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Orbán told Kossuth Radio the time had not yet come when it was possible to relax restrictions. The prime minister said it 

wanted people’s lives to return to normal but he dare not tell them to relax. Looking to Austria, he added, if some restrictions 

are lifted there without a corresponding increase in infections, then Hungary will also consider easing some of them. “Let’s 

be glad that for once, we’re not the guinea pigs,” he added.

Meanwhile, Orbán said it was inevitable that special rules for Budapest would have to be introduced. He noted that 60% 

of infections are in Budapest, while this figure rises to 80% taking Budapest and Pest County together. It would not make 

sense to implement the exact same measures in a small village and in the capital, so it may be time to start considering 

different rules for different municipalities as early as next week, he said.

Orbán said special measures implemented by mayors in their cities and towns for the Easter holidays had proven effective, 

so they will again be given the authority to impose restrictions for this coming weekend.

“Hope for the best and prepare for the worst,” Prime Minister Viktor Orbán said in a 
public radio interview in connection with the novel coronavirus epidemic.
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OrBÁN: ‘pEAK STill 
AHEAD OF US’

The peak was “still ahead of us”, Prime 

Minister Viktor Orbán said in a public 

radio interview in connection with 

the novel coronavirus epidemic. The 

hard part is just about to arrive, with 

the number of Covid-19 cases likely 

to accelerate in the coming days, he 

said. “We’re entering a period of mass 

infections,” he said, adding however 

that a sufficient number of hospital 

beds, ventilators and health-care staff 

would be available to handle it. The 

preventative measures implemented 

so far have allowed Hungary to buy 

time and prepare hospitals for coping 

with the outbreak, Orbán said. “Our 

stocks are full,” he said, adding that 

hospitals and nursing homes have 

received enough supplies to last 

10 days. “We have the ammunition 

needed in this war-like situation,” 

the prime minister said, adding that 

supplies were constantly being 

restocked.

Concerning the government order 

to hospitals to vacate a proportion of 

their beds, Orbán pointed out that 

just ten coronavirus cases in each 

of Hungary’s more than a thousand 

elderly care homes would result in 

10,000 people in need of hospital care. 

The aim is to have 8,000 functioning 

ventilators and more than 30,000 

hospital beds for treating Covid-19 

patients in the event of a worst-case 

scenario, Orbán said, conceding that it 

was not easy to create the conditions 

to treat such a large number of 

patients. He added, at the same time, 

that since 34% of Hungary’s 68,000 

hospital beds had been unoccupied, 

only 16% of patients waiting for non-

urgent surgery had to be sent home. 

These “difficult decisions” were made 

on the basis of guidelines issued by a 

medical board, he said, emphasising 

that “there is no other way to resolve 

this issue”. “We’re right in the middle of 

a military-like operation,” Orbán said, 

adding that this came with certain 

inconveniences.

The prime minister praised the 

efforts of hospital directors, doctors 

and nurses in their fight against 

the virus. Concerning the decision 

to appoint so-called hospital 

commanders to oversee hospitals, 

he said: “Our hospital directors are 

also doing a good job, but indeed, 

finances weren’t as tight in peace time 

as they’d be expected to be during 

an epidemic, so it was necessary 

to appoint hospital commanders.” 

Hospital directors normally have a 

high degree of autonomy, he said, 

adding, however, that they had a 

duty to comply with the decisions of 

the operative board coordinating the 

response to the epidemic.

Commenting on the case of the 

elderly care home in Budapest run 

by the municipality that experienced 

mass infections, Orbán said the issue 

could not go without consequences, 

but now was not the time to find 

responsibility but to come together 

and fight problems. Once the epidemic 

is over, then it will be the right time to 

return to the issue of care homes run 

by the municipality, he added.

On the topic of decision-making 

regarding the economy, the prime 

minister said he was optimistic, 

“though the proof of the pudding is in 

the eating”. Orbán said he was not as 

hopeful as central bank leaders who 

are confident Hungary’s economy will 

continue to grow. “It would be a big 

deal if we were able to get past the 

crisis close to zero [growth].” Orbán 

said that economic players should 

take note that the economy would 

no longer look the same after the 

epidemic. “Some things will endure 

while there’ll be others that can’t be 

saved.” Businesses will have to adapt 

and look hard at which activities can 

remain profitable after the epidemic, he 

said, adding that certain markets will be 

lost forever. Employees will also have 

to consider whether their job will be a 

part of their profession in the future, 

he said, adding that the government is 

providing wage subsidies and tax cuts 

that will leave more than 200 billion 

forints in the economy.

