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SZEKESFEHERVAR: Rocketing energy bills are 
forcing Hungary to shutter libraries, theatres, 
swimming pools and even its new football stadiums 
for winter. The state-of-the-art grounds - symbols 
of right-wing nationalist Prime Minister Viktor 
Orban’s 12 years in power - are among a long list 
of buildings no longer able to cope with rising 
energy prices in the central European country. 

Despite being one of the country’s richest cities 
and being run by Orban’s own party, 
Szekesfehervar is one of many closing its muse-
ums, libraries and theatres. Its new 14,000-capac-
ity city-run stadium also pulled down its shutters 
this month to save costs, said mayor Andras Cser-
Palkovics. “Community spaces are what make a 
city. No one was happy about the measures but 
they accepted that they are needed,” Cser-
Palkovics, a member of Orban’s ruling Fidesz par-
ty, told AFP in Szekesfehervar’s City Hall. 

 
‘Won’t wait for miracles’ 

Like other cities, Szekesfehervar, 60 kilometers 
southwest of the capital Budapest, has tried to 
mitigate the effects of these closures. The next 
Hungarian league games are in late January, so no 
football matches have had to be called off because 
of the stadium’s closure. Local side Fehervar FC, 
which usually trains at the stadium during the win-
ter, can use other pitches in the city.  

“Fehervar FC’s professional work is not particu-
larly affected by the drastic decision to save ener-
gy,” the club said. Cser-Palkovics said the plan is 
for the stadium, only built in 2018, to reopen in 
mid-January, adding that he has asked the league 
to reschedule evening games in the New Year to 

save on pitch heating and floodlight costs. 
“We should not wait for miracles, we can help 

ourselves by our own measures,” he said. 
Elsewhere in the city, the Vorosmarty Theatre will 
close after performing its Christmas and New 
Year program and will reopen in March when the 
spring season kicks off , said its head Janos 
Szikora. “We won’t sit around desperately think-
ing, ‘Oh my God what will happen,’” Szikora told 
AFP, adding that while the theatre is closed actors 
will find other spaces to rehearse. 

 
Blaming Brussels 

The energy crisis - a ripple effect from the 
Ukraine war - has piled pressure on nationalist 
premier Orban, who has made low household utili-
ty bills a core policy over the last decade. Inflation 
in Hungary reached 21.6 percent in October, its 
highest level since 1996, and the third highest in 
the EU, according to Eurostat. Government-man-
dated price caps on basic foodstuffs and fuel 
aimed at stemming price rises have led to short-
ages in some shops and petrol stations.  

With recession looming - GDP contracted by 
0.4 percent in the third quarter - EU funds total-
ing more than 14 billion euros ($14.4 billion) have 
been withheld over corruption and rule-of-law 
concerns. “Rising energy bills and even more so 
inflation are affecting everyone - the question is 
who Hungarians will blame for these economic 
hardships,” said Andrea Virag, strategy director of 
the Budapest-based Republikon think tank. 

A government billboard campaign accuses the 
EU, saying “Brussels sanctions are ruining us”, 
while a government “national consultation” survey 

sent to households poses leading questions also 
critical of the sanctions. “It is clear that the tactic 
of the Hungarian government and Orban is to put 
all the blame on Brussels,” Virag told AFP. “There 
is some research that suggests that a huge amount 
of people believe Fidesz’s narrative.” It remains to 
be seen how many businesses will be forced to 
close for good in the months to come. 

While industrial Szekesfehervar is relatively 
wealthy, other municipalities particularly in poorer 

eastern regions are threatened by bankruptcy 
unless they get state support, according to mayor 
Cser-Palkovics. Geza Deli, a pensioner walking on 
Szekesfehervar’s main street, told AFP he agreed 
with City Hall’s strategy of reducing services 
deemed non-essential. “Obviously there are some 
basic public services which need support - prima-
rily education and healthcare. It is more important 
that a doctor can take care of me than I can go to 
a football match,” the 72-year-old said. —AFP

Hungary energy crisis bites; lights  
go out on stadiums and theatres
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EasyJet flies  
into 3rd straight 
annual loss 

