Restorative justice in Hungary

An overview by Borbala Fellegi

Mediation in the criminal justice system
Following the amendments of the Criminal Code, the Criminal Procedural Code and the introduction of the Law on Mediation in Criminal Cases, Hungary introduced mediation into the criminal justice system on 1 January 2007. 

Mediations are carried out by specially trained probation officers, coordinated by the Central Office of Justice under the Ministry of Justice. Referrals can come from the prosecutor, the court, the legal representatives of the parties or from the parties themselves in cases that are not punishable with more than 5 years of prison sentence. Successful mediation can lead to the dismissal of the case in juvenile cases. 

Minor crimes (that would be punished with less than 3 years of prison sentence) committed by adults can also be dismissed by the prosecutor. In case of successful mediation in more serious crimes (between 3 and 5 years of prison sentence), the judge can significantly reduce the punishment. Since 2007 is the first year when mediation is applied in the Hungarian criminal justice system, approximately 5-600 cases are expected to be referred to the Probation Service in this year. However, in the following years several thousands of cases are expected to be referred to mediation.

Website: http://www.kih.gov.hu 
Community Service Foundation of Hungary 
This NGO was initiated in 2002 by Ted Wachtel, president of the Community Service Foundation in Pennsylvania and of the Buxmont Academy (USA). This cooperation was a result of previous meetings of some leading Hungarian experts in the child welfare system (Dr. Maria Herczog, Ms. Vidia Negrea) with representatives of the Community Service Foundation. 
In 2003-2005 CSF Hungary established an experimental day treatment program based on restorative practices for both high risk and delinquent youth who are living either in their own homes or in nearby foster care or other institutions. The program sought to achieve two empirical goals: to reduce the number of high-risk youth from committing criminal offences and reduce the number of delinquent youth from re-offending. Following the programme, 65% of the 68 young people (between 12 and 18 years old), who have participated in the programme (3 months on an average) became able to reintegrate into regular schools, and their supporting communities also gave positive feedback about the changes in the young people involved.
CSF Hungary regularly provides restorative conferences, training, consultation and supervision for social, child welfare and probation services, as well as for schools in dealing with criminal offences, behavioural problems, family and community conflicts. The Foundation has recently introduced the above-mentioned services also in the field of family group conferencing. 
The Foundation will be the co-organiser of the next IIRP conference set on November 7-9, 2007, in Budapest, Hungary. 

Website: http://www.iirp.org/hu/index.html 
Restorative justice in school setting

Based on the American Community Service Foundation’s project, the Budapest-based Zöld Kakas (Green Rooster) High School started a restorative justice programme involving 15 students. The young people were referred by the child services from all over Budapest. Before starting the programme the services had received thorough information about this new initiative from the programme coordinators. 
The primary goal of the project is to help young people in changing their unacceptable behaviour, and to enable them to reintegrate into any school community. 

The main elements of the project include: morning circle; closing circle in the afternoon; courses to develop learning and communication skills during which the ability to constructively handle their conflicts has a priority over the factual learning; psycho-therapy groups, personality development in the afternoons. 

At the beginning of the project, the main emphasis was put on developing peer groups. However, after the first month it became clear for the staff that the young people are not matured enough to serve as a controlling peer group. This recognition led to the more intensive application of personal discussions between one student and one staff member. 

The young people involved in the programme are still living in their families. It makes the work quite difficult, since many of the students have serious conflicts in their families. It is the school where these tensions come to the surface and often lead to aggressive behaviour, disturbing the group work in the school.
The main emphasis by the staff has been put on consistently confronting with the participants in case of any conflict, and on constantly stressing the importance of taking responsibility for one’s acts as well as for making up for any harm done. This concept has resulted that already after the first semester 75% of the students would be able to reintegrate into any school community. 

Website: http://www.zoldkakas.hu 
Family, child, youth association

This NGO was funded in 1993 and became one of the leading organisations of Hungary in the field of child, youth and family protection. The NGO was pioneer in promoting restorative justice for service providers in the education, social welfare and criminal justice system. Amongst other activities (legal aid, child protection services, research projects in sociology, social policy and criminology), they provide mediation services, restorative conferences, family group conferences, training, supervision and consultancy in these areas. 

In 2003 the NGO published the first Hungarian book on Restorative Justice, titled Reconciliation and Restoration – Handbook on Restorative Justice (Megbékélés és Jóvátétel – Kézikönyv a helyreállító igazságszolgáltatásról), edited by Dr. Mária Herczog. It includes articles from both American and Hungarian scholars, and serves as important reference for trainings and university courses in the field of restorative justice. 
E-mail: csagyi@mail.datanet.hu 

Website: http://www.csagyi.hu 

Prison Fellowship Hungary
This organisation was funded in 1992 and joined the Prison Fellowship International in 1993. 
Members of the organisation are clerics, theology students and volunteers. They provide assistance for prisoners’ family and children, by organising social events, camps, donations etc. Members of the organisation lead group discussions with inmates about the main concepts of restorative justice (victim awareness, restoration, forgiveness etc.). The NGO also has a programme to help inmates to keep contact with their partners during the execution of the prison sentence. Further activities include follow-up services for released prisoners in order to reintegrate them into the society, and organisation of conferences in the field of prison services as well as the promotion of faith in prisons.  
E-mail: pfhungary@vnet.hu 
Website: http://www.bortontarsasag.hu 
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