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All teachers will be inoculated before schools reopen, Gergely Gulyás told a press briefing. High schools, public schools and 

kindergartens are likely to reopen on April 12 or 19, he said, and called on teachers to register to be vaccinated. Hungary’s 

health-care system is well-equipped and staffed to “treat everyone, albeit under a strained work schedule, even if caseload 

climbs further,” Gulyás said, insisting that the health-care system was able to handle the growing burden, and that 10,441 

beds and 1,678 ventilators were unoccupied. Gulyás added, however, that the only solution to eradicating the pandemic 

was vaccination. Only a very few people contract the disease after having received the vaccine, he added.

He noted that some 650,000 pensioners have not yet registered for the vaccine. The chief medical officer has written them 

a letter encouraging them to register, he added.  In elderly care homes, which were among the first institutions in which 

vaccinations were administered, the number of new infections has fallen to below 1%, he noted. 

Schools and kindergartens in Hungary will open a week once 2.5 million people have 
been vaccinated, according to the prime minister’s chief of staff.

SCHOOLS TO REOPEN WHEN INOCULATIONS HIT 2.5M

Coronavirus updates

EU heads of state, government finish 
two-day meeting
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GULYÁS: VACCINE 
SITUATION EXPECTED TO 
IMPROVE IN APRIL

Sluggish vaccine deliveries are making 

the progress of the inoculation 

campaign very uncertain, the prime 

minister’s chief of staff, Gergely Gulyás, 

told a press briefing. However, the 

situation is expected to improve in 

April thanks to “an unprecedented 

number of doses” arriving from 

China and Russia, he said, adding that 

faltering delivery form the European 

Union will hopefully also improve 

in the coming months. A decision 

on the schedule to reopen shops in 

Hungary is expected at the meeting 

of the operative board in charge of 

controlling the epidemic on Friday, he 

said. Gulyás said the operative board 

was looking into a proposal of the 

Hungarian Chamber of Commerce and 

Industry on allowing one customer per 

10 square meters in shops. He said 

such a regulation would be welcome, 

but “there is no way to tell how many 

people would queue up with Easter 

coming up.”

Hungary’s inoculation rate is second 

only to Malta’s in the EU, giving rise 

to the hope that herd immunity 

would set in early, Gulyás said. Over 

80% of coronavirus-related fatalities 

were among the elderly, Gulyás 

noted, adding that once they were 

inoculated, hopefully the current “grim 

numbers” would fall sharply. Regarding 

reopening the economy, Gulyás said the 

government was working on a plan 

with “clear objectives” linked to the 

number of people inoculated, he said.

In response to a question, Gulyás said 

the third wave of the pandemic was 

likely to be nearing its peak. Average 

concentrations of the virus in Hungary’s 

wastewater are now stable compared 

with a week ago, he said, adding that 

it had taken about 7-10 days for the 

concentration levels to shift. Gulyás said 

there was “a good chance” that Hungary 

could be done with vaccinating those 

over the age of 65 who have registered 

for a jab in the first half of April or even 

before Easter.

Concerning the two new vaccines 

that have been licenced by Hungary, 

Gulyás said the government had not yet 

signed a purchase agreement for either 

one. Hungary has, however, put in an 

order for 4,360,000 doses of Johnson 

and Johnson’s single-dose Janssen jab, 

he added. “As for when that will arrive, 

the answer to that lies with Brussels,” 

he said.

Asked about AstraZeneca’s vaccine 

deliveries, Gulyás said the health 

authorities were doing their best to 

make sure that those who get their 

first AstraZeneca shot can get the 

second one within 12 weeks. He added, 

however, that this was becoming 

more difficult with the Anglo-Swedish 

drugmaker struggling to meet its 

delivery targets. Asked about the 

Sinopharm vaccine, he said that unless 

mistakes are made locally, there should 

be no reason for GP clinics no to receive 

second doses on time. Asked about 

Russia’s failure to meet its target of 

Sputnik V deliveries by March 23, Gulyás 

said Hungary was scheduled to receive 

a total of 1.1 million doses of the vaccine 

next week, adding that the delays in the 

vaccine deliveries ordered through the 

EU were far more significant.

