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The European commissioner for foreign affairs and security policy has asked every member state to provide help to troubled 

countries outside the bloc, Péter Szijjártó told an online press conference after a videoconference with EU development 

ministers. The videoconference was initiated by Josep Borrell, the commissioner, to discuss the distribution of 15.5 billion 

euro assistance the EU has set aside as a bloc to help troubled countries in the western Balkans, in Africa and Asia, Szijjártó 

said. Hungary has so far provided 600,000 face masks and 30,000 protective suits to neighbouring Serbia, Croatia and 

Slovenia, as well as to North Macedonia and the Bosnian Serb Republic, he said.

Concerning supplies, Szijjártó noted that Hungary had so far received from China consignments of 36 million masks and 

a machine line for the production of an additional 2.8 million masks per month. He added that additional consignments 

of 5 million face masks, protective suits and 140 ventilators are expected to arrive in Hungary from China during the day.

Hungary will continue to help other central and eastern European countries in their 
efforts to contain the novel coronavirus epidemic, in line with the EU’s relevant policy, 
the foreign minister said.
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NUMBER OF NEW 
CORONAVIRUS CASES 
RISES TO 895,  
WITH 11 NEW DEATHS

The number of registered Covid-19 

cases in Hungary has risen to 895, 

while eleven patients died in a single 

day, bringing the total number of 

fatalities to 58, koronavirus.gov.hu 

has said. The eleven people who died 

were mostly elderly, while one victim 

was 49, the website said. According to 

the website, there have been a total 

of 94 recoveries. Currently, 15,481 are 

living in official home quarantine. 

The number of tests carried out totals 

25,748 so far. Budapest has seen 

the highest number of confirmed 

infections, with 387 cases, followed 

by Pest County (164). The authorities 

say the virus is still being transmitted 

in small clusters as opposed to in larger 

communities, but it is present in all 

parts of the country.

MÜLLER: MANDATORY 
INSPECTION ORDERED  
IN SENIORS’ HOMES

Mandatory inspections will be 

introduced in homes for the elderly 

because health services in some of 

them have been reported inadequate, 

the chief medical officer told an online 

news conference. Cecília Müller said 

that four seniors had recently died 

of Covid-19 in a home in an eastern 

Budapest suburb, adding that half 

of the inhabitants had already 

been screened for coronavirus and 

everybody would be examined. 

Müller added that even people with 

mild symptoms had to be continually 

monitored. Müller noted that the 

authorities had in time banned 

seniors’ homes from accepting new 

inhabitants, banned visits to such 

institutions and imposed a curfew on 

such institutions. She added that all 

those prohibitions would stay in effect 

at Easter, too.

GULYÁS: GOVT VIEWS 
LOCAL COUNCILS  
AS PARTNERS

The government views local councils 

as partners in the fight against the 

novel coronavirus, the head of the 

Prime Minister’s Office said. Gergely 

Gulyás told the press that Budapest 

Mayor Gergely Karácsony and Károly 

Szita, the mayor of the city of Kaposvár 

and head of the association of cities 

with county rights, had attended 

Wednesday’s government meeting 

where responses to the novel 

coronavirus epidemic were discussed. 

“Against all reports to the contrary ... 

the government views local councils as 

partners ... especially in the protection 

efforts against the novel coronavirus,” 

he said. Cooperation with local 

councils is necessary for the efforts to 

be effective, he added. Gulyás noted 

that the government-imposed curfew 

would expire on Saturday, that is why 

it was necessary to talk to the mayor 

of Budapest and the association of 

cities. He added that both partners had 

been “constructive” in the meeting. He 

said political controversies were not 

timely and called for a cooperation 

irrespective of differences in opinion 

to successfully combat the epidemic.