On the subject of tourism, he noted 

that the sector employs 400,000 

people and the most help was 

needed in this area. The government 

is waiving tourist tax and increasing in 

the amount that employees can draw 

on their benefit-in-kind SZÉP cards. He 

said that if Austria’s measures to ease 

restrictions work, then Hungary may 

also follow suit and breathe life into 

domestic tourism during the summer.

Commenting on the government’s 

decision to phase in a 13-month pension, 
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the prime minister said the previous 

left-wing government had stripped 

pensioners of the payment in times of 

crisis, but starting in 2021, the 13-month 

pension would start to be restored.

CHiEF MEDiCAl OFFiCEr: 
HUNGArY ON BriNK  
OF MASS iNFECTiONS

Whereas Hungary has succeeded 

in flattening the curve of novel 

coronavirus infections for the time 

being, the country is soon expected 

to enter a period of mass infections, the 

chief medical officer said. Currently, 847 

people are being treated in hospital 

for Covid-19, 63 of whom require 

ventilation, Cecilia Müller told an online 

news conference.

Addressing the government order 

to hospitals to vacate a proportion 

of their beds, Müller said that since 

normally only 65-70% of Hungary’s 

66,000 hospital beds are occupied, 

only 15% of them would have to be 

freed up. She insisted that patients 

whose condition could worsen if sent 

home would not be discharged.

In response to a question, Müller 

said the coronavirus had so far spread 

to 12 of Hungary’s 1,035 retirement 

homes, killing 31 people. Budapest-

based retirement homes have so far 

received 36,800 protective gloves 

and 262,000 face masks with more 

protective gear set to be delivered to 

them next week, she said.

Róbert Kiss, a spokesman of the 

operational board that coordinates 

Hungary’s response to the epidemic, 

told the same news conference 

that 60 hospitals are scheduled 

to receive a total of 53.4 tonnes of 

protective equipment on Friday. The 

authorities have so far taken action 

over the violation of curfew rules 

in 21,093 instances, he said. A total 

of 11,705 people have been issued 

warnings, 4,871 have been fined and 

misdemeanour charges have been 

filed against 4,517, he added. As regards 

epidemic-related legal action, Kiss 

noted that proceedings have been 

launched in 234 instances.

14 NEW FATAliTiES, 
NUMBEr OF rEGiSTErED 
CASES riSES TO 1,763

Another 14 patients, mostly elderly 

people suffering from chronic diseases, 

have died in Hungary, while the 

number of registered novel coronavirus 

infections has risen to 1,763, koronavirus.

gov.hu said on Friday morning. So far, 

there have been 156 fatalities.

Fully 207 people have left hospital 

after fully recovering. There are 847 

patients being treated with Covid-19 

in hospital, 63 of whom are on a 

ventilator, the portal said.

The epidemic is now at the stage of 

being spread through communities, 

and the virus could be present 

anywhere and infect anyone, the 

website said, warning that the actual 

number of people carrying the virus 

is much higher than the number 

of registered patients. The elderly, 

students and people returning from 

abroad must stay at home, it said. 

Everyone must observe the curfew 

restrictions which the government has 

extended indefinitely, it added.

There are 12,401 people in home 

quarantine, and 41,590 coronavirus 

tests have been conducted at 

accredited laboratories.

Budapest has the highest number 

of infections (883), followed by Pest 

County (259) and Fejér county (128).

OFFiCiAl: GOVT STriViNG 
TO GUArANTEE STUDENTS 
QUAliTY EDUCATiON

The government is doing all it can to 

make sure that Hungarian students 

enjoy a quality education while 

lessening the effect of restrictions felt by 

them during the coronavirus epidemic, 

the state secretary in charge of higher 

education said. The government is 

also representing their interests when 

it comes to the Erasmus+ EU student 

exchange scholarship scheme, Tamás 

Schanda of the innovation and 

technology ministry told MTI.

“We want to make sure that any 

suspension or termination of a 

scholarship carries no financial loss 

and the least possible burden” on 

students, he said.

Since Erasmus+ is financed from the 

central EU budget, Hungary is waiting 

for the European Commission’s decision 

concerning arrangements and steps to 

be taken in light of the pandemic, he 

said, adding that national governments 

have no authority in this area.