Asked about the capacities of 

Hungary’s hospitals, Gulyás said it 

was “untrue” that hospitals were 

understaffed or that some patients 

were not being cared for at all. All 

patients are getting the care they 

need, he said, adding that Hungary had 

enough ventilators, hospital beds and 

medicine to treat everyone. He noted 

that so far 500 medical students and 

graduate volunteers have applied to the 

National Hospital Directorate-General to 

help ease the burden on hospital staff 

treating Covid-19 patients.

Regarding Hungary’s Covid-19 death 

rate, Gulyás said the country was among 

those mounting an effective defence 

against the pandemic. He said that 

whereas Hungary had always managed 

to make timely decisions regarding its 

response measures, other countries 

had often acted in haste. “Hungary 

has been consistent with its handling 

of the pandemic, and has better 

indicators when we take real data into 

consideration,” Gulyás said, dismissing 

as “fake news” reports that not all Covid 

patients were getting sufficient care, 

adding that there are currently 1,784 

people in intensive care units.

Meanwhile, Gulyás said Hungary did 

not require international assistance to 

ensure that its health-care sector can 

treat patients. He also said that local 

council-run outpatient clinics would 

remain under the administration 
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of hospitals until the expiration of 

the special legal order imposed in 

connection with Hungary’s pandemic 

defence measures.

As regards Hungary’s immunity 

certificates, Gulyás said the 

government had no plans to 

change the document’s contents. 

The European Commission has 

yet to finalise its own plans for the 

European vaccine passport, he said, 

noting that it would also have to be 

debated by the European Parliament. 

“By the time there will actually be 

a European vaccine passport, the 

continent hopefully will be done with 

the pandemic,” he said. “Even if we’re 

talking about a fast-tracked procedure, 

this sort of legislative process takes two 

months.”

On another subject, Gulyás said only 

those who have been vaccinated will be 

allowed to attend the postponed Euro 

2020 soccer Championship matches 

staged in Hungary. He noted that 

the government’s plan was to have 

everyone vaccinated by the end of May, 

adding that, hopefully, “this period will 

be behind us by June.” He noted that all 

sporting events were being held behind 

closed doors.

Meanwhile, as regards Hungary’s 

ability to continue enforcing its 

interests, Gulyás said that given Prime 

Minister Viktor Orbán was one of 

Europe’s longest-serving premiers, 

he did not believe Hungary had any 

reason to be concerned about partisan 

changes on the European political 

scene having a substantial impact on 

the country.

HUNGARY REGISTERS 272 
CORONAVIRUS FATALITIES, 
9,637 NEW INFECTIONS

Fully 272 generally elderly patients 

with co-morbidities died over the past 

24 hours, while 9,637 new infections 

were registered, koronavirus.gov.hu 

said on Thursday. Altogether 1,747,519 

people have been vaccinated in 

Hungary, 524,604 of whom have 

received a second shot, the portal 

said. The number of active infections 

has risen to 196,553 while hospitals are 

caring for 11,760 Covid patients, 1,467 

of whom need respiratory assistance. 

Altogether 54,422 people are in official 

home quarantine, and the number of 

tests stands at 4,403,317. Since the first 

outbreak, 603,347 infections have been 

registered, while fatalities have risen to 

19,224. Fully 387,570 people have made 

a recovery. So far, most infections have 

been registered in Budapest (114,552) 

and Pest County (84,190), followed by 

the counties of Győr-Moson-Sopron 

(34,578), Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén 

(33,368) and Hajdú-Bihar (32,252). 

Tolna County has the fewest infections 

(13,075).