Karácsony said at the press 

conference that the epidemic warrants 

nationwide cooperation. He welcomed 

an emerging dialogue between the 

government and local authorities 

and said that Budapest would do 

everything it can to enforce common 

decisions. He also called on residents 

to stay at home. The city of Budapest 

and its districts have contributed 

to efforts of prevention and made 

preparations to tackle possible 

economic and social crises when the 

epidemic is over, Karácsony said. He 

said the government’s response had 

been positive to his request for early 

talks on the latter subject. Karácsony 

said that current restrictions may be 

necessary to stay in place for another 

month, but added that it was up to 

the government to pass a decision, 

which the city would implement. 

Karácsony said he had also asked 

the government to start coronavirus 

screening of inhabitants and staff in 

old-age homes “at least in Budapest” 

with no delay.

Szita also called for maintaining the 

current restrictions and suggested that 

the rules could even be made more 

stringent in view of the upcoming 

Easter holidays. Municipalities are 

facing the “burning task” of re-

planning their budgets, Szita said, 

arguing that those budgets had been 

made in “peace times” to finance 
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investments, salary hikes and public 

events. “Now we have to reallocate 

resources for prevention and reviving 

the economy,” he said. He added that 

re-planning would take at least one 

month before local governments 

could start talks with the government 

on municipal financing from central 

coffers.

SZIJJÁRTÓ: VISEGRAD 
COOPERATION 
SUCCESSFUL EVEN  
IN DIFFICULT TIMES

Cooperation between the Czech 

Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia 

has proved to be successful even in 

the current difficult period, with the 

Visegrad Group countries planning to 

intensify their joint efforts in the fight 

against the novel coronavirus, Foreign 

Minister Péter Szijjártó said. The 

current situation has highlighted the 

practical advantages of V4 cooperation 

because all four members have helped 

one another in transporting citizens 

home from abroad, Szijjártó told an 

online press conference on Facebook 

after a videoconference with V4 

counterparts. He also said that Polish 

doctors returning from Italy had 

been sharing their experiences with 

doctors in the other three V4 countries. 

Eastern Partnership also featured on 

the agenda of the meeting, Szijjártó 

said, adding that the pandemic 

would “completely redraw the 

global economic and political map, 

a development the European Union 

should be preparing for”.

“As the EU will have a need for allies, 

friends and partners, it is obviously 

useful for it to develop closer ties 

with its eastern neighbours,” he said. 

Szijjártó said he had agreed with his V4 

counterparts to set up a 250,000 euro 

solidarity fund within the International 

Visegrad Fund for six partner states in 

the east: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, 

Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine. The 

ministers were also in agreement 

that “noticeable and drastic” steps 

were required to give a boost to the 

Eastern Partnership programme 

which had stagnated over the recent 

period, he said. Szijjártó said he had 

proposed scrapping the EU sanctions 

against Belarus, stepping up NATO-

Georgia cooperation, signing a new 

strategic agreement with Azerbaijan 

and making sure that Moldova receives 

the 70 million euros that the EU had 

approved but then refused to transfer 

citing an “unfair pretext”.

KARÁCSONY: BUDAPEST 
HAS TAKEN  
ALL PROTECTIVE 
MEASURES FOR ELDERLY 
HOMES

The Budapest city council has done 

everything in its power to prevent the 

novel coronavirus from spreading to 

the capital’s elderly homes, Gergely 

Karácsony, the city’s mayor, said. 

The municipal council has complied 

with every single protective measure 

meant to keep elderly homes safe, 

Karácsony told an online press 

conference, adding that Budapest had 

introduced strict protective measures 

before they had become mandatory. 

The public health department of the 

Budapest government office inspected 

multiple elderly homes in the city on 

Wednesday and found that apart 

from shortages of protective gear, 

everything was in line with regulations, 

the mayor said. Elderly homes found 

to be dealing with shortages will be 

resupplied with protective equipment 

before the end of the day, he added. 

Karácsony said the city council will sue 

news outlets that he said had recently 

published “absurd and false claims” 

about the situation in some of the 

capital’s nursing homes.

