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Müller said it was important to accelerate vaccination procedures in order to prevent the coronavirus epidemic from 

deteriorating. She told a press conference of the central board coordinating coronavirus related measures that Pfizer and 

Moderna vaccine supplies received were only sufficient henceforward for a head count of 165,000. So far, 134,554 people 

have been vaccinated, including 4,030 who have been given their second shot, she added. The public health centre’s 

laboratories are testing each batch of the two new vaccines before distribution, she said. 

The PM’S chief of staff, meanwhile, said the government was “forced to find its own sources for a vaccine” as mass vaccination 

against Covid-19 has not yet started in the EU due to “delays by the European Commission”. “The government is in talks 

with every potential supplier including China and Russia,” Gergely Gulyás said, adding that only vaccines “that have been 

used to inoculate several million people” and that the Hungarian authorities deem “safe and effective” would be used.

Approval for the AstraZeneca jab and the preliminary go-ahead for Sputnik V by 
Hungary’s health authorities is “a big step forward”, Cecília Müller, the chief medical 
officer, said. 

ASTRAZENECA, SPUTNIK JABS GIVEN GO-AHEAD

Coronavirus updates

EU education ministers hold informal 
meeting

 
Finance ministry releases detailed 
2020 budget report 
 
 
Day of Hungarian Culture
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Prime Minister Viktor Orbán participates in a videoconference of EU leaders
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GULYÁS SLAMS EMA  
FOR SLUGGISH 
APPROVALS

The Prime Minister’s chief of staff, 

Gergely Gulyás slammed the European 

Medicines Agency for slow licencing, 

and said that Hungary’s authorities 

had already granted a licence to the 

AstraZeneca vaccine. “If the European 

authority followed suit, vaccination 

[in Hungary] could start.” Gulyás also 

noted that a Russian vaccine had also 

been granted a preliminary licence to 

be applied in Hungary, adding that 

Foreign Minister Péter Szijjártó was 

discussing the subject in Moscow. 

Vaccine supplies to the EU are “clearly 

insufficient”, Gulyás said, noting that 

mass vaccination was already under 

way in Israel, the US, the UK and in 

several Arab countries. Hungary cannot 

ease its coronavirus-related restrictions 

as long as there is no significant drop 

in the number of new cases, Gulyás 

said, adding however that the spread 

of the virus was slowing down and 

the number of fatalities was also 

decreasing, contrary to a large part of 

the region where a third wave of the 

pandemic had hit. 

Gulyás said that people to be 

inoculated would be asked which 

vaccine they preferred, but added 

that if the preferred product was not 

available the client would have to 

wait until it was purchased. He said 

reports of unused vaccines being 

dumped were “fake news”. “This could 

not happen and it would have serious 

consequences if it did,” he said, adding 

that doctors must not disregard the 

official vaccination schedule.

Concerning Russia’s Sputnik vaccine, 

Gulyás said that “Russia seems to 

have resolved issues around a lack 

of production capacities” and will be 

able to produce the vaccine in large 

quantities. Concerning the Chinese 

vaccine, he said the government has 

signed a deal aimed at unlocking the 

“immediate supply” of one million 

doses, but added that licensing by 

Hungarian authorities is still pending. 

Gulyás said patients would not be 

offered an opportunity to reserve dates 

for inoculation with their GPs, saying 

that “an appropriate schedule cannot 

be followed unless there is a central 

registry”.

Residents will be provided a plastic 

card certifying that they have been 

inoculated or they have recovered 

from Covid-19, starting probably in 

mid-February, Gulyás said, adding that 

once a sufficient number of people 

were vaccinated restrictions could be 

lifted. 

Gulyás was asked about leftist 

criticism of the government pressuring 

the health authorities to licence the 

Russian and Chinese vaccines in 

Hungary, in light of the Austrian, 

Danish, and Greek governments 

calling on the European Medicines 

Agency to grant a licence to the 

Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine. He 

said the government would not 

pressure any authority to disregard 

professional protocols. At the same 

time, the licencing process must be 

accelerated because “thousands are 

dying ... people who would not die 

had they been inoculated”, he added. 