MINISTRY: SUB-STANDARD 
CHINESE MASK PURCHASE 
‘FAKE NEWS’ 

The foreign ministry has rejected 

as “fake news” reports cited by the 

opposition Democratic Coalition that 

the ministry purchased several million 

Chinese face masks of the type that the 

EU put on its alert list of sub-standard 

products. In a statement, the ministry 

referred to the global race for masks 

produced by China during the first 

wave of the coronavirus pandemic 

last spring, noting that one supplier 

of 9 million masks out of 150 million 

purchased altogether referred to a 

company as a possible source of an 

unsuitable product, but no agreement 

was concluded with that particular 

producer. The ministry said that the 

guiding principle in any purchase of 

masks, ventilators or vaccines was to 

protect the health of the Hungarian 

people.

SOCIALISTS: GOV’T 
EPIDEMIC CRISIS 
MANAGEMENT ‘TOTAL 
FAILURE’

The government’s protective 

measures against coronavirus and 

its crisis management “are chaotic 

and a total failure”, the deputy leader 

of the opposition Socialists said in 

reaction to a press briefing by the 

prime minister’s chief of staff. Tamás 

Harangozó told an online press 

conference on the party’s Facebook 

page that the Fidesz government 

had failed to introduce measures 

that would have effectively hindered 

the spread of the virus. He said the 

government’s “dumb policies” were 

preventing support from getting 

to infected people, floundering 

businesses and the unemployed. 

Fidesz has introduced some “pseudo-

restrictions” which “half of the country 
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evades while the other half goes to 

ruin for obeying,” Harangozó said. 

Hospitals are full, and even if there 

were more beds and ventilators, there 

are not enough doctors and nurses, 

he added. “The entire corrupt system 

of oligarchs would collapse if public 

monies were not going to them but 

to those that really need them,” he 

added.

He called on Fidesz to introduce 

80% wage support for employees, 

small businesses and those that 

pay the KATA small business tax. He 

also urged non-refundable support 

for SMEs in proportion to their 

revenue. Harangozó called for 100% 

sickness benefit for people infected 

with coronavirus and an increase 

and extension of the payment of 

unemployment benefits.  He also 

called for free mass testing and contact 

tracing in order to prevent another 

wave of the epidemic.

EUROPEAN COURT: 
HUNGARY FAILING TO 
COMPLY WITH TOBACCO 
EXCISE TAX HIKE 

Hungary has failed to comply with 

European Union regulations by 

keeping the excise tax on tobacco 

products below the required 

threshold, the Court of Justice of 

the European Union (CJEU) said on 

Thursday. The European Commission 

turned to the CJEU in October 2019 

with the complaint that Hungary had 

failed to gradually raise the excise 

tax on tobacco products to the 

required threshold by the deadline 

of December 31, 2017.  Under EU 

guidelines, the excise tax on tobacco 

products must reach 60% of the 

average retail price but at least 90 

euros per 1,000 cigarettes. The 60% 

ratio does not apply to prices above 

115 euros per 1,000 cigarettes. The EC 

said Hungary had failed to reach that 

threshold in 2017 or in subsequent 

years until the suit was brought, 

distorting competition within the 

bloc and violating EU health protection 

regulations. The CJEU on Thursday 

upheld the EC’s claim that Hungary 

failed to comply with EU regulations.

Finance ministry state secretary 

András Tállai said in reaction that 

Brussels had already initiated steps 

in 2018 to force Hungary to hike the 

excise tax on tobacco because it was 

lower than the EU-regulated threshold. 