In response to a question, he said it 

was unclear how the virus had spread 

to a city council-run elderly home, 

adding, however, that it is suspected 

to have spread to the home from 

a hospital. Several homes will be 

allowing their staff to live in the home 

and the city council will provide a one-

off 100,000 forint (EUR 280) benefit to 

the social workers “on the frontline” of 

the epidemic, he said.

FINANCE MINISTER: 
HUNGARY  
TO PLOUGH 20%  
OF GDP INTO PROTECTION 
EFFORTS

Hungary is ploughing 20% of its GDP 

into protection efforts against the 

novel coronavirus, Finance Minister 

Mihály Varga said after a meeting of 

the financial action group coordinating 

the financial response to the epidemic.
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Some 2,000 billion forints (EUR 

5.5bn) will be used to set up three 

funds, Varga said. The 633 billion forint 

protection fund against the epidemic 

will be funded by the contributions 

of banks, taxes paid by multinational 

companies and the monies reallocated 

by cutting all party subsidies by half, 

Varga said. The economy protection 

fund will receive 1,345 billion forints, 

mainly from reallocations of ministries’ 

resources. A third fund will handle 

European Union resources. “This 

fund is currently empty -- despite 

fake news [to the contrary], the EU is 

yet to support epidemic protection 

efforts”, Varga said. The government 

has so far spent 380 billion forints 

on equipment, while the economy 

protection measures have left over 

3,000 billion forints with the Hungarian 

economy, he said. That will enable the 

payment of 13th month pensions, 

wage compensation and tax and 

contribution cuts, he said.

SOCIALISTS: GOVT ‘LET 
DOWN’ SOCIAL WORKERS, 
PENSIONERS, FAMILIES

Families, the elderly and social workers 

cannot rely on the government in the 

crisis caused by the novel coronavirus 

epidemic, the Socialist party said. 

Lajos Korózs, the Socialist head of 

parliament’s welfare committee, has 

called on the government to provide 

more funding for local authorities, 

SMEs and private individuals. Korózs 

told an online press conference that 

social workers are not eligible for the 

allowances provided for health-care 

workers, even though “they work like 

slaves and contribute to the epidemic 

protection efforts”. Regarding the 

government’s decision on the bonus 

for pensioners, Korózs said that “for an 

average pension”, the sum “promised 

for next year” hardly came to 3,000 

forints (EUR 8.3), adding that was no 

help “for people who have to buy food 

tomorrow”.

Socialist deputy leader Imre 

Komjáthi called on the government 

to take measures to protect those 

losing their jobs. Ministry estimates 

put that number around 100,000 in 

the past 22 days, with 5,000-6,000 

added to their number each day, he 

said. Komjáthi called for a firing stop at 

multinationals and public service, and 

for raising the duration and amount of 

the jobseekers’ allowance.

LMP URGES ASSISTANCE 
TO ‘MOST VULNERABLE’

The government’s measures are 

insufficient to help the “most 

vulnerable” in society and avoid a 

welfare crisis, opposition LMP co-

leader János Kendernay said. Once 

the coronavirus epidemic hits poor 

villages the whole country will be 

impacted, he said, and added that “it 

is not enough to provide help to large 

companies”. LMP urges reinforcing 

public work schemes and raising the 

family benefit, Kendernay said, adding 

that extra funds should go to services 

helping people living on remote farms 

and to schools with poor and Roma 

children. He also proposed grants to 

NGOs fighting the epidemic and extra 

assistance to families taking care of 

disabled members.

MINISTRY: HOSPITALS 
WON’T CANCEL URGENT 
PROCEDURES

Hungary’s hospitals are required 

to continue performing urgent 

procedures, the human resources 

ministry said. Under a ministerial 

decree issued on March 16, hospitals 

must perform during the state 

of emergency any examination, 

treatment or operation without 

which a patient’s condition could 

turn critical or suffer lasting damage. 

