
All rights reserved. Enquiries should be made to the English Help Desk at +361 441 9340 
For MTI’s real time coverage please visit http://english.mti.hu, http://econews.hu

Hungary Matters is an English-language newsletter produced and distributed by the Media Service Support and Asset Management Fund (MTVA) 
with content provided by Duna Media Service Provider exercises copyright over all content. No part of this publication may be copied, reproduced, redistributed 
or transmitted without prior written permission from the publisher, with the exception of copies made by individuals for private use, 
educational purposes or scholarly research, provided that such transmissions do not exceed the extent justified by the purpose and 
are not aimed at financial gain, even indirectly, and the source name are indicated at all times.

E D I T O R S :  H U N G A R Y M AT T E R S @ M T VA . H U  ¬  W W W. H U N G A R Y M AT T E R S . H U

APRIL 15, 2020
MORNING ISSUE

TOP STORY

UPCOMING EVENTSPHOTO OF THE DAY

AM

Szijjártó said last week saw 26 cargo planes delivering 13,207,000 face masks, 6,203,000 protective suits, 155,000 test kits 

and 101 ventilators to Hungary. Hungary has concluded contracts to procure over 148 million face masks, of which nearly 

47 million have already arrived, the minister said. Of the contracted 3 million test kits, 352,000 have been delivered, as were 

over 20 million of the nearly 48 million hazmat suits, he said. Further deliveries are expected this week, he added. The 

Hungarian government has agreed with Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan to accelerate stop-overs of cargo planes from China 

on their way to Hungary, he said. 

Hungary has sent masks and protective gear to Croatia, North Macedonia, Serbia and Slovenia as part of a “responsible 

neighbourhood policy”, Szijjártó said. “The better they can fight [the pandemic], the better Hungary’s situation,” he said. 

Hungarian communities across the borders in Croatia, Romania, Slovakia, Serbia and Slovenia have received a total of 

710,000 face masks, 32,000 hazmat suits and 200,000 gloves, he said.

Protective gear is being delivered to Hungary continuously, and supplies from China 
continued to arrive during the Easter holidays, Foreign Minister Péter Szijjártó told 
parliament.

SUPPLY DELIVERIES TO HUNGARY FLOWING

Coronavirus updates

Stats office releases 2nd reading  
of Feb industrial output figures
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Police patrolling Budapest streets for social distancing
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CORONAVIRUS CASES  
AT 1,512, 13 NEW DEATHS

Another 13 patients have died in Hungary 

and the number of registered novel 

coronavirus infections has risen by 54 to 

1,512 in a single day, koronavirus.gov.hu 

said. So far, there have been 122 fatalities. 

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 carriers. 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. Budapest 

has the highest number of infections 

(732), followed by Pest county (220) and 

Fejér county (106).

CHIEF MEDICAL OFFICER: 
204 ELDERLY CARE HOME 
RESIDENTS INFECTED

Fully 204 residents of an elderly care 

home run by the municipality of Budapest 

have been infected by novel coronavirus, 

the chief medical officer told an online 

press briefing on Tuesday. Ten of the 

residents of the Pesti Road care home 

have died, Cecília Müller said. Müller 

said she has ordered the inspection of 

all of Hungary’s 1,035 retirement homes, 

beginning with the ones housing the 

most people. The chief medical officer 

said elderly care home residents should 

be placed in isolation for two weeks after 

being discharged from hospital.

She said hospitals have been asked to 

free up 60% of their beds to ensure that 

every coronavirus patient in need can get 

treatment. Though Hungary has so far 

avoided mass infections, the authorities 

are prepared for a worst-case scenario, 

she added. In response to a question, 

she said plans were in place to examine 

the population’s level of immunity to the 

virus once the epidemic subsides.

Meanwhile, Müller said the various 

drugs used around the world to treat 

coronavirus patients are available in 

Hungary too. She welcomed the 122 

Covid-19 recoveries in Hungary and the 

recent release from intensive care of 

nine patients who no longer need to 

be on ventilators. “This is a very great 

achievement,” she said, thanking 

health-care staff for their efforts.