 
LONDON: British airline EasyJet on Tuesday con-
firmed a third annual loss in a row, which was how-
ever far less than during the worst of the COVID 
pandemic. The no-frills carrier, which flies mainly 
across Europe, posted a loss after tax of £169 mil-
lion ($203 million) for its financial year to the end of 
September. That compared with a net loss of £858 
million in 2020/21, EasyJet added in a statement. The 
COVID pandemic ravaged global aviation, ground-
ing planes worldwide and forcing airlines to slash 
thousands of jobs in 2020. Demand has recovered 
sharply after most lockdowns were lifted. However, 
airlines and airports are struggling to recruit suffi-
cient staff after having axed so many positions. 

“EasyJet has achieved a record bounce back this 
summer,” chief executive Johan Lundgren said in the 
statement. He added that during the current “tough” 
economic climate, consumers would still look to go 
on holiday but seek out value, helping the no-frills 
carrier to do better than more established rivals. 
“Legacy carriers will struggle in this high-cost envi-
ronment,” Lundgren said. EasyJet revenue soared to 
£5.8 billion from £1.5 billion. Passenger numbers 
more than trebled to almost 70 million. 

“Freed from the holding pattern restrictions of 
the pandemic, EasyJet is beginning to emerge from 
the clouds,” said Richard Hunter, head of markets at 
Interactive Investor. “The outlook is also relatively 
upbeat, with revenue per seat for next year expect-
ed to increase by more than 20 percent.” EasyJet’s 
share price was however down more than four per-
cent following the results update. “EasyJet is doing 
everything it can to accelerate its recovery from 
Covid, but there just isn’t enough momentum to 
swing the company back to positive earnings,” said 
AJ Bell investment director Russ Mould. —AFP

SZEKESFEHERVAR: This photograph shows a petrol station of Hungarian company GP.  —AFP

S Korea orders  
striking truckers  
back to work 

 
SEOUL: South Korea ordered striking cement truck 
drivers back to work on Tuesday, a rare move that Seoul 
said was necessary because industrial action posed a 
danger to the economy. A broader truckers’ strike, 
which started Thursday over minimum pay, is generating 
an estimated 300 billion won ($226 million) in daily loss-
es, according to interior minister Lee Sang-min. 

The strike - the second major industrial action in 
less than six months - has again triggered concerns 
about the impact on global supply chains, already 
strained by prolonged COVID-19 lockdowns in 
China and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. While the 
walkout was organized by the 25,000-strong Cargo 
Truckers Solidarity Union, the back-to-work order 
only affects drivers specifically in the cement indus-
try - around 1,000 of those involved in the action. 

The government said the construction sector had 
been particularly hard-hit by the truckers’ strike, 
prompting the rare intervention. Due to the strike, 
“cement shipments plummeted by more than 90 per-
cent, and ready-mixed concrete construction was 
suspended at about 50 percent of construction 
s i tes,”  f inance minister Choo Kyung-ho told 
reporters, also slamming “illegal” actions to attack 
non-striking truckers. 

Tuesday’s back-to-work order was issued by con-
servative President Yoon Suk-yeol, who accused the 
striking drivers of “threatening the daily lives of people” 
and jeopardizing South Korea’s industrial base. This is 
the first time such an order has been imposed since it 
was codified under the Trucking Transport Business Act 
in 2004. “There is no justification nor rationale for tak-

ing people’s lives and the national economy hostage in 
order to achieve their own interests,” Yoon told a cabi-
net meeting. The order was necessary to avoid a more 
serious economic crisis, Yoon said. 

Truckers who fail to comply with the order may 
be punished with jail terms of up to three years and 
have their licences suspended, among other penal-
ties. The truckers’ union slammed the government’s 
decision, accusing it of “ordering us to die”. “The 
government made a decision to limit the basic rights 
of truckers by holding our livelihoods hostage,” it 
said in a statement. With fuel prices rising, the driv-

ers have been demanding the government make per-
manent the “safe freight rate” minimum pay scheme, 
which is set to expire at the end of the year. 