Answering a question about 

whether Hungary would meet the 

European target of vaccinating 80% 

of people above the age of 80, as well 

as health and welfare employees, 

by March, and 70% of the adult 

population by the summer, Gulyás 

said that in light of delays in vaccine 

supplies from the EU, this could only 

be achieved if alternative sources of 

supply were involved. Gulyás said 

that Pfizer could not be sanctioned 

for temporarily supplying smaller 

amounts of its vaccine under effective 

agreements. 

Responding to another question, 

Gulyás said that no government 

member had so far been inoculated 

because “any deviation from the 

vaccination plan would only be 

possible by changing the rules”. 

Asked about the suggestion by 

health experts that the Chinese 

vaccine should only be used if licenced 

by the EU, he said: “Hungary has its 

own authorities, and the government 

does not think that a licence by the 

European authority carries any greater 

credibility”.

PM’S PRESS CHIEF: ORBÁN 
TO PUSH FOR QUICKER 
COVID VACCINE ROLLOUT 
IN EU VIDEOCONFERENCE

Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 

Orbán will push for speeding up the 

rollout of Covid-19 vaccines when he 
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takes part in a videoconference of EU 

leaders discussing the pandemic, his 

press chief has said. More and more 

member states are complaining of 

the slow rollout of vaccines, Bertalani 

Havasi told MTI after the start of 

the summit, adding, however, that 

Hungary “is not going to wait for 

Brussels”. Hungary is in talks with 

several vaccine manufacturers, and the 

country is on the verge of adding the 

UK’s Oxford/AstraZeneca and Russia’s 

Sputnik V jabs to its vaccine arsenal, 

he said. Havasi added that talks and 

expert inspections concerning the 

Chinese vaccine were also looking 

promising. Mass vaccinations using 

safe and effective vaccines are the only 

way for restrictions aimed at curbing 

the spread of coronavirus to be lifted 

within the foreseeable future, Havasi 

said.

GULYÁS: BUDAPEST 
ADMINISTRATION 
‘WASTING BILLIONS’

The Prime Minister’s chief of staff, 

Gergely Gulyás, told a regular 

government press briefing that 

the Budapest metropolitan council 

seemed unconcerned about 

parsimony. Concerning the revamp 

of Budapest’s landmark Chain Bridge 

-- and the accusation against the 

administration of Gergely Karácsony 

that it was spending 5.5 billion forints 

(EUR 15.3m) more on the project 

than necessary -- Gulyás said the 

government would stick to its promise 

to provide funding for renovation. At 

the same time, the city council, he 

added, had not only approved a more 

expensive bid but had simplified the 

plans, “so the relative cost increase 

is huge”. Commenting on a tender 

for advertisement space on the 

city’s public transport network, he 

accused the city council of wasting 

money egregiously while repeatedly 

complaining about a shortage of 

funds. Gulyás said the council had 

lost 1.2 billion forints by refusing to 

approve a bid submitted as part of a 

lawfully completed tender. 

Commenting on the planned 

regulations of social media giants, he 

said the justice ministry would soon 

submit a related proposal. Solutions 

are being sought both in the US and 

Europe for ways to keep the operation 

of international companies within a 

constitutional framework, he said. 

Free speech must be guaranteed, he 

said, but since it was impossible to hold 

tech giants accountable for failing to 

enforce constitutional guarantees in 

the current institutional framework, the 

situation needed to change, he added.

