
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

March 19, 2021
MOrNING ISSUE

TOP STORY

UPCOMING EVENTSPHOTO OF THE DAY

aM

Pressing ahead with vaccinations was the only way to protect people, Gergely Gulyás told a weekly online press briefing. 

Citing the projections of experts, he said Hungary was nearing the peak of the third wave of the pandemic. Though the 

daily caseload and death rate is “extremely” high, Hungary’s health-care system has sufficient capacity to treat all patients, 

Gulyás said. If rules are strictly observed, “lifting the restrictions may be just weeks or even days away,” he added. Noting 

new cases in the past 24 hours amounting to over 6,500 as well as 207 Covid-related deaths, Gulyás said the third wave 

was expected to be “tougher” than the previous two. He thanked health-care staff for their work, including senior medical 

students who have been involved in the protection efforts since last week. Hungary still has 11,000 free beds and 1,700 

unused ventilators, he said. The health-care system is capable of treating two-and-a-half times more people needing 

ventilators than the current numbers, Gulyás said.

Hungary is not yet in a position to start easing lockdown measures imposed to curb 
the spread of the coronavirus, the prime minister’s chief of staff has said.

hUNGarY ‘NOT rEaDY’ TO EaSE rESTrIcTIONS YET

coronavirus updates

PM Viktor Orbán in radio interview
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Lorenzo Pasquali, Head of the UNHCR Global Service Centre (L), FM Péter 
Szijjártó, and Peter Dennis Read Smith, Head of the UNOCT Budapest Office
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GULYÁS: cONTINGENcY 
PLaNS IN PLacE

The disaster management authority 

has prepared a plan to increase the 

number of hospital beds, a “plan we 

will probably not need,” the prime 

minister’s chief of staff, Gergely Gulyás 

told a news briefing.  Regarding the 

inoculation campaign, Gulyás said 

it was imperative to “get vaccines 

from wherever we can”, adding that 

Hungary’s inoculation rate is currently 

second only to Malta in the European 

Union. Vaccinating the elderly and 

those living with chronic illness 

remains a priority, he said. “If we are fast 

enough with inoculations and have a 

large number of people registered to 

receive a jab, we can avoid a fourth 

wave,” he said. 

Gulyás said the government 

wanted to reopen the country 

gradually, and would tie the specific 

stages of reopening to the degree 

of inoculation. Prime Minister Viktor 

Orbán on Friday will consult with 

the operative body responsible 

for handling the epidemic and 

announce plans and measures for the 

upcoming period in his regular Kossuth 

Rádió interview later that morning, 

Gulyás said. During reopening, the 

government will consider the results of 

its recent National Consultation survey, 

Gulyás said. The survey will conclude 

on Friday, with the results announced 

over the weekend, he added. 

On the topic of vaccination 

certificates, Gulyás said 1,440,000 

certificates had already been 

manufactured and 1,260,000 mailed 

to those already vaccinated. Hungary’s 

population is expected to be fully 

inoculated against the coronavirus 

by May or June this year, he said. All 

vaccines delivered to Hungary are 

being used within a week, unless 

they have to be set aside to be used 

as second jabs, he said. The timing 

of second jabs is subject to rigorous 

regulations, and the serum has to be 

stocked until another delivery arrives 

to ensure compliance, he said. 

Regarding the AstraZeneca vaccine 

which was suspended in several 

countries due to reports of dangerous 

side effects, Gulyás noted the World 

Health Organization had said the 

AstraZeneca vaccine was reliable. 

“Hopefully, the European Medicines 

Agency’s statement on Thursday 

[on the vaccine’s examination] will 

end the uncertainties,” he said, 

adding that AstraZeneca “seems to 

provide protection without causing 

complications.” Although the serious 

conditions reportedly connected 

to the vaccine should be examined 

carefully, the incidents were so few 

that causality could not be determined, 

he said, adding that Hungarian health 

authorities were also examining 

the vaccine. Hungary is engaging 

in talks “with every supplier that can 

deliver vaccines by April or May”. The 

details will be published only after 

the contracts have been signed, he 

said. Meanwhile, China has delivered 

vaccines ahead of schedule, and the 

“the Russians promised to make up 

for the February delay by the end of 

March.” 