Urgent cases are handled accordingly 

all over the country, the ministry said 

in its statement.

DK DEMANDS COMMERCE 
AND INDUSTRY CHAMBER 
HEAD’S RESIGNATION

The opposition Democratic Coalition 

(DK) called for the resignation of László 

Parragh, the head of the Hungarian 

Chamber of Commerce and Industry 

(MKIK), saying Parragh had “admitted” 

that the government was helpless 

in the face of the novel coronavirus 

epidemic. Parragh said in a Tuesday 

interview on commercial ATV that 

“so many have gone bankrupt in the 

past few days, and so many are going 

bankrupt as we speak, that there is 

nothing we can do about that.” DK 

spokesman Balázs Barkóczi told an 
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online press conference that Parragh 

had “admitted that the government 

cannot or will not handle the crisis”.

WASHINGTON 
AMBASSADOR SZABÓ 
LEAVING POST TO WORK 
IN PRIVATE SECTOR

László Szabó, Hungary’s ambassador 

to Washington, DC, is leaving his 

post, after accepting a position in 

the economic sector, the foreign 

ministry’s state secretary said. As 

ambassador, Szabó has played a key 

role in strengthening Hungarian-

US relations over the past few years, 

Tamás Menczer told MTI. Economic 

and defence cooperation between 

the two countries was excellent even 

before Szabó’s term and has further 

strengthened over the past years, he 

said. Menczer noted that Hungary 

has 1,500 US businesses employing 

100,000 local workers, adding that the 

US is the largest non-European investor 

in Hungary.

As regards defence cooperation, 

Menczer said that Hungary is a reliable 

NATO ally and a “de facto” supporter of 

the US’s fight against terrorism. Political 

relations have improved a lot over the 

past years and the two countries can 

once again continue their cooperation 

on the basis of mutual respect, he said. 

The foreign ministry is fully satisfied 

with the performance of Szabó, who 

has accepted a position offered to him 

in the business sector, Menczer said.

Szabó, a physician with years of 

experience working for multinational 

drugmakers in countries around the 

world, took up his post as ambassador 

in the summer of 2017.

HUNGARY TRADE SURPLUS  
AT EUR 1.1 BN  
IN FEBRUARY

Hungary had a 1.1 billion euro trade 

surplus in February, the Central 

Statistical Office (KSH) said in a first 

reading of data. The surplus widened 

by 343 million euros from the same 

month a year earlier. Exports rose 

by an annual 3.9% to 9.426 billion 

euros. Imports edged up by 0.1% to 

8.308 billion euros. Trade with other 

European Union member states 

accounted for about 81% of exports 

and 77% of imports. For the period 

January-February, exports were up 

by 3.3% at 18.652 billion euros and 

imports rose by 1.3 to 17.1 billion euros. 

The trade surplus for the period stood 

at 1.541 billion euros, widening by 382 

million euros from the same period a 

year earlier.

HUNGARY CPI FALLS  
TO 3.9% IN MARCH

Consumer price inflation in Hungary 

slowed to 3.9% in March, falling back 

into the +/- one-percentage-point 

tolerance band around the National 

Bank of Hungary’s 3.0% mid-term 

target, data released by the Central 

Statistical Office (KSH) show.

The price of food, spirits and tobacco 

continued to drive prices higher, but 

the impact was mitigated by a drop in 

vehicle fuel prices. Food prices climbed 

by 7.6%, as the price of staples such 

as sugar, milk and bread rose more 

than the average. The price of spirits 

and tobacco rose by 7.2%, lifted by 

tax changes. Prices in the category 

of goods which includes vehicle fuel 

edged up by 0.8%, as vehicle fuel 

prices dropped by 2.1%. Core inflation, 

which excludes volatile fuel and food 

prices, was 4.3%. CPI calculated using 

a basket of goods and services used 

by pensioners was 4.2%. In a month-

on-month comparison, CPI was 0.2%. 

