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In a video message on Facebook referring to criticism of a new open-ended law that allows rule by decree under the 

state of emergency, Kovács said that whenever Hungary had chosen “a path at odds from that of the EU” over the past ten 

years, and tailored its laws to its own needs, “its domestic and international critics were always quick to react”. He called 

it “outrageous” that Hungary was “again the one to be singled out” when the world was seeing the devastation caused 

by the virus in certain western and southern European countries alongside the “mistakes” made by their governments in 

handling the crisis. He dismissed concerns raised by European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen over Hungary’s 

emergency measures as “a typical example of the political double standards” applied to Hungary, arguing that Prime Minister 

Viktor Orbán had been granted no greater powers by the epidemic response law than those enjoyed by the president 

of France in peace time. “We ask everyone to focus and concentrate on protection,” Kovács said. “Everyone’s efforts are 

needed both at home and abroad.”

Zoltán Kovács, the state secretary for international communication and relations, has 
lambasted what he called a “witch hunt and coordinated smear campaign” against 
Hungary.

KOVÁCS DECRIES ‘POLITICAL WITH HUNT’

Coronavirus updates

Stats office releases retail trade 
figures for Feb 2020
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József Richter circus director feeding animals in a voluntary quarantine
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JUSTICE MIN: EPIDEMIC 
CHALLENGE FINDS EU 
WANTING

The novel coronavirus outbreak 

poses a unique challenge to the 

European Union, where traditional 

solutions “have been proven to be 

inadequate”, Justice Minister Judit 

Varga told MTI in reaction to a 

statement signed by 13 EU member 

states on Hungarian measures 

adopted against the epidemic. 

Varga said that Hungary, at the 

same time, “agrees fully” with the 

statement’s call to “uphold the 

fundamental values of freedom, 

democracy, the rule of law and 

fundamental rights.”

Thirteen European Union 

countries expressed concern over 

Hungary’s new law which enhances 

government powers to tackle the 

novel coronavirus epidemic. “In 

this unprecedented situation, it 

is legitimate that Member States 

adopt extraordinary measures to 

protect their citizens and overcome 

the crisis,” the governments of 

Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, 

Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, 

Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 

Portugal, Spain and Sweden said 

in the statement published on 

the websites of their respective 

foreign ministries. The countries 

added, however, that they were 

“deeply concerned about the risk 

of violations of the principles 

of rule of law, democracy and 

fundamental rights arising from 

the adoption of certain emergency 

measures”. They said Hungary 

should limit emergency measures 

to “what is strictly necessary”, 

proportionate and temporary. In 

addition, they called for measures 

to be subject to regular scrutiny 

and to abide by the principles of 

the rule of law, democracy and 

fundamental rights as well as 

international legal obligations. 

The emergency measures must not 

restrict the freedom of expression 

or the media, the statement added. 

Member states must work together 

to overcome the coronavirus crisis 

and uphold European principles 

and values, they said. “We therefore 

support the European Commission 

initiative to monitor the emergency 

measures and their application to 

ensure the fundamental values of 

the Union are upheld, and invite 

the General Affairs Council to take 

up the matter when appropriate,” 

the statement said.

Varga expressed regret that the 

“statement was not open for all 

member states to join.” Hungary, 

she added, has always promoted 

a “comprehensive evaluation of 

the EU’s basic principles, based 

on objective criteria and the 

principle of equal rights.” “Such 

an evaluation can include various 

states’ emergency measures during 

the crisis, once the hardest days 

are behind us,” she said, calling on 

member states to refrain from using 

the epidemic to “sow discord”.

NÉMETH: PARLT NOT 
SUSPENDED UNDER 
EPIDEMIC RESPONSE LAW

It is not true that Hungary’s new 

law in response to the epidemic 

suspends parliament, Zsolt Németh, 

the head of the foreign affairs 

committee, has said, addressing 

concerns raised over the law by a 

United States senator.

On Monday, Republican Senator 

James Risch of Idaho said in a 

statement that Hungary’s new 

law which enhances government 

powers to tackle the novel 

coronavirus epidemic “suspends” 

the country’s legislative body.