Gulyás said that thanks to the 

inoculation campaign and other 

factors, caseload is expected to fall 

drastically after the third wave. Half of 

those above the age of 65 who have 

registered for the vaccine have already 

been inoculated, he said. Further, while 

the registered number of infections 

is around 500,000 in Hungary, latent 

cases may be 4 to 10 times that 

number, he said. Some estimates 

put the number of people who have 

gained immunity by recovering from 

the virus at five million, he said.

Asked about Hungary’s number of 

free hospital beds, Gulyás said there 

was no serious shortage of beds in 

any part of the country. Because the 

British variant of the virus made its 

way to Hungary from Slovakia, it is the 

northern part of the country that is 

seeing a higher caseload and where 

hospitals have fewer beds available, he 

said. The National Hospital Directorate-

General is monitoring the status of 

hospital capacities “on almost a minute-

to-minute basis” and is directing 

ambulances based on its findings, 

Gulyás said. Hungary at this point has 

more than 10,000 free hospital beds, 

he said, citing expert projections that 

the number of patients being cared 

for in hospital was expected to peak 

at 14,000-15,000. Should the actual 

number of hospitalisations exceed 

those numbers, Hungary’s disaster 

management authority has a strategy 

for overseeing the care of up to 20,000 

patients at a time, he added. 
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Asked why hospital directors were 

not free to discuss what happens in 

Covid-19 units, Gulyás said he was 

seeing “more doctors and hospital 

leaders give public statements than 

ever before”. He added, however, that 

it would be wrong for TV stations 

“to make the work in hospitals more 

difficult with their disaster tourism”. 

He said it was not true that hospital 

patients were being ranked according 

to their chances of survival, only that 

they were being “ranked” in terms 

of whether or not their symptoms 

required them to be placed on a 

ventilator. Gulyás slammed as “lies” 

claims that general practitioners 

were given instructions as to which of 

their patients should be given which 

vaccine. 

NOVÁK: FIDESZ QUITTING 
EUrOPEaN PEOPLE’S 
ParTY

Fidesz “no longer wishes to maintain 

its membership in the European 

People’s Party,” according to a letter 

posted on Twitter on Thursday by the 

Hungarian ruling party’s deputy head, 

Katalin Novák. The letter was signed by 

Fidesz’s international secretariat and 

addressed to the Secretary-General of 

the EPP, Antonio Lopez-Isturiz White. 

Novák, who is also Hungary’s minister 

in charge of family affairs, commented 

on Twitter saying: “It’s time to say 

goodbye”. Fidesz’s MEPs quit the EPP 

group in the European Parliament on 

March 3 after the group approved its 

new procedural rules.

SZIJJÁrTÓ: hUNGarY 
cOMMITTED TO 
cOMBaTTING TErrOrISM 

Inaugurating new offices of the United 

Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism 

(UNOCT) in Budapest, Foreign Minister 

Péter Szijjártó said Hungary was 

committed to helping the fight against 

terrorism succeed. “Early detection and 

pre-emption are more important today 

in fighting terrorism than ever before,” 

he said. UNOCT is a main player in the 

fight against international terrorism 

and greatly contributes to maintaining 

security and peace around the world, 

Szijjártó said. By opening a regional 

centre in Budapest, UNOCT has given 

Hungary an important role in the 

global fight against terrorism, he said. 

Meanwhile, the largest UN organisation, 

the UNHCR is expanding in Budapest, 

he said. Seven UN organisations 

employ some 1,500 people in Hungary, 

Szijjártó said.

At the same time, Szijjártó said it 

was in Hungary’s interest that the 

UN’s operations became “more flexible 

and effective”. He called a structural 

and operational reform “inevitable”, 

and called for the UNOCT to be fully 

integrated into the organisation’s 

budget as part of that process. 

