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Varga has called a special meeting of the Digital Freedom Committee tasked with monitoring online space over what she 

says are violations of democratic norms by social media giants. Varga said the firms were violating “all those fundamental 

democratic legal norms that form the basis of Western-type culture” by “shadow banning” certain users “for political 

purposes”. The minister cited a recently leaked recording of Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey in which he is heard telling staff 

members that the company’s policy enforcement actions would go “far beyond” the suspension of US President Donald 

Trump’s account. She also accused Facebook of limiting “the visibility of Christian, conservative, right-wing opinions”, adding 

that she had “personal experience” of such practices. Varga said the ministry is contributing to the EU regulation of global 

tech companies with the work of the Digital Freedom Committee, indicating the need to take prompt action. Hungary’s 

competition authority will discuss the possibility of sanctioning related unfair trading practices later in the week.

Justice Minister Judit Varga has suggested social media firms could face sanctions over 
“repeated abuses” of free speech.

SOCIAL MEDIA GIANTS IN HUNGARY’S SIGHTS

Coronavirus updates

Hungarian Atomic Energy Authority 
holds presser on nuclear security
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PFIZER VACCINE SHIPMENT 
‘LESS THAN EXPECTED’

Hungary on Tuesday will receive 

another shipment of the Pfizer-

BioNTech coronavirus vaccine, sufficient 

to inoculate 35,685 people, Cecília 

Müller, the chief medical officer said at a 

press briefing. The amount, she added, 

was “somewhat less” than expected. 

So far, Hungary has received enough 

vaccines to inoculate 129,860 people, 

and 123,188 people have received their 

shots, including over 10,000 residents 

and staff in elderly care homes. She said 

it was crucial to find vaccine suppliers 

outside the European Union, adding 

that at the same time the country 

should only use “safe and effective 

vaccines”. Concerning the Chinese 

vaccine, she said it was a traditional 

type of jab that “has been tried and 

tested and do not make patients ill”. 

CORONAVIRUS: CHINESE 
VACCINE’S PRODUCTION 
‘SAFE’

The Chinese Sinopharm vaccine 

is being manufactured under safe 

conditions, a senior official of Hungary’s 

National Institute of Pharmacy and 

Nutrition (OGYÉI) said. The vaccine 

is being produced using cutting-

edge technology in Beijing, Ferenc 

Lukács, the head of the authority’s 

inspection department, told public 

news broadcaster M1 at the site.  

Gergely Gulyás, who heads the Prime 

Minister’s Office, told a press briefing on 

Thursday that Hungary had “practically 

reached an agreement” on a delivery of 

the Sinopharm vaccine. He added that 

the first shipment could be as large as 

one million doses, pending approval 

by Hungarian authorities. Meanwhile, 

the opposition Democratic Coalition 

has called on OGYÉI “not to yield to 

the government’s devious political 

pressure” to license the Chinese 

vaccine. “DK fully supports vaccination, 

but it is in our common interest that a 

premium category vaccine inspected 

and approved by the EU is put to use 

in Hungary rather than one developed 

under an outdated protocol in China,” 

Zoltán Varga, the party’s parliamentary 

group spokesman, told an online 

press conference. He added that only 

vaccines approved by the European 

Medicines Agency (EMA) could be 

considered to be “politically and 

professionally independent”. Varga 

said his party was proposing offering 

Hungarians the option to choose 

the vaccine they would prefer to be 

inoculated with. He made reference 

to studies suggesting that only one 

percent of Hungarians are keen on 

getting the Chinese jab. “The vaccine 

which is given to people aged between 

18 and 59 in China is planned to be 

given to people aged older than 60 

here in Hungary,” he said.