Meanwhile, police officers took 

action against 4,692 people over the 

Easter holiday for breaching restrictive 

regulations. Tibor Lakatos, head of the 

emergency centre set up by the operative 

board coordinating the response to the 

epidemic, told the same press conference 

that police raised charges against 69 

people for gathering in groups on the 

southern shores of Lake Balaton.

HOUSE SPEAKER DEFENDS 
CORONAVIRUS LAW 
IN LETTER TO SENIOR 
EUROPEAN POLITICIANS

The current “special times” call for 

special measures, László Kövér, 

Hungary’s parliamentary speaker, wrote 

in a letter addressed to 60 European 

politicians and released to MTI. In 

his letter, Kövér said that Hungary’s 

recent coronavirus law does not curb 

parliament’s powers. “On the contrary, 

this has been the only special legislation 

in Europe aimed at increasing 

parliament’s authorisations as against 

the government”. The Hungarian 

legislation has been “subject to sharp 

criticism” since the passage of that law 

on March 30, Kövér said. “Concerned 

voices have warned that the Hungarian 

government has obtained full control 

over the country for an indefinite period 

of time and democracy is jeopardised”. 

The speaker, however, dismissed 

those worries as groundless, and 

assured recipients of his letter that 

the legislation was fully in line with 

the country’s constitution. The law 

does not grant unlimited powers to 

the government, Kövér said, adding 

that “even this increased room for 

manoeuvre for the government is not 

as large as that of some governments 

of the EU in a state of emergency”.

Kövér went on to say that “most 

Hungarians are disappointed that some 

political factors in Europe even in the 

current crisis cannot get rid of their 

personal bias and political fixations and 

cannot concentrate on fighting a shared 

hazard”. “We thank all those that are 

ready to help us in good faith and call 

on all others not to add to the damage if 

they cannot contribute to efforts against 

the epidemic,” Kövér said in his letter. 

The letter was sent to the parliamentary 

speakers of the EU member states, the 

president of the European Parliament, 
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group leaders of the EP, heads of the 

EU’s institutions, the heads of the 

parliamentary assemblies of the Council 

of Europe and OSCE, as well as the house 

speakers of seven German states.

SZIJJÁRTÓ PROPOSES 
REGULAR CROSSINGS  
AT ZÁHONY

The Hungarian foreign minister has 

proposed that locals resident on either 

side of the Hungary-Ukranine border 

should be allowed to make regular 

crossings at the Záhony station, which 

currently only handles freight traffic. 

Péter Szijjártó noted on Facebook 

that he talked by phone with Dmytro 

Kuleba, his Ukrainian counterpart. 

They both pledged mutual support 

during the novel coronavirus 

pandemic. Szijjártó briefed Kuleba on 

Hungary’s decision to extend the 50 

million euro tied aid loan framework 

for road construction projects in 

Transcarpathia by two years. He also 

briefed Kuleba about the Hungarian 

government’s supply of 100,000 face 

masks, 30,000 pairs of gloves and other 

protective gear to doctors and nurses 

in Transcarpathia in collaboration with 

Hungary’s Ecumenical Charity.

Meanwhile, Szijjártó told an online 

press conference that Uzbekistan 

is sending 500,000 face masks to 

Hungary. Szijjártó held a video call with 

Uzbek counterpart Sardor Uktamovich 

Umurzakov. “It’s great to have friendly 

nations we can count on in these 

difficult times,” Szijjártó said, adding 

that all countries providing help to 

Hungary “are to the east of Hungary” 

and all, except China, are members of 

the Turkic Council, where Hungary has 

enjoyed observer status since 2018.

SOCIALISTS CALL ON GOVT 
TO GUARANTEE HEALTH 
CARE SERVICES FOR ALL  
IN NEED

The opposition Socialists called on the 

government to ensure health care services 

for all patients in need, not only for 

those infected by the novel coronavirus. 

Lawmaker Ildikó Borbély Bangó told an 

online press conference that Hungarians 

would “realise after the epidemic that 

treatment postponed due to Covid-19 

caused more deaths than the epidemic 

itself”. Basic care cannot be suspended on 

the grounds of the epidemic, as access to 

basic healthcare is a right enshrined in the 

constitution, she said.