UNOCT is bringing high value-added 

processes to Hungary which require 

high levels of expertise, and also 

present an opportunity for serious 

developments, Szijjártó said. He 

pledged the Hungarian government’s 

support for the new functions. 

He said the UN faced its greatest 

challenge six years ago, at the start 

of the migration crisis, which among 

other problems also presented serious 

security risks, Szijjártó said. European 

Union member states “have been 

living under the shadow of growing 

terrorism threat since 2015,” he said. 

The coronavirus pandemic has forced 

many to work and study online, 

making cyberspace “the new target 

for extremist and terrorist ideologies,” 

he said. 

Lorenzo Pasquali, the head of the 

UNHCR’s global service centre in 

Budapest, thanked the Hungarian 

government for its support. The office 

opened with 100 employees in 2007, 

and now surpassed 500, with 350 

Hungarians working there, he said. 

UNOCT head Peter Smith said the 

Hungarian government has supported 

opening the office from throughout 

the planning process. By setting it 

up in Hungary, UNOCT is closer to 

the countries that have requested 

their help in the global fight against 

terrorism, he said.

SZIJJÁrTÓ: MOrOccO 
PLaYS IMPOrTaNT 
rOLE IN FIGhT aGaINST 
MIGraTION, TErrOrISM

Morocco plays an important role 

in the international fight against 

terrorism, and cooperation with 

the country will help stop waves of 

African illegal migrants from entering 

Europe, Foreign Minister Peter 

Szijjártó said. Hungary continues 
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to urge the European Union to 

cooperate with African countries 

more closely, Szijjártó said on 

Facebook after talks with Moroccan 

counterpart Nasser Bourita. The EU 

should cooperate without attaching 

political conditions in order to 

prevent further waves of migrants, 

he said. Szijjártó said he had told 

Bourita that Hungary is tripling its 

participation in EU operations in 

the Sahel with a view to reducing 

migration pressure from the Sub-

Sahara region.  “We have always 

supported the creation of peace in 

the Middle East because it is crucial 

for European security,” he said. He 

added that Hungary had welcomed 

Morocco and Israel settling their 

bilateral relations late last year. He 

noted that Bourita had planned a 

March visit to Budapest in person 

but the coronavirus epidemic had 

forced them to communicate over 

the phone instead. Morocco, he said, 

was ranked number one in Africa in 

terms of the number of vaccinations 

administered, partly due to the fact 

that the country had also approved 

the use of Eastern vaccines. He said 

he and Bourita had always come 

to an easy understanding because 

“both represent governments that 

pursue patriotic policies, giving 

priority to national interests and not 

giving in to international pressure.”

Szijjártó welcomed the fact that 

Moroccan youth continued to express 

interest in scholarships in Hungary, 

with nearly 620 applications received 

for 150 places.

hUNGarY rEcOrDS 207 
cOrONaVIrUS FaTaLITIES, 
6,502 MOrE INFEcTIONS

Fully 207 generally elderly patients with 

co-morbidities died over the past 24 

hours, while 6,502 new infections were 

registered, koronavirus.gov.hu said on 

Thursday. Altogether 1,441,706 people 

have been vaccinated in Hungary, 

421,915 of whom have received a 

second shot, the portal said. The 

number of active infections has risen 

to 160,557, while hospitals are caring 

for 10,386 Covid patients, 1,170 of 

whom need respiratory assistance. 

Altogether 47,116 people are in official 

home quarantine, and the number of 

tests stands at 4,162,688. Ever since the 

first outbreak, 539,080 infections have 

been registered, while fatalities have 

risen to 17,628. Fully 360,895 people 

have made a recovery. So far, 

most infections have been registered 

in Budapest (102,987) and Pest County 

(73,854), followed by the counties of 

Győr-Moson-Sopron (30,909), Borsod-

Abaúj-Zemplén (30,249) and Hajdú-

Bihar (29,194). Tolna County has the 

fewest infections (11,787).

