrenched processes
of fraud and abuse that were already in place. In the next section, we identify areas in
which the pandemic deepened underlying trends further and how.

“Pandemic heist” are actions of executives who use the power of the purse to reward
their base and to weaken opponents. Tilted state spending then opens pathways to
power grabs due to the pandemic. As the states dramatically expanded state spending
to save the economy and propped up the health care sector, three types of pandemic
heist emerged: irregularities/corruption in pandemic-related procurement, the use of
the pandemic opportunities to rewrite the fiscal rules, and tilting the pandemic relief
towards loyalists or regions controlled by the governing party.*'

Table 3 summarises our findings. Hungarian and Polish governments aggressively used
the power of the purse to weaken political opposition. Parties in power provided revenue
streams to allies via public procurement irregularities, strategically targeted pandemic
relief, and even bent the relief rules. Public procurement irregularities associated with
pandemic-related relief and equipment also occurred in the Czech Republic and Slovakia,
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Pandemic Violations and Corruption Perception
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Figure 4. Corruption and Pandemic Violations in Europe (2020-2021). Source: V-Dem. The number of
countries = 33.

however, to a lesser degree. In Czechia, we found no evidence that the government tilted
the pandemic relief, but the party in power pushed through a new tax reform, which sub-
stantively overhauled fiscal rules and centralised power. Slovak new, fragmented govern-
ment won elections on an anti-corruption platform in 2020. It is the only government in
the Visegrad region that was not willing or not capable to use the power of the purse to its
benefit.

The pandemic created opportunities to award government contracts without transpar-
ent, competitive bidding. In public procurement, the necessity to alleviate the horrific
impact of Covid-19 urgently resulted in a significant increase of public contracts
awarded without competition. In Hungary, the proportion of state contracts without
bidding increased from 19% (pre-pandemic) to 41% (during the pandemic).22 The con-
tracts were awarded to companies and entrepreneurs with close ties to the government.
Subsequent attempts by the institutions of oversight and civil society to provide scrutiny
and transparency were dismissed.?* Similar processes unfolded in Poland. In March 2020,
the Polish government adopted a law that provided impunity to public officials who

Table 3. The Power of the Purse: Tilting the Level Playing Field due to the Pandemic.

Pandemic Heist Countries

Poland Hungary Slovakia Czechia
Procurement irregularities 1 (identified) 1 1 1
Rewriting of the fiscal rules 1 1 0 (not identified) 1

Pandemic relief tilted 1 1 0 0
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caused a financial loss in acquiring the PPE equipment and other pandemic-related
materials.?* The Polish state de-facto guaranteed immunity from pandemic-related cor-
ruption (Table 3).

In the Czech Republic, the Supreme Audit Office strongly criticised the lack of prep-
aration for the pandemic, chaos in PPE procurement, price fluctuation, and problems
with quality and transport. The most critique was directed toward the Ministry of
Health and the Ministry of Interior. The two ministries, controlled by two different
coalition partners, competed for public support by acquiring PPE and ventilators,
especially during the first wave of the pandemic. This resulted in paying inflated prices
for masks and other pandemic-related pandemic equipment (Bustikova and Babos
2020). In the second half of 2020 and 2021, similar issues plagued the procurement of
antigen and PCR tests for schools and the selection of companies to distribute vaccines
across the country.?” The Supreme Audit Office initiated investigations into procurement.
Pandemic-related fraud became a salient issue for some anti-government parties compet-
ing in the 2021 parliamentary elections.

However, in most cases, a very small political price was paid for the irregularities in
public procurement. An important exception was the purchase of the Sputnik V
vaccine by then the Prime Minister of Slovakia Igor Matovic in March 2021. It was a clan-
destine operation behind the backs of his coalition partners. An anti-establishment advo-
cate Matovi¢ ruled briefly for one year. He faced the challenges of holding together a
highly fragmented movement-party OL'aNO and its diverse internal coalition partners.
He paid the ultimate political price for his dilettantism and was forced to resign. He
was replaced by Eduard Heger in April 2021 (also from OL’aNO).

In contrast to the fragmented executive in Slovakia, the Hungarian and Polish parties in
power are more entrenched and stable. They were in a better position to seize upon pan-
demic opportunities. To directly reward loyalists, Fidesz and Polish Law and Justice Party
rewrote fiscal rules (Table 3), which allowed them to channel aid to friendly municipalities
and undercut large cities. In Czechia, fiscal rules were also changed, yet there is no evi-
dence that the government provided preferential treatment to local and regional govern-
ments it controlled. The opportunity to significantly change the tax code was facilitated
by huge budget deficits and a rising need to revamp public finances. ANO introduced a
new tax scheme, but the law was supported by two antagonistic parties, the governing
ANO and the opposition Civic Democratic Party (ODS). ANO and ODS decreased taxes
to 15%.