The government said last week it would extend 
the program for three years but truckers say more of 
them will become vulnerable to overwork and safety 
risks without a permanent minimum wage guarantee. 
“Hundreds of truck drivers have died of a heart 
attack inside a running vehicle. All of the cases have 
been counted as ‘traffic accidents’,” the union said. 
Negotiations were set to continue Wednesday after 
not reaching an agreement on Monday. —AFP

Japan’s PM wants  
defense budget to  
reach 2% of GDP  

 
TOKYO: Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida 
has told his cabinet to increase defense spending 
to two percent of GDP by 2027, up from a long-
standing level of around one percent. Kishida 
announced the plan to his defense and finance 
ministers late Monday, as Japan overhauls its 
defense and security strategies to address grow-
ing threats from China as well as the changing 
geopolitical landscape after Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine. 

In August, the defense ministry submitted a 
$40 billion budget request, but the figure will not 
be finalized until the government completes 
updates to several defense policies. “We’ll take 
budgetary measures to increase spending on 
defense and other outlays to two percent of cur-
rent GDP by 2027,” Defense Minister Yasukazu 
Hamada told reporters after talks with Kishida. 

Japan’s defense spending has been set at 
around one percent of GDP or less for decades, 
but Kishida’s Liberal Democratic Party has sig-
naled plans to boost that figure closer to the 
NATO standard of two percent. Growing pressure 
from China, including military exercises and the 
presence of boats around islands disputed with 
Japan, as well as Russia’s invasion of its neighbor, 
have helped build support for increased spending. 

A series of missile launches by North Korea, 
including some that have travelled over Japan, 
have also sharpened views. The issue has been 
controversial in Japan for several reasons, includ-
ing the country’s pacifist post-war constitution, 
which limits its military capacity to ostensibly 
defensive measures. Local media said one target 
of additional spending would be “counterstrike” 

capacity-weapons that can target enemy missile 
launch sites and are described by Tokyo as 
defensive. 

A poll published by the Kyodo news agency on 
Monday found over 60 percent of respondents 
favored obtaining a “counterstrike capability”. 
Speaking in parliament on Tuesday, Kishida said 
counterstrike capacity was one of several options 
being weighed. “This is being studied within the 
bounds of the constitution and international law,” 
he said, adding that a decision should be reached 
by the end of the year. 

Another contentious issue is how to pay for 
additional defense spending, with higher taxes 
unpopular, including inside Kishida’s LDP. Japan’s 
government is already saddled with enormous 

costs associated with an ageing and shrinking 
population, as well as the post-pandemic recov-
ery and fallout from the war in Ukraine. Hamada 
said Monday that Kishida told the government to 
find a way to boost spending, despite concerns 
about cost. 

“(We will) secure the necessary budget by 
coming up quickly with various approaches, 
instead of just saying we can’t because there 
aren’t sufficient financial resources,” he quoted the 
prime minister as saying. The Kyodo poll found 
around a third of respondents favor spending cuts 
elsewhere in the government’s budget to pay for 
increased defense spending. Just over 22 percent 
backed increased corporate taxes, and 13 percent 
favor the issuing of government bonds. —AFP

GENEVA: A plane of low cost airline EasyJet is seen at 
the Geneva Airport air traffic control, operated by Swiss 
air navigation service provider Skyguide. —AFP

BUSAN: South Korean soldiers work as truck drivers at the world’s third largest container port in Busan, as a truckers 
strike continues to drag on - leaving containers untouched.  —AFP

TOKYO: People walk through Ginza area in Tokyo. —AFP

HSBC bank sells  
Canadian ops for  
over $10 billion 

 
LONDON: HSBC has agreed to sell its Canadian 
division to Royal Bank of Canada for US$10.1 bil-
lion, the Asia-focused banking giant announced 
Tuesday. The large sale comes after UK-listed 
HSBC faced calls from biggest shareholder Ping An 
Insurance Group to cut costs and shift more 
resources to Asia. HSBC added in a statement that it 
would use the funds to invest in its core business 
and return cash to investors. “We decided to sell 
following a thorough review of the business... and 
concluded that there was a material value upside 
from selling,” said chief executive Noel Quinn. The 
Canadian divestment is expected to be completed in 
late 2023. —AFP 