MINISTrY rEJEcTS 
SOcIaLIST cLaIMS 
hUNGarY MaY LOSE EU 
JOB PrOTEcTION FUNDS 

The opposition Socialists are spreading 

“fake news” by suggesting that the 

government is not doing enough 

to access further funds from the 

European Union’s job protection 

scheme (SURE), the finance ministry 

said. The government is not in a 

position to apply for another one 

billion euros from the programme, 

as the Socialists suggest, because the 

funds are “only available for certain 

limited job protection measures 

and only retroactively”, the ministry 

said. The ministry also noted that 

the government had supported 

the EU programme, and received 

the available maximum of 504 

million euros in its first phase. They 

stressed that “it was not a grant from 

Brussels but a loan which must be 

repaid.” Further, the government will 

consider “any opportunity to restart 

the Hungarian economy”, including 

applying for further loans from the 

SURE programme, the statement said, 

adding that the scheme was open to 

applications until the end of next year. 

On March 6, Socialist MEP István 

Ujhelyi said it was not clear whether 

the government had applied for 

further funds or if it was planning to do 

so, and raised concern that the country 

could miss out on those monies.

rULING ParTIES STaY 
aWaY FrOM OPPOSITION-
SPONSOrED SESSION

A special session of parliament initiated 

by the opposition to discuss the 

government’s management of the 

coronavirus pandemic on Wednesday 

lacked the necessary quorum as 

deputies of the ruling parties stayed 

away. The proponent Democratic 
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Coalition, Socialist Party, Jobbik, 

LMP, and Párbeszéd had sought to 

discuss a resolution concerning “the 

chaos” around vaccination as well 

as immediate economic measures.  

Deputies of ruling Fidesz said earlier 

they would “not provide assistance 

to the Left’s anti-vax campaign”. The 

government also said it considered the 

initiative as a “campaign move”.

JOBBIK TO SUBMIT cOVID 
BaILOUT BILL TO ParLT

The opposition Jobbik party says it 

will submit to parliament a package 

of bills aimed at helping Hungarian 

employees and businesses in sectors 

hit hard by the coronavirus pandemic. 

Jobbik’s bills include setting up a job 

protection fund for introducing an 

80% wage subsidy and a 9-month 

unemployment benefit. It includes 

schemes aimed at allowing people 

over the age of 60 who have lost 

their job because of the pandemic 

to retire, and giving 5 days of extra 

annual holiday to parents with children 

under 14. The party proposes 

that health-care institutions receive 

voluntary contributions from corporate 

tax and that people in the education 

sector receive full pay if they have to 

go on sick leave because of the virus. 

“The government’s crisis management 

strategy has failed,” Jobbik said, 

arguing that it had left tens of 

thousands of businesses and hundreds 

of thousands of people who have lost 

their jobs without support. “While 

Hungary’s health-care and education 

systems are on the brink of collapse, 

cronies of [Prime Minister Viktor] Orbán 

are winning billions in state money 

and on public procurement projects 

and take secret trips almost on a daily 

basis to Switzerland, the Maldives or 

to Dubai,” it said.

SENIOr TaX aUThOrITY 
OFFIcIaL arrESTED ON 
SUSPIcION OF GraFT

A senior official at tax authority NAV 

has been arrested on suspicion of 

corruption, the head of the central 

investigating prosecutor’s office said. 

The office launched an investigation 

into a senior official at the tax and 

customs authority on suspicion of 

accepting bribes and other crimes, 

Imre Keresztes said. Investigators 

believe the suspect was contacted 

last April by an entrepreneur linked to 

a company in liquidation, asking for 

the tax proceedings under way at the 

company to be expedited. The suspect 

was asked to make sure that the 

procedure did not uncover financial 

abuses that would affect any of the 

firm’s partner companies. The suspect 

is believed to have used his position at 

NAV to facilitate the conclusion of the 

proceedings in exchange for a mobile 

phone worth 342,000 forints (EUR 930).

Police on Wednesday staged a 

coordinated raid on 13 premises to 

collect more evidence in the case, the 

statement said. Both the official and 

the entrepreneur have been placed 

under arrest but have denied any 

wrongdoing, it added.