ANO suffered major losses in the 2020 regional and Senate elections. The new tax law,
introduced after the regional elections, was designed to undercut regional autonomy. The
law benefits any major party in power by increasing centralisation, which strengthens the
executive power of the purse. The rules were changed in December 2020 amidst the pan-
demic that created significant financial strain on municipalities due to revenue losses (e.g.
from tourism) and increases in expenditures (hospitals, schools). The change affects future
revenue streams of municipalities, especially in Prague and Central Bohemia (both gov-
erned by parties not sympathetic to ANO). Unfortunately for ANQ, it lost the 2021 parlia-
mentary elections. Fortunately for ODS, its leader became a new Prime Minister.

In Slovakia, the tension between central and local governments also stems from
measures that negatively affected the revenues of local municipalities - such as the gov-
ernment’s decision in 2020 to allow seniors and students to use public transport free of
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charge. However, no major fiscal rules were revamped. Furthermore, there was no indi-
cation that relief programmes such as interest-free municipal loans were tilted towards
some parties or regions controlled by the ruling party OL'aNO. After February 2020, Slo-
vakia was governed by a fragile coalition. OL'aNO, the populist anti-corruption party in
power, is a governmental newcomer with no discernible voter base or a regional
pattern of voting that could guide it to tilt Covid-related aid.

The pandemic relief can be used as a carrot and a stick in skillful hands. Using new pan-
demic fiscal guidelines, strong executives can tilt the pandemic relief: loyalists can be
rewarded with resources, and political opponents can be punished with scarcity (Table
3). In Hungary, Fidesz government withdrew resources from municipalities and limited
their competencies (Martin 2021; NIT Hungary 2022). The government punished localities
controlled by the opposition. For example, oppositional municipalities were targeted to
perform additional services during the pandemic. The government abolished parking
fees, redirected vehicle tax, and made major changes in the allocation of solidarity tax.

Some competencies of municipalities were revoked and their revenues were diverted
to designated special economic zones during the state of danger. These measures were
designed to undermine Budapest and other cities, such as God, governed by the opposi-
tion.?® According to Martin (2021), “the town of God, home to a major Samsung factory,
now stands to lose 10% of its annual budget due to being placed in one of these new
zones (i.e. an area whose tax income is transferred directly to the county budget
instead of the local administration).” The leader of the Hungarian opposition alliance
“United for Hungary” Peter Marki-Zay, a mayor of the city of Hodmezovasarhely told to
Foreign Policy, that due to the pandemic-era funding reallocations the city will lose 7-8
percent of its overall income. In his words: “It's a huge blow. ... It makes absolutely no
sense, except as a political annihilation of opposition political cities ... They used the
COVID crisis to conduct a smear campaign against opposition mayors and criticise us
for anything. ... We are very easy to blame” (Foreign Policy 2020). Therefore, undercutting
municipalities allows Orban to shift responsibility for a bad pandemic response (cf.
Chaisty, Gerry, and Whitefield 2022).

Similarly, in Poland, pandemic relief rewarded loyalists and punished opponents. The
PiS government decided to allocate 50% of the pandemic relief to municipalities based on
population size and the other 50% based on “competitive grant procedures.” These allo-
cation formulas are similar to the Local Roads Fund and are skewed significantly towards
the municipalities governed by the ruling parties, especially sympathetic to Law and
Justice Party (NIT 2022). Matuszak, Totleben, and Piatek (2022) analyzed the allocations
from the Governmental Fund for Local Investments (GFLI) to Polish municipalities. They
find that “municipalities in which a mayor was aligned with the ruling coalition were sig-
nificantly more likely to receive the second- and third-round GFLI funds than municipali-
ties in which the mayor was either aligned with the opposition or unaligned with any
party in the parliament... [and] the coalition municipalities were receiving higher per
capita funds than the opposition and unaligned municipalities in round 2" Matuszak,
Totleben, and Pigtek (2022, 64-65).

Flis and Swianiewicz (2021) reach similar conclusions. Their analysis of the third install-
ment of the Central Governmental Fund for Local Investments paid out in March 2021
concludes that the allocation of funds favoured small municipalities. They also found
that the allocation of funds was biased: “Nearly all the municipalities run by PiS mayors
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received funding, with half of them even receiving it twice. In contrast, in a clear majority
of cases, municipalities with mayors from the opposition parties were bypassed in both
installments” (Flis and Swianiewicz 2021, 3).