“We can only hope that Brussels will 

not let young people down,” he said. 
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Hungary’s Tempus public foundation, 

which is in charge of the Erasmus+ 

programme, is in touch with EU officials 

and the students involved, he added.

The latest information is that 

students will receive a reimbursement 

of their costs related to the epidemic 

on an individual basis and will have the 

option of rescheduling their trip to a 

foreign host country, he said.

Meanwhile, Schanda slammed the 

EU for its crisis management strategy, 

saying the bloc had been slow to 

identify and manage the novel 

coronavirus epidemic.

SZiJJÁrTÓ: pEACE, 
DEVElOpMENTS  
iN W BAlKANS  
iN HUNGArY’S iNTErEST

Peace and developments in the 

Western Balkans are in Hungary’s 

national security and economic 

interests, Foreign Minister Péter 

Szijjártó said. Budapest is providing 

comprehensive aid to the region’s 

countries, including Albania, 

and helping with their European 

integration processes, the minister 

said at a joint press conference held 

in Tirana with his Albanian counterpart 

Ghent Cakaj.

Szijjártó welcomed that the 

European Union “is finally starting 

negotiations with Albania”. The 

uptake of talks, he added, was also 

“a Hungarian success”. “Where the 

European Commission failed for eleven 

years, the Hungarian commissioner 

for enlargement succeeded in a few 

months,” he insisted. Hungary is calling 

on the commission to make up for 

“wasted time” by speeding up the 

accession negotiations and holding 

the first round of talks by the summer. 

“Otherwise, we’ll lose so much time 

that the credibility of the integration 

process will be undermined.” He noted 

that central Europe and the Western 

Balkans depend on each other closely. 

“It’s natural that if someone asks for 

help, we’ll give it.” “It’s vital that the 

capacity of Western Balkan countries 

to protect themselves is not weakened 

drastically,” he said, saying this would 

harm their ability to withstand 

the pressure of illegal migration. 

Accordingly, Hungary is providing 

Albania with hundreds of thousands 

of masks and 5,000 items of protective 

clothing, he said, adding that Hungary 

was able to do so thanks to importing 

more than 62 million masks from 

China, and four production lines for 

making masks imported to the country 

are ready to produce millions of masks.

NOVÁK: EC SHOUlD FOCUS 
ON VirUS, NOT HUNGArY

The European Commission should 

be focused on tackling the new 

coronavirus outbreak rather than 

Hungary’s response to it, Katalin Novák, 

the state secretary in charge of family 

and youth affairs, said in an interview 

to French conservative weekly 

Valeurs actuelles. “Our enemy is the 

coronavirus, not the European Union 

or the European People’s Party (EPP), 

or even the Hungarian opposition,” 

Novák, who is also deputy leader of 

Hungary’s ruling Fidesz party, said. 

The Hungarian government’s top 

priority is combatting the epidemic 

and protecting public health, she said, 

adding that the EU should prioritise 

member states’ common interests.

Commenting on criticisms of the 

government’s law governing the 

response to the epidemic, Novák 

said the legislation was in line with 

Hungary’s constitution and had 

been approved “in the traditional 

parliamentary manner, with a two-

thirds majority”. Lawmakers can 

repeal the law at any time, she said. 

Addressing a remark by EC President 

Ursula von der Leyen that she was 

prepared to take action over the law 

if necessary, Novák said the comment 

“was probably meant mostly for the 

media”. She said Hungary and the EU’s 

views on sovereignty and the principle 

of subsidiarity were “not incompatible, 

just different in many respects”. The 

situation is similar with the EPP, where 

Fidesz’s views are at odds with those 

of several member parties, “but this 

is not an insurmountable obstacle”, 

Novák said.

KArÁCSONY: BUDApEST 
NEEDS ‘SpECiAl rUlES’

Budapest’s mayor, Gergely Karácsony, 

has said Budapest will need special 

rules in place to handle the heightened 

risk to the city’s residents in connection 

with the novel coronavirus epidemic. 

Karácsony said on Facebook that 

Prime Minister Viktor Orbán had 
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raised the need for special rules in 

the capital, and that he agreed with 

him. “There’s a greater risk in large cities 

everywhere in the world.” “All over the 

world, information is being sharing 

between government, municipalities 

and health authorities,” he added. 