FÜrJES: GOVT PrOPOSES 
TO BUDaPEST EUr 8 BN 
EXTra FUNDING 

The government is proposing 

handing Budapest extra 

development funding worth 

3,000 billion forints (EUR 8.1bn) 

from the central budget, Balázs 

Fürjes, state secretary for 

developments in the capital and 

its agglomeration, told public 

media ahead of a session of the 

Municipal Development Council. 

The extra funds would go towards 

health projects, universities, and 

road and park development, Fürjes 

said. “Hungary cannot succeed 

without a successful Budapest,” 

Furjes said, adding he hoped that 

the city would lend its support to 

the government’s programmes. 

Budapest Mayor Gergely Karácsony 

said in reaction to the government’s 

proposal that the grand total 

should be “spent on developments 

Budapest voters authorised [city 

leaders] to make”.  Karácsony insisted 

that the city had been appealing to 

the government to negotiate on how 

EU funds were used “for months”. 

“Let’s see the list of projects, then 

we’ll be ready to sit down for talks 

-- every day if necessary,” the mayor 

said. “I take the future of Budapest, 

as well as government, seriously. 

Seriousness requires talks first 

and briefing the press later. The 

government has just done it the 

other way round.” 
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BaLaTON SOUND, 
TELEKOM VOLT FESTIVaLS 
TO rETUrN IN 2022

Hungary’s Balaton Sound and 

Telekom VOLT music festivals are 

being postponed until 2022 due to 

the coronavirus pandemic, organisers 

said. “For the time being, we don’t see 

the reality of international tourism 

returning to earlier levels by mid-

summer across Europe, and the safety 

and health of our Hungarian festival-

goers is our priority,” festival director 

Zoltán Fülöp said. “That’s why we 

have had to take the difficult decision 

of opening Balaton Sound’s gates in 

2022 at the earliest.” Balaton Sound has 

established itself as a top European and 

the number-one Hungarian electronic 

music festival, attracting tens of 

thousands of domestic and foreign 

visitors each year. VOLT festival founder 

Norbert Lobenwein noted that the 

Sopron event was the earliest one on 

their festival calendar, and was set to 

open in June this year. As day one was 

just over three months away, there was 

no choice other than to postpone it, 

Lobenwein said.

GUEST NIGhTS FaLL BY 
90% IN JaNUarY - KSh

The number of guest nights 

spent in Hungarian commercial 

accommodations fell by an annual 

89.8% to 174,000 in January as 

pandemic restrictions weighed, the 

Central Statistical Office (KSH) said. 

The number of guest nights spent by 

domestic tourists dropped by 85.5% 

to 115,000, while the number spent 

by foreign visitors declined by 93.5% 

to 59,000. Revenue of commercial 

accommodations fell by 90.8% to 3 

billion forints (EUR 8.2m).

BUDaPEST JUMPS TO 
85Th PLacE ON GLOBaL 
FINaNcIaL cENTrES 
INDEX

Budapest has jumped to 85th place 

from 101th last year on the Global 

Financial Centers Index, which was 

published on Thursday for the 29th 

consecutive year by the Z/Yen Group. 

New York (764 points) replaced London 

(743) on the top of the list. In the 

eastern Europe-central Asia region, 

Moscow, Vilnius, Bratislava, Budapest 

and St Petersburg have improved their 

ranking. The most prominent financial 

centre in the region is Moscow, at 57th 

place, followed by Warsaw (61), Vilnius 

(62), Bratislava (66), Istanbul (74), Prague 

(76), Nur-Sultan (78) and Budapest (85).

NaTIONaL GaLLErY TO 
hOLD ONLINE EVENT ON 
PaINTEr aBa-NOVÁK

The National Gallery will host an online 

event on March 25 focusing on painter 

Vilmos Aba-Novák, one of the most 

important Hungarian artists in the 

period between the two world wars. 

The event is part of a series dubbed 

Museum plus. Participants will get 

a chance to take a free virtual tour 

featuring Aba-Novák’s most important 

works. The programme will also 

include a conversation about the artist 

and his work by art historians Péter 

Molnos and Gábor Bellák, it added.