GOVT CONTRIBUTES 
ANOTHER HUF 2 BN  
TO PANDEMIC FIGHT

The government has purchased medical 

equipment worth a combined 2 billion 

forints (EUR 5.5m) under the Healthy 

Budapest Programme, aimed at helping 

efforts to fight the coronavirus epidemic, 

Human Resources Minister Miklós Kásler 

told an online press conference. Kásler 

said that the equipment, including 

mobile disinfecting robots, mobile 

x-rays, incubators, and hospital beds, 

have been distributed between 17 

hospitals. Originally, the programme 

was launched in 2017 with the aim 

to modernise hospitals in the greater 

Budapest area, using a budget of 700 

billion forints until 2026.

68 COVID FATALITIES, 875 
MORE INFECTIONS

Fully 68 Covid patients, generally elderly 

and suffering from an underlying illness, 

died over the past 24 hours, while 875 

new infections were officially registered, 

bringing the total number of infected 

to 352,703, koronavirus.gov.hu said. 

The death toll has risen to 11,409, while 

230,441 people have made a recovery. 

The number of active infections 

stands at 110,853, while there are 4,445 

hospitalised Covid patients, 330 on a 

ventilator.

Altogether 21,648 people are in 

official home quarantine, and the 

number of tests carried out has risen 

to 2,963,613. Most infections have been 

registered in Budapest (65,923) and 

Pest County (43,912) so far, followed 

by the counties of Hajdú-Bihar (20,028), 

Győr-Moson-Sopron (19,980) and 

Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén (19,722). The 

county least affected by the infection 

is Tolna (7,526).
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SZIJJÁRTÓ: STRONG 
EU-SAN MARINO 
COOPERATION  
IN HUNGARY’S INTEREST 

Hungary has an interest in stronger 

cooperation between San Marino 

and the European Union, and can 

work with the southern European 

country effectively on the issue of 

national minorities, Foreign Minister 

Péter Szijjártó said after talks with Luca 

Beccari, his San Marino counterpart, 

in Budapest. The pandemic has 

shown that there is a greater need 

for international cooperation based 

on mutual respect than ever before, 

Szijjártó told a press conference he 

held jointly with Beccari. Hungary is 

pushing for the EU and San Marino 

to sign an association agreement 

this year, he added. San Marino and 

Hungary are both proud of their 

respective national identities and their 

cultural, historic and religious heritage, 

and have no desire to give them 

up, Szijjártó said, adding that both 

countries attached great importance 

to the issue of national minorities. San 

Marino and the EU have established 

close relations on issues important 

to Hungary, the minister said, adding 

that the stronger their cooperation the 

more it benefits Hungary.

Szijjártó also touched on the issue 

of Minority SafePack, an initiative 

urging EU protection for indigenous 

national minorities in the bloc. He 

said the initiative had been important 

for ethnic Hungarian communities 

beyond the border, but the European 

Commission had rejected it. Szijjártó 

called the EC’s decision “outrageous”, 

arguing that while the commission was 

prepared to provide “all forms of aid 

to illegal immigrants”, when it came 

to helping the continent’s indigenous 

national minorities, “Brussels turns 

its back on them.” Hungary and San 

Marino can count on each other when 

it comes to respecting the rights of 

national minorities and they also 

consult regularly on illegal migration, 

Szijjártó said.

The minister said he and Beccari also 

began talks on signing an investment 

protection agreement, adding that 

Hungary has agreed to offer university 

scholarships to ten Sammarinese 

students from September. In response 

to a question, Szijjártó said he will 

travel to Moscow on Friday for talks 

on extending Hungary’s long-term 

gas purchase agreement. He added 

that he is scheduled to meet Russia’s 

foreign, health and energy ministers 

along with leaders of energy giant 

Gazprom.  Szijjártó said there was a 

clear schedule when it came to talks on 

the procurement of Covid-19 vaccines. 

The question of which vaccines can be 

approved in Hungary is determined by 

experts, not politicians, he said. If those 

experts decide that a vaccine can be 

approved, the government has a duty 

to procure it, the minister said, adding 

that the rollout of vaccines procured by 

the EU was taking too long. Hungary 

is in talks with both Russia and China, 

and if the Hungarian authorities give 

the go-ahead, the government will 

sign purchase deals, Szijjártó said. The 

order in which various age groups are 

vaccinated, he said, was a question of 

strategy. China is using the Sinopharm 

vaccine to inoculate those between 

the ages of 18 and 59, but is has also 

been approved for those above the 

age of 60, he added.