Commenting on recent remarks 

by Věra Jourová, vice president of 

the European Commission for values 

and transparency, according to 

which Hungary would be punished 

by blocking funds if it fails to act in 

line with rule-of-law principles set out 

by the EC, Gulyás said Jourová was 

unfit for her job because she “hates 

Hungary and Poland” and was unable 

to form objective opinions. Jourová’s 

remarks violated her obligations as set 

out in the Lisbon Treaty, and the EC 

president had been asked to replace 

her, he added. “A commissioner who 

has spent time in pre-trial detention 

in connection with corruption could 

be expected to show greater restraint,” 

he said.

Commenting on the planned 

transformation of various of the 

country’s science universities, he said 

the current regulations on medical 

training must be kept in force. Clinics 

will remain parts of universities and 

would also continue to provide 

standard hospital services, he added.

On the subject of the Hungarian 

economy, Gulyás highlighted 

uncertainties caused by the pandemic, 

saying that the finance ministry “would 

be glad to see the optimistic scenario 

of 6% of GDP” in 2021. He noted that 

Hungary’s state debt exceeded 80% of 

GDP by the end of last year, as opposed 

to 65.5% in 2019, but added that it 

was still in the median range of EU 

members, the EU average being 94%.

Referring to the new United States 

administration, Gulyás said: “A new 

government should be given the 

benefit of the doubt, even if we have 

had bad experiences with certain 

people.” Hungary hopes the US will 

resolve its problems successfully, he 

said.

PM’S SECURITY ADVISOR 
HAILS HUNGARY’S 
MIGRATION POLICY

Hungary’s migration policy and 

border protection measures have 

been successful in protecting the 
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country and ensuring the safety 

of its people, the prime minister’s 

chief domestic security advisor said, 

addressing a press conference at 

the Kelebia border crossing on the 

Serbian-Hungarian border. György 

Bakondi noted that the Hungarian 

authorities apprehended 45,500 

illegal migrants at the border last year 

and launched criminal proceedings 

against 455 people smugglers, a 

significant increase from the previous 

three years. So far this year, a total of 56 

people smugglers have been arrested, 

Bakondi said, noting that the migration 

pressure on Hungary seen over the 

past year was now getting even 

more intense. He said that in addition 

to border protection, Hungary’s 

migration policy also encompassed 

providing aid to other countries with 

the aim of keeping the main migration 

routes closed, while Hungarian police 

officers are helping to patrol the North 

Macedonian border. 

Hungary also cooperates with 

Europol and European border agency 

Frontex in tracking down people 

smuggling networks. Hungary shows 

solidarity towards all countries working 

to prevent migrant groups from setting 

off towards Europe, Bakondi said. 

Hungary has also provided financial 

and other forms of aid to cities and 

towns destroyed in the Syrian civil 

war, he added.

Hungary expects the Portuguese 

European Union presidency to take 

notice of the experiences of countries 

like those forming the Visegrad Group 

and break with policy positions 

that support mandatory migrant 

settlement quotas, open borders and 

“legalising” illegal entrants, Bakondi 

said, arguing that these proposals 

posed serious risks.

KARÁCSONY: BIDEN’S 
INAUGURATION SPEECH 
HOLDS MESSAGE FOR 
HUNGARY

Joe Biden’s inauguration speech 

holds pertinent messages that 

apply to Hungary, Budapest Mayor 

Gergely Karácsony said, referring 

to the president’s call for healing 

and unity. Joint efforts to fight the 

pandemic, unemployment, poverty 

and growing inequalities -- as Biden 

advocated -- could bring closure to a 

“painful period” of division, Karácsony 

said on Facebook. The mayor accused 

the Hungarian government of 

conflating itself with the nation and 

“changing Hungary unilaterally”, while 

hijacking all institutions of what would 

otherwise be shared power structures. 

“We need to restore a Hungary that 

belongs to all of its citizens,” he said.