Bangó called the human resources 

minister’s decision to fire the directors 

of two hospitals over the weekend 

“politically motivated countdowns”. 

Meanwhile, the minister ordered hospitals 

to free 60% of their beds for potential 

coronavirus patients, a move Bangó called 

“unjustified” in view of the official data 

published about the epidemic. Citing 

news reports, Bangó protested against 

the discharging of “the seriously ill, even 

cancer patients” from hospitals.

The leftist Democratic Coalition 

(DK) called on the government to 

stop the mass evacuation of hospitals 

to free beds for possible Covid-19 

patients. Imre László, DK’s health 

specialist, said that while there were 

hardly more than 1,500 confirmed 

cases in the country, Human 

Resources Minister Miklós Kásler had 

instructed hospitals to free 36,000 

beds, 60% of their total capacity. 

“Seriously ill patients are sent back 

home and long-planned operations 

are postponed; the government puts 

patients requiring 24-hour care to 

the street possibly diminishing their 

chances for survival,” László insisted. 

He added that if necessary, hospital 

beds could be released gradually, 

while mass evacuations are an “ill-

considered” decision.

UNIONS DEMAND 
POSTPONEMENT OF BILL 
ON PUBLIC EMPLOYEE 
STATUS

Five trade union federations have 

demanded the Speaker of Parliament 

postpone consideration of a bill 

that would terminate the status of 

museum, library, archival, public-

culture, theatre and orchestral staff 

as public employees from Nov. 1. 

The ESZT trade union federation and 

the SZEF, LIGA, MASZSZ and MOSZ 

federations were “appalled” by the bill 

the government planned to table, the 

ESZT federation said.

The statement decried the lack of 

consultations with the unions or public 

consultation concerning the planned 

measure which would change the 

employment status of almost 20,000 

people. For the duration of the state 

of emergency due to the coronavirus 

epidemic, the bill’s passage should 
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be suspended and broad public 

consultations held, the statement said.

The opposition Socialists demand 

suspending the bill for the duration 

of the state of emergency, the party 

said on Tuesday. Back on Sunday the 

LMP party called on the government 

to withdraw the bill. Employees in the 

cultural sector are underpaid, the last 

time they received a pay rise was in 

2002, a lawmaker of the party said in 

a Facebook video message. More than 

70% of them receive an equivalent of 

the minimum wage, Péter Ungár said.

OPPOSITION PARTIES 
SLAM GOVT DECREE 
EASING LABOUR 
REGULATIONS

Opposition parties slammed the 

easing of labour regulations, saying 

that the relevant government decree 

issued on Friday imposed further 

burdens on workers who are anyway 

hit hardest by the crisis.

Klára Dobrev, an MEP of the 

Democratic Coalition (DK), called on 

the government to scrap the decree, 

which she said allowed employers 

a two-year period when they could 

order employees to work overtime to 

make up for the days off taken during 

the novel coronavirus epidemic. The 

regulation, she said, strips workers of 

overtime payments for those hours, 

and potentially forces them to work 

on six days a week. The “government’s 

base move” forces the most vulnerable 

to bear the burdens of the economic 

damage caused by the pandemic, 

Dobrev said, adding that the decree 

amounted to a “slave law”.

Speaking at the plenary session of 

parliament, Jobbik’s Tibor Nunkovics 

said the decree “steals money from 

employees’ pockets” by stripping them 

of overtime payments. 

Tamás Schanda, a state secretary 

of the innovation and technology 

ministry, said in response in parliament 

that the more flexible labour 

regulations are meant to protect jobs. 

The opposition, he noted, had refused 

a joint fight against the epidemic’s 

health and economic consequences. 

The priority is to ensure Hungarians 

have jobs and can earn a living, he said.

IMF SEES HUNGARY 
ECONOMY CONTRACTING 
3.1% 2020

The International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) projects Hungary’s economy 

will contract by 3.1% this year in its 

latest World Economic Outlook. 