In a letter addressed to the 

senator, Németh said: “This could 

not be further from the truth.” 

Parliament is scheduled to meet 

again early next week, he added. 

The law in question, he said, 

“does not concern the operations 

of the National Assembly or its 

committees, the rights of or time 

allotted to the opposition, or 

anything of this nature”. Addressing 

the senator’s remark that the law 

“suspends all elections”, Németh 

said that although the legislation 

does suspend by-elections 

for the duration of the state of 

emergency, it would not affect the 

2022 parliamentary elections. He 

noted that Hungary’s constitution 

clearly stipulates that a general 

election would have to be held 

by May 2022 at the latest. Németh 
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said Risch had been “deliberately 

misled” about the law. “At first 

glance [Risch’s statement] is just 

like the hundreds of similar ones 

we have got used to seeing over 

the past ten years,” he said, adding 

that Risch’s statement was crucial 

in demonstrating how “a failure 

to carry out basic fact-checking 

leads to alternative realities”. This is 

“especially unfortunate” given that 

it “overshadows” the “promising 

development” of Hungarian-US 

ties seen under Donald Trump’s 

presidency, he added.

SZIJJÁRTÓ: HUNGARY 
PROPOSES SIMPLER 
EU RULES ON STATE 
INVESTMENT GRANTS

Hungary is proposing that the 

European Union simplify procedures 

when it comes to state investment 

subsidies, in order to boost the 

effectiveness of economic measures 

in connection with novel coronavirus, 

the foreign minister said. Péter Szijjártó 

said in a video message on Facebook 

that he had discussed the request 

with the European commissioner for 

budget and administration, Johannes 

Hahn, earlier in the day. Current 

EU regulations on state grants are 

extremely strict, he added. Hungary 

wants the EU to allow member states 

to freely encourage investments and 

consequently support them with a 

view to optimising the handling of 

the economic consequences of the 

pandemic, he said.

SZIJJÁRTÓ: HUNGARY 
BACKS STEPPING UP NATO 
ANTI-TERRORISM EFFORTS

Under the extraordinary 

circumstances created by the 

novel coronavirus pandemic, it is 

especially important to intensify 

NATO’s anti-terrorism efforts, 

Foreign Minister Péter Szijjártó told 

MTI, ahead of a videoconference 

meeting of the alliance’s foreign 

ministers. Terrorism is a root cause of 

illegal migration all over the world, 

Szijjártó said. Migration not only 

comes with “cultural and security 

risks” but “extreme health risks”, 

too, he said. The spread of the virus 

may speed up significantly along 

the routes of “illegal, uncontrolled 

migration”, he said.

Regarding the anti-terrorism 

missions of NATO, Szijjártó noted 

that the agreement between the US 

and Afghanistan had freed troops 

to be deployed elsewhere. Hungary 

will also have free capacities which 

it is ready to regroup into other 

missions “to keep the Hungarian 

contribution to NATO missions 

at their current level”. Hungary 

supports the expansion of NATO’s 

mission in Iraq, and is ready to 

take part in it, he said. Hungarian 

doctors and epidemiologists at 

NATO’s centre of excellence for 

military medicine in Budapest also 

play a leading role in the alliance’s 

pandemic containment efforts, he 

said.

JUSTICE MIN: EUROPEAN 
COURT RULING ON 
QUOTAS ‘DISCRIMINATIVE’

Hungary’s Justice Minister Judit 

Varga, commenting on a European 

court ruling against Hungary, 

Poland, and the Czech Republic for 

refusing to apply EU migrant quotas, 

said the European Commission had 

“obviously” acted in a discriminative 

manner when only three member 

states were subjected to the 

procedure.

Hungary, Poland and the Czech 

Republic failed to fulfil their 

obligations under laws of the 

European Union when they “refused 

to comply with the temporary 

mechanism for the relocation 

of applicants for international 

protection”, the Court of Justice of 

the EU (CJEU) said in a ruling. The 

court said that the three states “can 

rely neither on their responsibilities 

concerning the maintenance of law 

and order and the safeguarding of 

internal security, nor on the alleged 

malfunctioning of the relocation 

mechanism to avoid implementing 

that mechanism”.