Citing Orbán’s pledge to create “the 

closest cooperation possible” with the 

municipality, Karácsony said Budapest 

awaited a “fundamental change in the 

current state of affairs”. “Military action 

plans may be important, but it is time 

to come up with humanitarian action 

plans, too,” Karácsony said, adding 

that “there are mothers, fathers, 

grandparents, brothers and sisters, 

friends and neighbours behind such 

categories as ‘the infected’ or ‘the 

dead’”. Hospital bed numbers mean 

“doctors, nurses, health and welfare 

workers that risk their lives to fight for 

patients and people needing their 

care”. “Let us not just see figures and 

statistics but human lives behind 

them,” he said.

Karácsony also cited the prime 

minister as saying that the government 

was examining Austrian practices, and 

he suggested that Orbán should take 

the Austrian chancellor’s remark that 

15,000 tests should be conducted each 

day to heart.

The mayor said he agreed with 

Orbán that the situation in elderly 

care homes, where a number of 

people have contracted the virus, 

called for consequences. The first 

such consequence should be that 

the government orders full screening 

of all residents and staff of all care 

homes in the country, he said. He 

also called for “immediate action” 

to hold the Budapest government 

office responsible for “banning the 

screening of patients before they were 

released from hospital back into care 

homes”. It was “obvious”, he added, 

that this move had caused the virus 

to spread widely in those homes. 

Karácsony said that the municipality 

of Budapest has purchased 10,000 

rapid tests and ensured laboratory 

capacities to screen the elderly in 

homes and social services staff.

SOCiAliSTS DEMAND 
GOVT CAll OFF BAiliFFS

The opposition Socialists are 

demanding the government take 

action to call off the bailiffs and 

to stop foreclosures. Socialist MP 

László Szakács told an online media 

conference that the government 

had taken action to suspend debt 

collection only when it came to newly 

launched procedures. He said 4,000-

6,000 people were losing their jobs 

every day in Hungary, and he called 

on the government to do everything 

possible to ensure that households 

stay above water. Measures taken so far 

are insufficient, he insisted, adding that 

a moratorium on evictions had already 

been in place, so new measures were 

needed to ensure households maintain 

their solvency.

Meanwhile, LMP also called for 

urgent help in order to curb a “serious 

social crisis” unfolding due to the 

state of emergency. The party’s co-

leader, Erzsébet Schmuck, told a 

separate online media conference 

that many households were already 

experiencing hunger. She said it was 

“outrageous” that the government still 

insisted on a work-based economy 

rather than welfare. “No one wants 

a welfare-based society, but if 

people are in trouble ... they must be 

helped,” she said, adding that serious 

epidemiological consequences 

and hunger could result if there’s 

inaction. LMP wants a minimum 

supplement of 60% of the full wage 

to be paid to those who still have a 

job at companies whose income has 

fallen significantly, she said. Also, the 

period of payment of unemployment 

benefits should be extended to 9 

months while being increased to an 

amount that matches the minimum 

wage, she said. The long-term jobless 

and casual labourers should receive 

benefits paid for using resources 

that otherwise finance “needless and 

expensive investments” such as the 

upgrade of the Paks nuclear power 

station and the Budapest-Belgrade 

railway development, Schmuck said. 

LMP, she added, has submitted a bill 

on establishing a national solidarity 

fund into which the wealthy would 

have to pay.

FiNANCiAl ACTiON GrOUp 
WOrKiNG ON SEVErAl 
CriSiS SCENAriOS

The financial action group, one of a 

number of groups established by the 

government to manage the fallout 
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from the pandemic, is drawing up 

several crisis scenarios, state secretary 

of the Finance Ministry Gábor Gion said 

in an interview published in business 

daily Világgazdaság.

Speaking of revitalising the 

economy, Gion said “it could take 

at least 18 months to fully rebuild 

economic processes”, adding that 

“previously established solutions 

may not work”. “Strong dependence 

on external resources at the 

macroeconomic level and minimal 

stockpiling at the micro level can 

make countries and businesses highly 

vulnerable”, he said.

Answering a question about why 

the government decided to keep the 

deficit target below 3%, Gion said: “We 

are working with different scenarios, 

including the possibility that the 

restrictions could last until the end of 

this year.” “At the same time, a deficit 

of below 3% is achievable according 

to the currently likely scenarios,” he 

added. “If a different situation arises, 

for example, if we see that new steps 

are needed in addition to measures 

already taken, then the deficit target 

should be reviewed.” He added that he 

considers it a good approach to keep 

to fiscal discipline even in bad times 

rather than hastily pouring money into 

the economy.