The IMF sees Hungary’s economy 

rebounding and expanding by 4.2% 

in 2021. In its forecast released last 

autumn, the IMF had put GDP growth 

at 3.3% for 2020 and at 2.9% for 2021. 

Inflation is seen declining to 3.3% from 

last year’s 3.4% and to 3.2% next year. 

The unemployment rate is set to rise 

to 5.4% from last year’s rate of 3.4%. 

It is projected to fall to 4.0% in 2021. 

The IMF’s latest forecast sees Hungary 

registering the second smallest 

economic drop in the European Union 

this year after Malta, whose economy is 

seen contracting by 2.8%. Outside the 

bloc, only Serbia is seen doing better 

with a contraction of 3.0%.

ENROLLMENT IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION DROPS SHARPLY

The number of students enrolling in 

higher education in Hungary dropped 

sharply this year, falling by 20,000 to 91,400 

compared with the previous year, the daily 

Népszava said. The figure is at a 19-year 

low, the paper said, adding that a similar 

fall-off was last seen in 2013, when 15,000 

fewer students applied to university. 

Debrecen University has seen the largest 

drop, with 3,000 fewer enrolments this 

year. Demand for places at Budapest’s 

ELTE University remains high, however, 

with 24,100 applications compared with 

24,700 last year, the paper said.

WIZZ AIR ANNOUNCES 
LAYOFFS, SALARY CUTS

Hungarian low-cost carrier Wizz Air has 

said it is laying off 1,000 staff, 19% of its 

workforce, due to coronavirus-related 

travel restrictions. It is also reducing 

the salaries of pilots, cabin crew and 

office staff by 14%. The airline’s board 

of directors and senior officers will 

also take a pay cut, of 22%. The airline 

is gradually returning 32 older leased 

aircraft as existing lease contracts expire.

Wizz Air said it is currently operating 

at 3% of its pre-pandemic capacity. 

In the meantime, it has worked 

with various governments to offer 

repatriation flights in Europe, Central 

Asia, North Africa and North America. 

It has also operated a number of flights 
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between China and Hungary to deliver 

medical supplies with most of the 

orders coming from the Hungarian 

government, it added.

CARMAKERS READY  
TO RESTART PRODUCTION 
IN HUNGARY

Carmaker giant Opel’s plant in 

Szentgotthárd, western Hungary, is 

prepared to restart production after 

stepping up health safety measures, 

with the timing depending on the 

situation of the automotive industry 

market and possible further restrictions 

to contain the spread of the novel 

coronavirus, the plant’s spokesman 

told MTI. The plant’s workers council, 

unions and work safety representatives 

support the restart of production after 

health safety measures have been 

carried out, Zoltán Kaszás said.

Meanwhile, German carmaker Audi 

said it has partially restarted production 

at its engine plant in Győr, in north-

western Hungary. Audi Hungaria shut 

down its plant on March 23 because 

of the novel coronavirus outbreak. 

The plant on Tuesday restarted a six-

cylinder engine assembly line with 

about a hundred workers on shift. Audi 

said it was taking a gradual approach to 

ramping up production. The carmaker 

plans to restart another six-cylinder 

engine assembly line on the last day of 

the week. Production at the vehicle plant, 

however, is not expected to resume until 

the second half of next week.

WORLD JEWISH CONFERENCE 
THANKS GOVT FOR SUPPORT 
OF HOSPITAL

Ronald S. Lauder, President of 

the Jewish World Congress, has 

thanked Prime Minister Viktor 

Orbán for the government’s 

support for the Jewish hospital 

in Budapest, and its fight 

against the novel coronavirus 

epidemic. Lauder welcomed 

that Hungary’s government had 

coordinated its efforts to fight 

the pandemic with the Jewish 

communities. He also lauded 

Budapest’s Jewish hospital, 

operated by the Federation 

of Jewish Communities in 

Hungary (Mazsihisz), as a unique 

institution in the region, and 

asked for the prime minister’s 

continued support. The hospital 

will observe all guidelines of 

the Hungarian government so 

they can save as many lives as 

possible, Lauder said, wishing 

Orbán further success in the fight 

against the virus.