The European Council stipulated 

in 2015 that Hungary should 

take over 1,264 asylum seekers, 

a decision which Hungary and 

Slovakia appealed against. The 

European court, however, dismissed 

the appeal in September 2017 and 

the European Commission sued 

Hungary in January 2018. The EU’s 
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temporary mechanism was aimed at 

easing the situation in Greece and 

Italy, struggling with hundreds of 

thousands of asylum applications at 

a peak time of the migration wave. 

Hungary, Poland and the Czech 

Republic refused to comply saying 

that passing decisions concerning 

their internal security was a national 

competency.

Varga said the EC’s actions had 

since lost legal ground because 

the “quota decrees” were only in 

force until the autumn of 2017, so 

the “ruling has no consequence”, she 

added. “The procedure only harmed 

the EU refugee system because 

the migration crisis still cannot be 

resolved by a mandatory transfer of 

asylum seekers,” she said.

HUNGARY REVISES 2020 
DEFICIT TARGET TO 2.9% 
OF GDP

Hungary now targets its 2020 

budget deficit, calculated according 

to the European Union’s accrual-

based accounting standards, at 

2.9% of GDP, according to a report 

submitted by the Central Statistical 

Office (KSH) to Eurostat. Finance 

Minister Mihály Varga said late in 

March that Hungary would not be 

able to achieve its target of 1% of 

GDP this year due to the impact of 

novel coronavirus. But the shortfall 

would likely be kept to below the 

3% threshold stipulated by the EU’s 

Maastricht criteria, he said, adding 

that the budget has more than 

400 billion forints (EUR 1.09bn) in 

reserves, leaving sufficient room 

to manage a 3% deficit. But if the 

economy needs to be restarted, the 

deficit could be higher, he added.

ORBÁN IN TALKS WITH 
VIRUS RESEARCHERS

In the absence of a vaccine, Hungary 

will need all medicines possible to 

ease the symptoms of Covid-19, 

Prime Minister Viktor Orbán has said. 

Several drugs are currently being 

tested or are ready for production in 

Hungary, “and the aim is to stockpile 

enough of them”, he said. Orbán 

and László Palkovics, the innovation 

and technology minister, held a 

videoconference with the heads 

of the teams researching the new 

coronavirus, to discuss developments 

necessary in the Hungarian 

pharmaceutical industry, the prime 

minister’s press chief, Bertalan Havasi, 

said. The team heads briefed Orbán on 

the results so far and on future steps 

and developments. Orbán warned that 

the epidemic was going to “last for a 

long time, and the brunt of it still lies 

ahead of us.”

Human Resources Minister Miklós 

Kásler last week commissioned 

scientists to research possible 

therapeutic treatments of Covid-19. 

Among the scientists at the meeting 

were virologist Ferenc Jakab of the 

Pécs University, Imre Kacskovics, the 

dean of the natural sciences faculty 

at Budapest’s Eötvös University, and 

Gergely Rost of the Szeged University.

OPERATIVE BOARD: 
POLICE FINE PEOPLE 
VIOLATING RESTRICTIONS

Police have imposed on-the-spot fines 

and filed criminal complaints against 

people who repeatedly violated the 

extraordinary measures introduced 

due to the novel coronavirus, an official 

of the operative board coordinating 

the response to the epidemic said. 

Police have issued 187 warnings to 

people violating curfew restrictions 

and also imposed 70 fines and filed 

162 complaints, Tibor Lakatos, the head 

of the board’s emergency centre, said. 

Those who repeatedly violate the rules 

will be fined or prosecuted, he said. 

Young people frequently gather in 

public areas and such meetings should 

be reduced to a minimum, he added.