On another subject, Szijjártó said 

the Hungarian government had 

not received an invitation to attend 

Wednesday’s inauguration of US 

President-elect Joe Biden, noting that 

this year the event will be significantly 

scaled down due to the pandemic. 

Hungary’s interest lies in the new 

president having a successful term in 

office and for Hungary-US ties to be as 

good as they were over the past four 

years, he said. Meanwhile, Szijjártó 

also said the Hungarian government 

was “rooting” for Armin Laschet, the 

new leader of Germany’s co-ruling 

Christian Democratic Union (CDU), as 

“Germany’s success contributes greatly 

to Hungary’s.”

JUSTICE MIN: GOVT CALLS 
ON EU PORTUGUESE 
PRESIDENCY TO REJECT 
MIGRANT QUOTA

Hungary’s standpoint on mandatory 

migrant quotas, in tandem with the 

Visegrad Group, remains the same as 

ever, and it calls on the Portuguese 

European Union presidency to reject 

the quotas, Judit Varga, the justice 

minister, told public media after 

a meeting of EU European affairs 

ministers. The chief aims of the 
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Portuguese presidency were discussed 

at Monday’s meeting in parallel with a 

series of conferences on the EU’s future, 

Varga noted, adding that Hungary’s 

standpoint is that economic policy, 

geared towards strengthening social 

rights, should be a sovereign matter. 

Varga also said Hungary expects the 

Portuguese presidency to implement 

the agreement on the rule of law 

making clear that funding could not 

be tied to “ideological expectations”. 

Thursday’s EU summit will focus on 

coordination between member states 

on handling the coronavirus pandemic, 

she said, adding many EU government 

leaders lamented the sluggish pace 

of vaccine production, procurement 

and delivery. Varga also highlighted 

the movement of people in the bloc, 

saying the issue was gradually being 

taken up, adding that people who have 

already been vaccinated should be able 

to prove they are safe to travel. Varga 

accused the European Commission, 

however, of being tardy in formulating 

common guidelines in this area.

FIDESZ MEP SLAMS EC 
FOR REJECTING ETHNIC 
MINORITY INITIATIVE

A Fidesz MEP has lambasted the 

European Commission for rejecting 

the Minority SafePack citizen’s initiative 

that urged European Union protection 

for indigenous national minorities 

in the bloc, saying that the EC was 

“leaving traditional ethnic minorities 

behind again” despite nearly 1.5 million 

Europeans supporting the drive.  The 

EC last Friday issued a statement saying 

that a wide range of measures had been 

taken to address the issues outlined in 

the initiative since it was launched in 

2013. “While no further legal acts are 

proposed, the full implementation of 

legislation and policies already in place 

provide a powerful arsenal to support 

the Initiative’s goals,” the statement said. 

Kinga Gál said in a statement that the EC 

“did not take the initiative seriously, even 

though it is risking its own credibility 

and the trust of citizens.”  The initiative 

proposed to incorporate protection 

of national, ethnic and linguistic 

minorities into EU law.  “We have heard 

[EC Vice-President] Vera Jourova talk 

countless times about the rule of law 

and an approachable EU. But when that 

becomes achievable, the EC backs out 

and the protection of its citizens remains 

empty talk,” she said. “Europe can stay 

strong only if it consists of strong nation 

states with strong identities. Failing to 

protect or giving up European cultural 

heritage will result in a failure to 

protect ... European identity,” Gal said. 

As head of the European Parliament’s 

working group on ethnic and linguistic 

minorities, she said she would turn to 

the EC’s president and vice-president 

to address the matter.