Headline CPI fell from 4.4% in February 

and 4.7% in January.

In a monthly analysis released after 

the publication of the KSH data, the 

National Bank of Hungary (NBH) 

attributed the slowdown in inflation 

in March to the fall in vehicle fuel 

prices, while core inflation was lifted 

by processed food and market services 

prices. The NBH’s measure of core 

inflation excluding indirect tax effects 

- a bellwether indicator of underlying 

inflation - was 3.9% in March, edging 

up from 3.8% in the previous month.

BUDGET DEFICIT GROWS 
IN MARCH ON PANDEMIC 
MEASURES

Hungary’s cash flow-based budget 

deficit, excluding local councils, 

reached 831.9 billion forints (EUR 2.3bn) 

at the end of March, swelling on the 

impact of pandemic measures, the 

finance ministry said. Measures the 

government has taken so far to contain 

the spread of the novel coronavirus 
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and protect the economy, such as 

a moratorium on repayments of 

corporate and retail loans and support 

for sectors of the economy hardest hit 

by the pandemic, “have impacted the 

revenue and expenditure sides of the 

budget to a significant degree”, the 

ministry said.

The ministry noted that government 

expenditures on procurements of 

personal protective equipment and 

ventilators came close to 190 billion 

forints in March. The central budget 

deficit reached 746.7 billion forints 

at the end of March and the social 

insurance funds were 86.9 billion 

forints in the red. Separate state funds 

had a surplus of 1.7 billion forints.

On the revenue side, VAT payments 

were up by 90.3 billion forints from 

the base period, PIT revenue rose by 

55.0 billion forints and corporate tax 

revenue climbed by 37.9 billion forints. 

VAT revenue stood at 22.7% of the full-

year target, PIT revenue at 24.1% and 

revenue from payroll taxes at 24.2%. 

The ministry noted that government 

efforts to pre-finance European Union-

funded projects continued to impact 

the budget: while payouts for such 

projects came to 691.2 billion forints 

by the end of March, transfers from 

Brussels reached just 63.4 billion forints.

CORONAVIRUS CAN 
SPREAD VIA FAECAL 
TRANSMISSION, PÉCS 
UNIVERSITY RESEARCH 
FINDS

Scientists at Hungary’s University 

of Pécs (PTE) have become the 

first in Europe to isolate the novel 

coronavirus from a Covid-19 patient’s 

faecal sample, virologist Ferenc 

Jakab, who heads the coronavirus 

medication and vaccine research 

group, said. Though several research 

teams around the world have 

confirmed the presence of the 

virus in faecal matter, no European 

researchers have managed to isolate 

the virus from a sample until now, 

Jakab told MTI. The discovery made 

by the team led by Gábor Kemenesi 

“clearly suggests” that the virus can 

be spread via faecal transmission, 

he added. Though the virus’s main 

route of transmission is still believed 

to be through respiratory droplets, the 

discovery made by the PTE team can 

be useful in finding ways of defending 

against the virus, Jakab said.

TWO MEN FINED FOR 
DELIBERATELY COUGHING 
ON PEOPLE IN W HUNGARY

A local court in Szombathely 

imposed fines on two men who had 

deliberately coughed on people 

outside a pharmacy and threatened 

them with novel coronavirus, a 

court spokesman said. The men, a 

Hungarian and a Ukrainian citizen, 

coughed in the faces of people 

waiting outside the pharmacy and 

shouted obscenities and threats at 

them on March 18, András Tóth said. 

The court fined them 200,000 forints 

(EUR 550) each for demonstrating 

extremely anti-social behaviour 

which caused shock and generated 

fear. The court deemed it as an 

aggravating circumstance that the 

state of emergency connected to 

the epidemic was already in force at 

the time, he said. The men refused 

to make a confession but admitted 

their guilt.