Meanwhile, concerning 

“commanders” appointed to hospitals 

earlier this week, he said they had 

reported no serious insufficiencies 

that would threaten the delivery of 

health services. Commenting on 

prison inmates making face masks, 

he said that further production lines 

would be introduced to significantly 

increase production capacities. He 

added that no infections had been 

reported from any of the prisons and 

protective measures were in force. He 

said a total of 10,668 home quarantines 

had been ordered by the authorities so 

far, and compliance has been checked 

more than 78,000 times. A total of 

418 violations have been reported, 

36 warnings have been issued, 211 
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fines have been imposed and legal 

proceedings were initiated in 341 

cases. Lakatos added that a total of 32 

criminal procedures had been initiated 

for scaremongering, 22 for risking 

public alarm and 29 for fraud.

PÁRBESZÉD CALLS ON 
GOVT TO LIMIT BILLS TO 
EPIDEMIC RESPONSE

The opposition Párbeszéd party has 

called on the government to desist 

from submitting bills to parliament 

that are unrelated to its response to 

the novel coronavirus epidemic under 

the state of emergency. Addressing an 

online press conference, Párbeszéd 

lawmaker Olivio Kocsis-Cake said that 

despite having promised to only draft 

bills under the state of emergency that 

are related to combatting the virus, the 

government had recently submitted 

multiple proposals that had “nothing 

to do with” the epidemic.

He noted that the government has 

submitted proposals that include 

scrapping a ban on the construction 

of buildings in Budapest’s City Park that 

have not yet received a construction 

permit, appointing ministry officials 

to the supervisory boards of theatres 

operated by the capital, and classifying 

details of the upgrade of the Budapest-

Belgrade railway line as secret for ten 

years.

After coming under pressure, it also 

recently withdrew a bill that would 

have stripped some powers from 

local mayors in a state of emergency, 

Kocsis-Cake noted. Párbeszéd is 

not questioning the government’s 

authority to make swift decisions 

concerning the response to the 

coronavirus outbreak, he said, adding 

at the same time, that it was unclear 

how these bills would contribute to 

that. Kocsis-Cake noted that his party 

has recently called for the provision 

of more protective equipment and 

supplementary pay for health-care 

workers and the introduction of a 

universal basic income for businesses 

for the duration of the state of 

emergency. Párbeszéd’s proposals 

have also included the introduction of 

a solidarity tax, using monies flowing 

into sports organisations through 

tax refunds to upgrade hospitals and 

extending unemployment benefits 

from three to nine months, he said.

SOCIALISTS CALL FOR 
SIMPLIFIED SECONDARY 
SCHOOL LEAVING EXAMS

The opposition Socialists have called 

for simplified school leaving exams, 

in view of the school closures due 

to the coronavirus outbreak. István 

Hiller, deputy speaker of parliament 

and former education minister, asked 

the government at an online press 

conference to assess the educational 

and logistic aspects of reducing the 

exams to either oral or written tests. 

This academic year and the simplified 

exams should be accepted as fully 

equivalent to those completed under 

normal circumstances, Hiller said.

Hiller noted that foregoing the 

exams altogether could also be an 

option should the epidemic explode 

in a way that even small gatherings 

would endanger the participants’ 

health.

LMP CALLS FOR HALTING 
BUDAPEST-BELGRADE 
RAILWAY PROJECT

Opposition LMP has called for halting 

the upgrade of the Budapest-Belgrade 

railway line, proposing that the funds, 

totalling at 1,000 billion forints (EUR 

2,75bn), should go towards restarting 

the Hungarian economy. LMP group 

leader László Lóránt Keresztes criticised 

the government’s plans to accelerate 

the project and a relevant bill under 

which all documents concerning the 

scheme should be classified for ten 

years. He said that the government’s 

submitting such a bill at the time of a 

pandemic was “appalling”. Keresztes 

noted that his party has been an 

opponent to the project, which “does 

not serve national interests”.