 “A more accurate picture of what 

scenarios we are thinking in terms of 

will emerge from the convergence 

report to be sent to the EU at the end 

of April,” Gion said.

Answering a question as to whether 

the government plans to impose 

special taxes on further sectors, in 

addition to banks and retailers, he 

said: “There are no such plans at the 

moment, but this also depends on how 

the economic recovery will proceed.”

MATOlCSY: HUNGArY 
‘ON BriNK OF GrEAT 
OppOrTUNiTiES’ - 
iNTErViEW

The National Bank of Hungary will 

protect the country’s achievements 

of the past ten years, central bank 

governor György Matolcsy said in 

an interview to MTI, insisting that 

the Hungarian economy was “on 

the brink of great opportunities”. 

The level of uncertainty in the global 

economy makes it hard to predict 

economic developments, Matolcsy 

said, adding, however that the central 

bank’s package of measures aimed at 

mitigating the economic fallout of the 

novel coronavirus outbreak and the 

government’s stimulus measures gave 

Hungary a sound basis for maintaining 

a growth rate that is 2-3 percentage 

points above the European Union 

average. “We continue to believe that 

the Hungarian economy can achieve 

a V-shaped recovery,” he said.

Matolcsy praised Hungary’s 

economic achievements of the 

past ten years which he said had 

helped “bring the country back 

from the edge of a cliff”. He said the 

central bank had prepared “effective 

targeted measures” in order to protect 

Hungary’s economic stability amid 

the current crisis. The measures, he 

said, “must help both those in need 

and those even capable of overtaking 

others in the turn, thereby laying the 

foundations to restart the economy”. 

The measures implemented by the 

central bank and the government have 

required careful thought and planning, 

with both entities using all the tools 

available to them, he said. “Small and 

medium-sized businesses are the 

backbone of the Hungarian economy,” 

Matolcsy said. The central bank’s new 

programme dubbed Funding for 

Growth Scheme Go! will encourage 

all economic players to return to the 

economy, he said, adding that “the 

Hungarian economy is indeed on the 

brink of great opportunities.”

He said the central bank is continually 

pumping liquidity into the banking 

system. The governor said Hungarian 

public debt financing should largely 

rely on domestic players and forint 

financing as the best way of ensuring 

economic and financial stability. 

When policymakers meet on April 

28, a decision will be made about the 

terms by which mortgage bonds and 

government securities can be purchased 

on the secondary market, he added.

Matolcsy noted Hungary’s 

record-low base rate and strict 

macroprudential rules, adding that the 

loan portfolio built up in the recent 

past was long term and sustainable.

Commenting on criticism of its 

loan schemes for micro and small and 

medium-sized enterprises, he said the 

central bank returned to “a proven 

recipe” for strengthening the SME sector 

that was maintained between 2013 and 
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2017, when around 40,000 firms received 

2,800 billion forints on favourable terms, 

boosting GDP by 3.5% as a result.

Meanwhile, Matolcsy said the bank’s 

policymakers last week retooled 

monetary policy to respond swiftly and 

flexibly to the current challenges. “In 

addition, we are providing the economy 

with 3 trillion forints of new resources, 

more than 6% of Hungarian GDP. 

We’re confident in the strength of the 

Hungarian economy ... just economic 

players can trust in the success of the 

measures taken so far,” he said.

HOrVÁTH WiNS WOrlD 
prESS pHOTO priZE

Hungarian documentary photographer 

Eszter Horváth has fetched 1st prize 

this year in the World Press Photo 

competition’s environment, single 

category, the WPP announced in 

Amsterdam. The picture shows a polar 

bear and her cub examining equipment 

marked with a flag scientists had placed 

on an ice sheet in the Arctic Ocean, WPP 

said on its website.

Horváth has been photographing 

the polar regions with a focus on the 

Arcvtic Ocean since 2015.

In 2019-2020, she photographed 

the work of German icebreaker 

Polarster, which is carrying out a 

scientific expedition in the Central 

Artic Ocean. Her photos have 

been published by the National 

Geographic, The New York Times, 

The Wall Street Journal, TIME, 

Audubon Magazine and GEO 

Magazine, among others, the WPP 

noted.