Had the CJEU waited just seven days 

with its current ruling, regarding 

an issue which has been dragging 

on for two and a half years, it could 

not have found Hungary at fault, he 

added. Hungary’s government refused 

to introduce a “drastic and sudden 

increase” in early 2018 and decided 

to make gradual hikes, he said. Ever 

since, it has sought to convince the EU 

that a fairer excise tax system would 

be more appropriate, one that takes 

into consideration the differences 

between member states’ tax systems 

and their populations’ varied income 

levels, he added. The EU regulations 

also continue to neglect the fact that 

countries on the EU’s eastern borders 

have to fight hard against cigarette 

smugglers and black-market imports, 

he said. “Since Brussels bureaucrats 

refused to accept Hungary’s arguments 

citing differences between member 

states, the country had no room for 

manoeuvre” and the excise tax on 

tobacco products is being raised in 

two steps, he said. The first hike of 

7.3% was introduced on Jan. 1 and an 

additional 4.8% hike will enter force 

on April 1, he added. After the second 

increase, Hungary will have fulfilled the 

EU’s requirement, he said.

JUSTICE MIN: EP SEEKING 
TO STRIP HUNGARIANS OF 
EU FUNDS

Amid a raging pandemic in Europe 

the European Parliament is “once 

again trying to put its hands on the 

resources entitled to the Hungarian 

people”, Justice Minister Judit Varga 

said. Varga said it was “sad” that 

Hungary’s opposition parties “support 

and even take part in this malicious 

machination”.  The minister insisted 

that the EP urging the application of 

a conditionality mechanism under 

which member states could be 

penalised for violating the rule of law 

it is “ now not only threatening the 

Commission but also indirectly puts 

severe political pressure on the judges 

involved in an ongoing case”.  In 

December last year, the Commission 

agreed to wait with application of 

the mechanism until the EU Court of 

Justice passed a relevant decision in 

a case filed by the governments of 

Hungary and Poland.
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NBH: CPI GROWTH 
EXPECTED TO BE 
TEMPORARY 

Hungary’s inflation rise is expected to 

be temporary, with annual inflation 

coming to 3.8-3.9% in 2021, András 

Balatoni, the director of the central 

bank, said. In its December forecast, 

the National Bank of Hungary (NBH) 

had put average annual inflation for 

this year at 3.5-3.6%, Balatoni noted.  

After spikes in the short term, inflation 

is expected to stabilise around the 

3.0% target, he added.  The Hungarian 

economy is likely to rebound quickly 

from the slump caused by the 

economic effects of the coronavirus 

pandemic, with GDP likely to reach 

2019 levels by the end of the year, 

he said. Growth is expected to be 

between 4-6% in 2021 and 5-6% in 

2022, Balatoni said. The NBH’s quarterly 

Inflation Report said that in the short 

term, higher vehicle fuel prices, a rise 

in the excise tax on tobacco products 

and repricing are expected to lift CPI 

temporarily to 4.8-4.9% in the second 

quarter.

GOVT OFFICIAL: 
PANDEMIC TO DETERMINE 
2021, 2022 BUDGET

Hungary’s budget for 2021 and 2022 

is expected to be determined by 

coronavirus spending, a government 

official told the daily Magyar Nemzet. 

Péter Benő Banai said the government 

had spent around 1,000 billion forints 

(EUR 2.7bn) on health-care measures 

against the coronavirus pandemic 

since its emergence in March 2020. 

Economy protection spending 

came to some 4,000 billion, he said. 

Thanks to “unprecedented reserves” 

amassed by the Fidesz government’s 

economic measures in previous years, 

the government was able to use 300 

billion immediately to combat the 

pandemic, Banai said. Protection 

measures taken since contributed 

to the 2020 deficit coming to an 

estimated 8% of GDP rather than 

the expected 9%, Banai said. The 

2021 budget will be determined by 

pandemic protection and the restart 

of the economy, he said. To that end, 

the government will probably propose 

amendments to the budget during 

the spring parliamentary season, to 

“include resources needed for a restart 

and to incorporate a higher deficit 

than expected, as well as a lower debt 

forecast,” he said.  In 2022, the budget 

will include the tax exemption for all 

Hungarians under the age of 25, a 

measure decided on in early 2021, and 

continue to re-introduce the pension 

bonus, he said. Meanwhile, state debt 

will have to be reduced to comply with 

the Constitution, Banai said.