JOBBIK: STATE SHOULD 
PAY NEWLY JOBLESS HUF 
100,000 WAGE

The opposition Jobbik party has 

proposed that the state provide a 

monthly 100,000 forints (EUR 275) 

as a “disaster benefit” to all people 

that have lost their jobs due to 

the novel coronavirus outbreak 

in Hungary. Jobbik MP Andrea 

Varga-Damm told an online press 

conference that the sum could 

ensure a basic subsistence for 
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troubled households. The deputy 

slammed the government for the 

recent law granting it extra powers, 

arguing that the constitution and 

effective regulations concerning 

disasters catered to all eventualities 

in such situations.

SZIJJÁRTÓ: 240 
HUNGARIANS TO RETURN 
FROM NORTH AMERICA ON 
THURSDAY

Altogether 240 Hungarians 

stranded in the US and Canada due 

to the new coronavirus pandemic 

will be f lown home on Thursday, 

Foreign Minister Péter Szijjártó 

told MTI. The planes arriving 

from Chicago, New York, Miami, 

Los Angeles and Toronto will also 

bring 28 nationals of neighbouring 

countries: 17 Slovaks, 10 Slovenians 

and a Croatian, Szijjártó said. 

He noted that the Hungarian 

government has already helped 

some 6,000 stranded people return 

to the country. There are still some 

2,000 Hungarians worldwide who 

wish to return to Hungary, he said. 

The government is working to use 

the possibilities available to bring 

them home, which he said were 

narrowing.

Meanwhile, he noted that the 

government of Azerbaijan has sent 

10,000 face masks to the Hungarian 

embassy in Baku. The donation 

marks another show of solidarity 

in Hungary’s battle against the 

novel coronavirus outbreak from a 

member state of the Turkic Council, 

Szijjártó said. Preparations are under 

way to transport the masks to 

Hungary so that they can be handed 

out to health-care workers as soon 

as possible, he added.

Also, the minister noted that the 

Hungary-Slovenia border crossings 

at Bajánsenye and Kétvölgy were 

re-opened to Hungarians and 

Slovenians on Thursday morning. 

All crossings on the Hungary-

Slovenia border were closed in 

mid-March as part of restrictive 

measures to slow down the spread 

of the novel coronavirus epidemic, 

Szijjártó said on Facebook. “This 

caused serious problems to 

people in the Rábavidék and 

Muravidék regions because many 

of them had been commuting to 

the other side of the border and 

many of them have vineyards in the 

neighbouring country,” he said. “At 

their request, we are reopening the 

border crossings at Kétvölgy and 

Bajánsenye ... so they can do the 

spring works necessary for the 

autumn harvest,” he added.

CONFIRMED CASES IN 
HUNGARY RISE TO 585, 
ONE MORE DEATH

The number of patients confirmed 

to have contracted the new 

coronavirus in Hungary was 585 

on Thursday, with another death, 

a man aged 71, reported, the 

government information website for 

the epidemic said. So far, 21 people 

have died and 42 recovered from 

Covid-19, koronavirus.gov.hu said. 

The largest numbers of cases have 

been reported from Budapest (243) 

and Pest county in central Hungary 

(122). The smallest numbers have 

been reported from Heves county in 

the north (3) and Békés in the south-

east (3). Currently, 59 people are 

quarantined and the authorities have 

taken 16,401 samples. The website 

said that Hungary was in the phase 

of group infections when the virus 

spreads in communities, through 

personal contacts. The number of 

people carrying and communicating 

the virus may be significantly higher 

than the number of confirmed cases, 

it added.

PUBLIC PROSECUTOR 
MOVES TO LIFT IMMUNITY 
OF TWO MPS

Hungary’s chief public prosecutor 

Péter Polt has asked parliament 

to suspend the immunity of two 

lawmakers over pending criminal 

investigations against them. Fidesz 

lawmaker István Boldog is under 

investigation over his suspected 

involvement in influencing the 

outcome of tenders for European 

Union funds, the chief public 

prosecutor’s office told MTI. The 

other lawmaker, Jobbik’s Gergely 

Kalló, is suspected of spray-painting 

over campaign posters ahead of last 

year’s European parliament elections, 

causing over 280,000 forints’ (EUR 

774) worth of damage.