The “pandemic heist” is the most common pandemic violation that is both effective and
can be directly attributed to opportunities afforded by the health crisis. Some parties use
the crisis to use the power of the purse with impunity others are restrained. The Covid-19
crisis legitimises big state spending. Hungary and Poland took advantage of controlling
public finances as they allocated pandemic relief. Procurement irregularities and corrup-
tion increased in all four countries, but only Slovakia did not use the crisis to overhaul
public finances or to construe politicised fiscal laws. In a crisis, government spending is
subjected to weaker regulations, and crisis management can easily bypass the confine-
ments of institutional rules. The pandemic necessitates limited oversight and loosens
up budgetary constraints. It also allows for a revamp of fiscal policies and facilitates execu-
tive dominance as procurement contracts are often awarded to political cronies, allies,
and loyalists. Parties in power gain disproportionate access to emergency funds and
are tempted to abuse them as they reward allies with a carrot and punish the opposition
with a stick. The executive power of the purse is a significant opportunity to channel state
resources to loyalists. All governments are tempted by the “pandemic heist,” but those
that proceed with impunity can be directly linked to a power grab due to the pandemic.

Conclusion

What is the source of democratic decay in the pandemic? Extraordinary crises, such as
Covid-19 outbreak, are opportunities to expand power. We identify two gaps in the litera-
ture on pandemic distortions of democratic standards. First, more is needed to identify
mechanisms that link power abuses to the pandemic. While the literature can demon-
strate decay (Engler et al. 2021; Edgell et al. 2021; Guasti 2020; Petrov 2020), it does
not differentiate between processes of decay that are happening during the pandemic
or due to the pandemic.

Second, most of the Covid-related research in political science has paid attention to
violations of formal institutions, but less attention is devoted to pandemic finances (for
an exception, see Bohle et al. 2021). This is unfortunate, since pandemic-related spending
and limited oversight create new opportunities for corruption in public procurement and
distribution of pandemic relief. The executive power of the purse creates opens doors to
politicisation and hijacking of the pandemic spending (Bruckner 2019; Bustikova and Cor-
duneanu-Huci 2017; Kirya 2020; Rose-Ackerman 2021; Terziev, Georgiev, and Bankov
2020; The World Justice Project 2020).

We analyze the extent to which pandemic power grabs succeeded and failed in Europe
using the new V-Dem dataset on pandemic violations. We then explore the Visegrad Four
countries to differentiate between democratic decay that happened during the pandemic
from decay due to it. Three findings stand out. First, democratic decay occurs predomi-
nantly during the pandemic - as part of a path-dependent process in countries where
institutional guardrails have been already weakened (Bustikova 2020; Stanley 2019;
Vachudova 2020). We selected Visegrad Four countries as countries with pandemic viola-
tions, and we found that democratic decay due to the pandemic is rare. Third, we find
evidence that pandemic executives benefited from the power of the purse. The pandemic
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power grab results from opportunities for governments to bypass institutions of oversight
in public procurement and to tilt allocations of public resources during the pandemic.

Formal institutions are remarkably resilient during the pandemic as courts, media, civil
society, and political opposition push back against governmental over-reach. There are
effective pathways to halt pandemic executives. Civic activism is necessary. Political oppo-
sition must be willing to overcome fragmentation. Courts must balance the interests of
public health and democracy. But the pandemic finds a back door: the health crisis
affects democratic decay via informal institutions and the ability of the governments to
allocate spending, rewrite fiscal rules of the game, and reward insiders with pandemic
contracts when oversight is weakened. Ultimately, this weakens the opposition and
strengthens the executive.

In stark opposition to the financial crisis of 2008, the Covid-19 pandemic is the first
major crisis after 1989 that necessitates major public spending. The power of the purse
creates opportunities to weaken opponents using fiscal tools. A warning is in place.
Future major public spending programmes such as the national and the EU recovery pro-
grammes will enhance opportunities for power grabs. Without strong oversight, the
pouring of new funds onto current governments might accelerate democratic decay in
countries with weak institutional guardrails. Future research should focus on mechanisms
of democratic decay and resilience, broaden the analysis beyond the study of formal insti-
tutions and pay special attention to the relationship between the political economy of
pandemic relief and democratic quality.
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2. The Pandemic Violations of Democratic Standards Index (PanDem). The PanDem index and
the Pandemic Backsliding Index “provide a snapshot of how emergency responses to
Covid-19 may be affecting the quality of democracy within the country.” The PanDem
index has the following seven components: discriminatory measures, derogations from
non-derogable rights, abusive enforcement, no time limit, limitations on legislature, official
disinformation, restrictions of media freedom. Source: V-Dem. Pandemic Backsliding Index:
Democracy During COVID-19 (March to June 2021). Source: https://www.v-dem.net/en/
analysis/PanDem/.