KARÁCSONY: BUDAPEST 
MUNICIPALITY TO LAUNCH 
INFORMATION CAMPAIGN 

The municipal government of 

Budapest is launching an information 

campaign with a view to providing a 

picture of the situation in the capital, 

Gergely Karácsony, the city’s mayor, 

said. Karácsony said the idea was to 

strengthen Budapest’s community 

and persuade the central government 

to scrap its curbs on the local 

administration. Information will be made 

available concerning the operation of 

public services and the city’s finances, as 

well as its public services. The campaign 

is also geared towards making the public 

aware of Budapest’s strength in fighting 

“government measures”. “We can join 

forces to make the government lift 

the austerity measures” imposed on 

localities, he said, adding that the city’s 

community would be “greatly needed in 

the following period”.  Karácsony noted 

the coronavirus epidemic and associated 

economic crisis, as well as “government 

austerity measures affecting local 

governments”, as factors to contend with.

Ruling Fidesz said in response 

that the mayor “is still complaining 

and promoting a smear campaign 

against the government”.  “Karácsony 

was right about the country going 

through a crisis,” the statement said. 

Under such circumstances, however, 

the municipality should be frugal 

about spending taxpayers’ money, 

it said. Delays and “incompetence” 

in planning the reconstruction of 

Budapest’s Chain Bridge and Metro 3 

line, and the commercial tender of its 

public transport company, cost the city 

billions of forints last year, the statement 

said. The government is allocating 116 

billion forints (EUR 321.5m) to the city’s 

operating costs in 2021, and tens of 

billions to development support, the 

statement added.
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LMP TO LAUNCH PETITION 
AGAINST PÉCS UNIVERSITY 
REORGANISATION

The opposition LMP party is launching 

an online petition in protest against 

the reorganisation of the University of 

Pécs, “to prevent the university’s assets 

and leadership from being handed to 

a foundation led by Fidesz cadres,” 

the party said. The university, besides 

being an economic and cultural hub, 

is the most important employer in 

the southern Hungarian city, LMP’s 

parliamentary group leader, László 

Lóránt Keresztes, told an online press 

conference. The reorganisation was 

being “forced through at breakneck 

speed, without substantial guarantees” 

that the university’s senate would 

retain its powers, especially employer’s 

rights, Keresztes said. “The government 

could appoint [political] cadres to key 

positions at their heart’s content,” 

Keresztes said.

He also called on the government 

to “give back the billions of forints 

stripped from the university last year” 

and to fund a wage hike, saying wages 

were “humiliatingly low”. 

SOCIALISTS URGE HEALTH-
CARE REFORM

The opposition Socialist Party called 

for reforming Hungary’s health-care 

system, criticising the government for 

its “insufficient funding” of the sector.

Socialist MP Ildikó Borbély Bangó 

told an online press conference that 

while government funding for sports-

related projects had increased by 458% 

over the past ten years, spending 

on health care has only seen a 49% 

increase over the same period. Bangó 

said the pandemic had shown that 

“there is no time to waste” in reforming 

the country’s health-care system.

“The health-care system must be 

rebuilt because the only way we’ll 

be able to give everyone a chance to 

recover is by having enough doctors, 

nurses and equipment,” she said. 

Bangó added that the government 

should dedicate a separate ministry to 

health care with a competent leader 

at its helm.

She cited a survey conducted last 

December in which two-thirds of 

respondents backed Socialist Party 

MEP István Ujhelyi’s proposal for a 

European Health Union aimed at 

eliminating inequalities in the health-

care systems of European Union 

member states. 

GERMAN FIRMS TO INVEST 
HUF 4 BN HUNGARY

Three major German companies 

have decided to plough a total 

of 4 billion forints (EUR 11.1m) into 

investments in Hungary, Péter 

Szijjártó, Hungary’s minister of 

foreign affairs and trade, said. The 

government will contribute 1.2 

billion forints to the investments, 

helping save 1,770 jobs, Szijjártó 

told a press conference. Villeroy and 

Boch, Mahle and Beurer’s Hungarian 

ventures export over four fifths of 

their output, so the investments 

will also boost Hungary’s export 

performance, he said.