CORONAVIRUS - 
PÁRBESZED CALLS  
FOR ‘CLEAR’ VACCINATION 
PROTOCOL 

The government should clarify the 

protocol for residents applying 

for coronavirus vaccination, the 

deputy group leader of opposition 

Párbeszéd said on Thursday, saying it 

was unclear whether registration was 

a pre-requisite for inoculation. Olivio 

Kocsis-Cake also complained about 

the rule that restricts registration by 

mail to people aged over 60. All age 

groups should have the option of 

postal registration, he said, adding that 

signing up for a jab with employment 

and family doctors should also be 

made a possibility. The opposition 

politician also said that in addition to 

health-care and social welfare staff, 

teachers should also be given priority 

in the national vaccination plan. Kocsis-

Cake urged the provision of extra 

funding for health services, especially 

in rural areas, and the launch of an 

information campaign on the benefits 

and drawbacks of vaccines in order to 

increase public trust. 

Párbeszéd said only vaccines 

licenced by the European Medicines 

Agency should be used, and he called 

on the government to stop exerting 

political pressure on the Hungarian 

health authorities to license vaccines. 

He added that the government should 

also offer residents a choice between 

different types of vaccine.

SZIJJÁRTÓ SENDS 
CONGRATULATIONS  
TO NEW US OFFICIALS

Foreign Minister Péter Szijjártó has 

sent letters of congratulation to three 

incoming secretaries of the new US 

administration of President Joe Biden.

In his letter to Antony Blinken, the 

new Secretary of State, Szijjártó said 

the United States was Hungary’s 

most important ally and strategic 
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partner outside the European Union, 

adding that Hungarian-US relations 

had progressed, reaching new 

heights in recent years. Szijjártó said 

he was convinced that “the current 

exceptional relationship provides both 

countries with the best framework to 

face the new challenges arising from 

the pandemic situation, as well as to 

further strengthen the transatlantic 

relationship, which is vital to the 

security of Europe”.

“This year Hungary and the United 

States will celebrate the 100th 

anniversary of the establishment of 

diplomatic relations. On this grand 

occasion, I especially look forward to 

fostering the bilateral ties between 

our two countries.” Szijjártó said the 

Hungarian government is looking 

forward to cooperation with the 

US based on shared values, mutual 

interests and mutual respect between 

the two nations, and he personally 

would work towards promoting 

political, security, economic and 

cultural cooperation.

In the context of foreign policy, 

Szijjártó stated Hungary’s continued 

support for the US and Israeli efforts 

to bring about sustainable peace in 

the Middle East and fight against anti-

Semitism in Europe and elsewhere in 

the world. He said that as a long-time 

supporter of the EU accession of the 

countries in the Western Balkans, the 

government also welcomes US efforts 

to promote peace and prosperity in 

the region.

Highlighting the importance of 

cooperation as allies in NATO, Szijjártó 

noted Hungary’s participation in 

several international military missions. 

He said Hungary had made significant 

efforts to boost its defence spending 

over the past few years, and the 2% 

target is expected to be hit by 2024 at 

the latest. He further noted that the 

country has increased the proportion 

of defence investment well above the 

20% threshold, adding that several 

bilateral agreements promote military 

partnership between the US and 

Hungary.

As regards economy and trade, 

Szijjártó said partnership in those 

areas has progressed significantly in 

the past years. He noted that there 

are 1,700 US companies employing 

around 106,000 employees in 

Hungary with bilateral trade growing 

by an annual 2.3% to 5.8 billion dollars 

in 2019. He pledged to work closely 

with the new US administration to 

identify additional areas of economic 

and business cooperation, and 

he expressed hope that he would 

have a chance to meet the new 

state secretary in person as soon as 

possible.

In his letter to Gina Raimondo, 

Secretary of Commerce, Szijjártó said 

that the Department of Commerce 

would play an essential role in post-

pandemic economic recovery. He 

said that Hungary highly valued the 

successes the two countries had 

achieved in bilateral trade in recent 

years and would continue to seek 

possibilities for further cooperation. 

“Maintaining strong ties with our 

global economic partners such as the 

United States will always be a priority 

for Hungary,” he said.

