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Introduction

Recent headlines have been abuzz with criticism directed at Hungary for extending its National
Card scheme to Russian and Belarusian nationals, easing bureaucratic hurdles when seeking
work permits. Critics, most notably the European Parliament, but also the European
Commissioner Ylva Johanson, argue that Hungary’s new scheme, which allows for residence
permits that can potentially last up to five years with the option for family reunification, poses
a security risk to the European Union (EU)'. In a second European Commission (EC) letter
issued at the start of September, clarification was requested on Hungary’s actions, especially in
the context of the EU's suspension of visa facilitation agreements with Russia in the summer of
20227,

While Hungary faces backlash for supposedly letting in too many Russian and Belarusian
nationals, there is a broader picture that needs consideration. In 2023, despite the visa
restrictions, EU member states collectively issued a record 3.7 million first residence permits
to non-EU nationals®, representing a 4.7% increase from the previous year. This statistic
reveals a more complex reality: Western-bloc EU countries — despite being more emphatic
about their concerns — are issuing permits to Russian and Belarusian nationals at
significantly higher rates than Hungary.

1) The Larger EU Picture: First Residence Permits and Blue Cards

The right for third-country nationals to work in an EU Member State primarily depends on the
laws of that Member State. However, various EU legislative instruments regulate their
admission and residence for the purposes of employment. First residence permits?, or first
permits, are essential for third-country nationals seeking to enter and work in the EU. While the
decision to grant these permits rests with individuals states — each with its own procedures and
admission criteria — they must still operate within certain EU-established parameters.
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According to Eurostat, in 2023, approximately 33% of permits were issued for employment-
related reasons, 26% for family reunification, 14% for education, and 25% for other reasons,
including international protection’. The validity for these permits varies between 3 to 5 months,
6 to 11 months, and 12 months or over. Notably, among the 27 EU Member States, Spain,
Germany, Italy, and France recorded the highest number of first residence permits issued
to non-EU citizens in 2023 for a duration of 12 months or over®.

Parallel to national schemes, the “EU Blue Card” Directive — a reformed set of rules and a key
instrument in the New Pact on Migration and Asylum — is intended to facilitate the admission
and mobility of highly qualified third-country workers into the EU through a streamlined entry
process’. Introduced in October 2021, these new rules complement national frameworks with
provisions that ensure EU Blue Card holders are not disadvantaged compared to those holding
national permits. While some Member States have been slower to adopt the scheme, Germany
(with 69,353), Poland (with 7,402) and France (with 3,912) have led the charge in granting
Blue Cards.

This discussion focuses on 2023 figures for first residence permits issued for employment-
related reasons and EU Blue Cards granted to Russian and Belarusian nationals lasting 12
months or more. In that year, Germany and Spain issued the highest number of permits for
employment to Russian nationals for a validity of 12 months or more with 5,576 and 4,271
permits, respectively — a figure which dwarfs Hungary’s 852 permits and clearly encapsulates
the fact that other EU nations are far more predisposed to Russian and Belarusian nationals.

2) Double Standards: Security Concerns or Unfounded Criticism?

One of the main criticisms leveled against Hungary is that it allegedly created a "backdoor" for
potential espionage or sanctions evasion by allowing too many Russian and Belarusian
nationals to enter the EU — a concern raised during the September 4" European Parliament®
hearing and during the Plenary debate of September 18"°. However, this argument is weakened
when one considers that other EU countries issue far more permits than Hungary. Are we really
expected to believe that foreign "spies" only enter the EU through Hungary and not through any
other Member State's borders?

According to Eurostat, out of the 26,444 first permits issued to Russian nationals for
employment purposes lasting 12 months or more in 2023, over 60% were granted by just
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four countries:

Fig 1. First Permits Issued to Russian Nationals for 12
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is Hungary that has been

cast as a potential threat to the security of the Schengen Area. This discrepancy raises questions
about whether the criticism directed at Hungary is genuinely rooted in security concerns, or if

it reflects a deeper bias against policies that certain Western nations disapprove of. This pattern

Fig 2. First Permits Issued to Belarusian Nationals for 12
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each. Remarkably, Hungary and Portugal both issued 160 permits for Belarusian nationals, yet

it is only the former which has to face the cannons from Brussels. A discrepancy unlike any

other.
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citizens and 5,290 to Belarusian citizens. Germany alone accounted for 6,904 Blue Cards to
Russians — 73% of the total — followed by Poland, Bulgaria, and France, each issuing over
350 cards. Contrary to popular belief, Hungary granted a mere 8 Blue Cards to Russian
nationals. For Belarusian citizens, Poland issued the most Blue Cards, followed by Lithuania
and Germany. Together, these three countries accounted for over 95% of Blue Cards issued to
Belarusians, while Hungary

issued none. Given Poland Fig 4. EU Blue Cards Granted to Belarusian
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Conclusion

The ongoing tension between Hungary and certain European institutions exposes a critical fault
line within the EU: an artificial political campaign against the former and unchecked double
standards from the latter.

e While Brussels provides overarching frameworks, such as the Blue Card Directive, each
Member State retains the sovereign right to craft its own immigration policies, including
the issuance of first residence permits. Hungary’s approach, far from undermining EU
security, is an exercise of this right recognized under European law.

e C(Critics of Hungary's policy must grapple with an uncomfortable reality: other EU nations,
including key Western powers, grant residence permits to Russian and Belarusian nationals
at far higher rates. Germany and Spain, for instance, have each issued over 16,000 first
permits to Russians in 2023, far surpassing Hungary.

e I[fthe security risks are as dire as some claim, one would expect a unified, restrictive stance
across the bloc. Yet the data reveals a patchwork of responses, suggesting that singling out
Hungary for criticism is not only misplaced but also hypocritical.

The reality is that each Member State is exercising its right to determine its immigration policies
based on national competencies and domestic needs. The notion that Hungary is uniquely
circumventing EU rules does not hold up against the facts. The central question, thus, is not
whether Hungary is undermining the EU, but whether or not other Member States are actually
restricting the entry of these foreign nationals. Based on the data, the answer is clearly no. If
collective security is truly the priority, a balanced conversation must be had, and Hungary’s
critics should look at the bigger picture before casting blame.