3. Moreover, the index of pandemic violations highly correlates with the index of liberal democ-
racy before the pandemic and during the pandemic.

4. Source: https://github.com/vdeminstitute/pandem/commit/ce5c36aa5cac3ealaed1e2fad09
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of-polska-press-exposes-media-plurali/1680a14141 https://www.article19.org/resources/
pkn-orlen-media-purchase-violates-eu-merger-rules/
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. Source:  https://slovensko.hnonline.sk/13097395-potraty-sa-sprisnovat-nebudu-zaborskej-

zakon-v-parlamente-nepresiel
Source: https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2022/04/02/a-wild-gerrymander-makes-
hungarys-fidesz-party-hard-to-dislodge

. Between 2018-2021, PM Andrej Babis led minority coalition government of ANO and social

democrats with the support of the communists. Petr Fiala formed a new government of
five center right parties after October 2021 general elections. The new government won
the vote of confidence in January 2022.

Source: https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/04/28/poland-how-populists-have-exploited-
coronavirus-pub-81648

Source: https://www.irozhlas.cz/zpravy-svet/slovensko-ustavni-soud-rozhodnuti-data-mobi
Ini-telefony-osobni-udaje-koronavirus_2005131637_tzr

Source: https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/07/17/polands-attack-an-america
n-owned-tv-network-requires-strong-us-response/

Source: https://freedomhouse.org/country/czech-republic/nations-transit/2021

These numbers are based on circulation. Source: https://hlidacipes.org/ondrej-neumann-
babis-sva-media-uzivi-ze-statu-a-agrofertu-ostatni-hazi-pres-palubu/. Source: https://www.
forum24.cz/ministerstvo-posila-evropske-penize-do-agrofertu-pres-mf-dnes-jasny-stret-
zajmu-reaguji-europoslanci/

Source: https://freedomhouse.org/country/slovakia/nations-transit/2021

During women'’s protest the police used “the sanitary restrictions in force to stifle protests.
The police checked participants’ identity documents, detained them, and used direct coer-
cion measures. Some of the interventions were characterized by brutality, which was excep-
tional for Polish conditions, including beatings of demonstrators by ununiformed officers
from anti-terrorist units.” Source: https://ejournals.epublishing.ekt.gr/index.php/hapscpbs/
issue/view/1598/462

Source: https://freedomhouse.org/country/hungary/nations-transit/2021

Source: https://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/poland/464601

Freedom House. Poland. 2021. Source: https://freedomhouse.org/country/poland/freedom-
world/2021

Source: https://www.politykazdrowotna.com/71080,aborcja-stala-sie-praktycznie-niedopusz
czalna-w-polsce

The European countries increased budget deficits during the pandemic. Compared with the
first quarter of 2020, all European member states registered an increase in their debt to GDP
ratio at the end of the first quarter of 2021 (by 13.7%.). The euro area increased the ratio by
14.4%. Cyprus and Greece increased their debts by almost thirty percent, while Ireland and
Norway increased debt by less than two percent. Czechia increased its debt by 11.7%,
Hungary by 15.3%, Poland by 11.6% and Slovakia by 10.8%. Source: Eurostat. Government
debt up to 100.5% of GDP in euro area. 84/2021- 22 July 2021. Link: https://ec.europa.eu/
eurostat/documents/2995521/11563191/2-22072021-AP-EN.pdf/282c649b-ae6e-3a7f-9430-
7c8b6eeceee777t=1626942865088
https://www.transparency.org/en/blog/hungarys-rule-of-law-backsliding-continues-amidst-
the-covid-19-crisis
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52021SC0714 https://freed
omhouse.org/country/hungary/nations-transit/2022

Article 10d reads: “No crime shall be committed by whoever infringes official duties or appli-
cable laws and regulations in order to counteract COVID-19 while acting in the public interest
and where such action could not have been possible or had been considerably at risk without
such infringement”. Source: https://www.batory.org.pl/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Tarcze_
ENG.pdf Also see: https://freedomhouse.org/country/poland/nations-transit/2021.

Source: https://www.nku.cz/cz/pro-media/tiskove-zpravy/stat-podcenil-pripravu-na-pandem
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