In his letter to Jennifer Mulhern 

Granholm, Secretary of Energy, Szijjártó 

said that US-Hungarian cooperation 

in the field of energy had improved 

considerably over the past years. He 

stated the Hungarian government’s 

commitment to fight climate change, 

and underlined the importance of 

renewables and enhanced role of 

nuclear energy. “I am convinced that 

we will find ample common ground to 

enhance our cooperation in the field of 

energy, based on mutual respect and 

cooperation,” the foreign minister said.

CORONAVIRUS - 98 
FATALITIES, 1,410 MORE 
INFECTIONS

Fully 98 Covid patients, generally 

elderly and suffering from an 

underlying illness, died over the past 

24 hours, while 1,410 new infections 

were officially registered, bringing the 

total number of infected to 355,662, 

koronavirus.gov.hu said. The death 

toll has risen to 11,713, while 235,276 

people have made a recovery. The 

number of active infections stands 

at 108,673, while there are 4,049 

hospitalised Covid patients, 286 on a 

ventilator.

Altogether 19,932 people are in 

official home quarantine, and the 

number of tests carried out has risen 

to 3,000,325.

Most infections have been registered 

in Budapest (66,347) and Pest County 

(44,218) so far, followed by the counties 
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of Hajdú-Bihar (20,161), Győr-Moson-

Sopron (20,067) and Borsod-Abaúj-

Zemplén (19,855). The county least 

affected by the infection is Tolna 

(7,614).

KARÁCSONY: LOCAL 
GOVERNANCE ‘FRONTLINE 
OF HUNGARIAN DOMESTIC 
POLITICS’

Local governance and the relationship 

between the central government and 

local councils constitutes the “frontline 

of Hungarian domestic politics” 

today, Budapest Mayor Gergely 

Karácsony told an online conference. 

Local governance is important to all 

democrats, the mayor said, adding, 

however that it was now under threat 

in Hungary. “Democracy is being 

systematically wound up,” Karácsony 

said, adding that the Hungarian 

government was “not governing, but 

ruling” the country. The opposition’s 

responsibility is to offer an alternative 

to this in the local councils it controls, 

he added.

Peter Márki-Zay, the mayor of 

Hódmezővásárhely, in southern 

Hungary, said the opposition-

controlled local councils “find 

themselves facing a mafia” in the 

form of the government, “which only 

cares about power and stealing”. “If 

we fail to replace this regime in 2022, 

we’ll be going back to the communist 

Soviet system,” he insisted. Márki-Zay 

said Hungary’s local councils were 

run based on outdated structures. 

Developments, he said, were poorly 

thought out and local councils often 

even lacked the funding to carry them 

out.

The conference was also addressed 

by the opposition mayors of 

Szombathely, Baja and Budapest’s 

15th district.

DEFENCE MINISTER: ARMY 
DEVELOPMENT MUST 
CONTINUE TO GUARANTEE 
SECURITY

Hungary’s army development 

programme must continue in order to 

guarantee the security of the country 

and the people, notwithstanding the 

army resources required to combat 

the coronavirus crisis, Defence 

Minister Tibor Benkő said. The army 

contributes to protective efforts 

against the coronavirus epidemic, 

with nearly 1,400 soldiers assisting in 

the operation of 29 hospitals and 93 

other health institutions, he told public 

broadcaster Kossuth Rádió. Soldiers 

carry out disinfection tasks and also 

help the police protect the border, he 

added. The pressure of migration is 

increasing on the southern borders, 

with an increasing number of migrants 

trying to enter Hungary illegally, he 

added. When Hungary joined NATO, 

it made a commitment to participate in 

international cooperation frameworks, 

Benkő said. As part of this, soldiers get 

trained on international know-how 

and methodology, he said.

In recent years, nearly 1,000 officers 

participated in various international 

training schemes and educational 

programmes to meet the requirements 

of their positions, he said.