SZIJJÁRTÓ DISCUSSES 
ECONOMIC COOPERATION 
WITH PAKISTAN 
COUNTERPART

Hungary’s policy of opening to the 

East has boosted Hungarian-Pakistani 

ties, with the volume of bilateral trade 

growing by 12% in 2020, the foreign 

minister said. Péter Szijjártó and his 

Pakistani counterpart, Shah Mahmood 

Qureshi, opened an online business 

forum with 40 Hungarian and 60 

Pakistani participants and held bilateral 

talks.

Szijjártó noted that Hungarian gas 

and petrol company MOL is one of the 

largest foreign investors in Pakistan, 

with its oil and gas production 

an important contribution to the 

country’s energy supply. Meanwhile, 

Hungarian Eximbank has opened an 

83 million dollar credit line to fund 

cooperation between Hungarian 

and Pakistani companies in view 

of ongoing talks in sectors like the 

food industry, cyber security and 

manufacturing medical equipment, 

Szijjártó said. He also highlighted the 

importance of higher education, and 

noted the 200 government grants 

offered to Pakistani students at 

Hungarian universities.

ACADEMIC EMPLOYEES 
PROTEST HIGHER 
EDUCATION REFORM

The forum of academic employees 

have rejected the government’s bill 

of higher education reform, citing 

lack of wide-spread consultation 

and the circumstances created by 

the coronavirus pandemic. “It has 

become clear that certain universities 

... voted in favour of the restructuring 

while its true content was not known, 

and will not be published until the 

bill is submitted to parliament,” the 
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Forum of Academic Employees (ADF) 

said in a statement. ADF noted the 

earlier reorganisation of the Academy 

of Sciences, and said “the unlawful 

separation of the research network 

[from the Academy], and poorly 

prepared legislation have created 

uncertainty and caused great 

damage.” The forum called on the 

government and commissioner 

István Stumpf to refrain from 

“abusing the grave [pandemic] 

situation in which the university 

citizenship and the academic 

community cannot represent its 

interests.”

JUSTICE MINISTRY STATE 
SECRETARY RESIGNS 

Barnabás Hajas, state secretary at the 

justice ministry for judicial relations, 

has resigned from his post.  According 

to a statement from the ministry, 

Hajas has completed his assignments 

and “will seek new challenges in 

his profession”.  Tasks linked to the 

position will be distributed across the 

ministry, the statement said. During 

his time in office, Hajas facilitated 

setting up a team of family law 

experts and a civil team for family 

law to review legal institutions aimed 

at fighting domestic violence, child 

protection mechanisms, as well as 

accession regulations, the statement 

said.

DEPUTY PM MEETS 
LEADERS OF NEW  
JEWISH ORG 

Deputy Prime Minister Zsolt Semjén 

held talks on Thursday with the leaders 

of a new Jewish organisation, the 

Hungarian Jewish Prayer Association 

(Zsima), and announced government 

funding of 51 million forints (EUR 

140,000) each year from 2021 until 

2025. The new funding can be used 

to support rabbis, religious teachers 

and cantors, Semjén said.

Tamás Róna, Zsima’s head, called 

the funding agreement “historic”, 

adding it would help to sustain 

Neolog Jewry for the future. Semjén 

said the government financially 

supports the nurturing and 

preservation of Hungarian-speaking 

Jewish traditions, and the Neolog 

branch in particular.  “The government 

considers it a duty of conscience to 

provide support to representatives 

of the Jewish religion, similarly to its 

support for Christian and Protestant 

priests and pastors, in their services 

lifting the spirit and the soul,” said 

Semjén, who is in charge of religious 

affairs.  The government has no say in 

internal affairs or inter-faith relations of 

any church, but aims to support their 

activities, he added.