Szijjártó noted the impact of 

pandemic-related lockdowns on the 

Hungarian economy, and said that 

countries looking to procure vaccines 

from other sources besides the EU’s 

centralised distribution system had 

been “regularly attacked”. “The 

sooner large shipments of vaccine 

are available, the quicker can we 

can inoculate vulnerable people 

and lift the restrictions hobbling the 

economy,” he said. Hungary has also 

entered the competition to secure 

advantage in the post-pandemic 

global economy, Szijjártó said, adding 

that the government’s investment 

support scheme had so far helped 

1,434 companies investing a total of 

1,676 billion forints in the country. 

A-HID WINS TENDER TO 
RENOVATE CHAIN BRIDGE

Construction company A-Hid has won 

the tender to renovate Budapest’s 

landmark Chain Bridge with an offer 

of a net 18.8 billion forints (EUR 51.1m), 

the Budapest Public Transport Centre 

(BKK) has announced. The renovation 

of the bridge will cost a total of 26.75 

billion forints, the company added.  

In addition to the net fee, the gross 

fee includes the mandatory 10% 

reserve limit, the technical inspector’s 

fee and other costs required by the 

regulations as well as the VAT. BKK 

said the contract is expected to be 

signed at the end of January at the 
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earliest. Accordingly, the renovation 

work is expected to begin at the end 

of February and be completed by 

autumn 2023, they added.

GOVT ANNOUNCES HUF 
10.4BN TENDER FOR 
CONSTRUCTION COMPANY 
UPGRADES

The government is inviting 

applications for 10.4 billion forints 

(EUR 28.8m) in grant money to support 

technology upgrades and efficiency 

improvements at microbusinesses 

and SMEs in the construction sector, 

state secretary Attila Steiner said. 

Applications will be assessed and grant 

money decided on a case-by-case 

basis, Steiner said. Microbusinesses 

may apply for between 8 million 

and 50 million forints, and SMEs for 

25-400 million. Applications will be 

accepted starting February 15. The 

tender is the fifth such one that aims 

to support the modernisation of the 

construction sector based on market 

demand. Earlier tenders were called in 

2018 and 2019.

ECUMENICAL PRAYER 
WEEK STARTS

Cardinal Péter Erdő, Hungary’s 

Catholic primate, stressed the “internal 

congregation of love” of the church at 

the opening of an ecumenical week of 

prayer in Saint Stephen’s Basilica. In his 

message at the service, Erdő quoted 

Jesus’ words to his disciples: “By this 

everyone will know that you are my 

disciples, if you love one another”. 

Reformed Church Bishop József 

Steinbach, who heads the Ecumenical 

Council of Hungarian Churches (MEÖT), 

said that especially during difficult 

times, it is important to “marvel at 

the sustaining love of God”. The other 

heads of MEÖT member churches also 

participated at the service. President 

János Áder attended the event. 

FILM INSTITUTE MARKS 
120 YEARS OF HUNGARIAN 
FILM 

The National Film Institute (NFI) is 

celebrating the 120th anniversary of 

the first Hungarian film with a host 

of programmes that will include film 

screenings, exhibitions and other 

activities. The programmes will 

begin with the Day of Hungarian 

Film on April 30, the statement said. 

In July, NFI and the Budapest Ludwig 

Museum of Contemporary Art will 

open an exhibition presenting 

the history of Hungarian film. The 

museum will also play host to film 

screenings, as will the Budapest 

Classic Film Marathon, the Valley 

of Arts festival in Kapolcs and film 

clubs across the country. The NFI 

will also produce a 12 episode 

documentary series on the history 

of Hungarian cinema. In addition, the 

institute will promote 120 works of 

Hungarian cinema on Facebook over 

the course of the year. Released on 

April 30, 1901, The Dance, the first 

professionally directed Hungarian 

film, was the collaborative work of 

cinematographer Béla Zsitkovszky 

and writer Gyula Pekár, the 

statement noted. The film itself, 

however, was lost over the years, 

and only still photographs remain.