BUDAPEST’S DEPUTY 
MAYOR: 816 OUT OF 21,000 
PCR TESTS POSITIVE

Out of the 21,000 PCR tests carried out 

in the capital since September 816 were 

positive, Ambrus Kiss, a deputy mayor 

of Budapest, said, adding that data 

indicate that the number of new cases 

in the city were below the national 

average. Kiss told an online forum 

that the number of infected people in 

nursing homes was declining fast, while 

the number of people recovering from 

the virus had increased significantly. This 

possibly indicates that the second wave 

in nursing homes has hit its peak and is 

now waning, he added.

Meanwhile, on the topic of the 

municipality’s recently announced 

information campaign, he said the 

campaign would cost Budapest 

taxpayers 22 million forints (EUR 

61,500) plus VAT. Starting next week, 

information stickers will be pasted 

on buses, waste bins and the side of 

garbage trucks drawing attention 

to public services that could be 

jeopardised by “government austerity” 

amid the coronavirus crisis. He said 

the central government measures to 

reduce the amount of business tax local 

councils can collect could result in their 

insolvency by the end of November.

Addressing the accusation that the 

municipality was needlessly spending 

extra money on renovating the city’s 

iconic Chain Bridge by accepting 
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a more expensive bid, he said the 

technical content of the two tenders 

were not comparable. Also, he insisted 

that a contract with the company that 

lost the tender would have been more 

expensive.

RESOLVING SOCIAL 
DISPUTES ‘NO 
COURT TASK’, SAYS 
METROPOLITAN COURT 
ON JESUS CARICATURE 
RULING

Resolving a social dispute is “outside 

the scope of a court”, the Budapest 

metropolitan court said late on 

Wednesday, commenting on a decision 

to turn down a recent complaint 

concerning a caricature with Jesus in it.

The caricature showing Jesus and 

Chief Medical Officer Cecília Müller was 

published in daily Népszava in April 2020 

and it resulted in co-ruling Christian 

Democrat deputy group leader Imre 

Vejkey filing a law suit against the paper.

András Veres, the head of the 

Hungarian Catholic Bishops’ Conference, 

slammed the court decision rejecting the 

complaint, saying that the caricature was 

“blasphemous” as it sought to ridicule 

Christian values as well as “the Christian 

chief medical officer determined to do 

her job during the pandemic”. 

The metropolitan court said in a 

statement that the court ruling was 

based on the fact that the drawing 

was a caricature. According to the 

court’s assessment, readers would 

associate to current events and at 

the time of the drawing’s publication 

the artist reflected on public life, not 

on religion. “The caricature was not 

aimed against Christian religion, it did 

not ridicule the Christian community 

and did not prevent Christians from 

freely practising their religion ... it does 

not justify restricting the freedom of 

expression and the press,” the court 

said, adding that the ruling could be 

appealed.

BUDAPEST MAYOR 
SEEKING TO ‘DEPLETE’ 
MUNICIPAL ASSETS

Budapest Mayor Gergely Karácsony 

and the municipal assembly have 

“started depleting the city’s assets”, 

daily Magyar Nemzet said, and 

reported that they were planning to 

sell 72 properties worth a combined 

8.2 billion forints (EUR 23m). The 

daily said that the magnitude of the 

planned sales was “unprecedented”. 

All properties are expected to be 

sold in 2021, with bids already being 

invited for 13 of them, the paper 

added.

SZIJJÁRTÓ: 
THYSSENKRUPP TO SET UP 
HUF 2.2 BN DEVELOPMENT 
HUB 

Germany’s thyssenkrupp will set 

up a 2.2 billion forint (EUR 6.2m) 

engineering development hub 

in Veszprém, in western Hungary, 

Péter Szijjártó, the minister of 

foreign affairs and trade, said. The 

government is supporting the 

investment with a 770 million forint 

grant. The investment will help 

Hungary maintain its leading role in 

the European automotive industry 

and remain a stronghold, he said.


