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Abstract This article examines the changes and development of penal policy and
community sentencing in Hungary. As a new criminal justice system emerges,
including the recently reformed probation service in Hungary, this article argues
that democratic societies must hold a careful balance between controlling the
behaviour of its citizens, whilst crucially also ensuring their freedom, dignity and
human rights. From the position of someone who has been closely involved with
these developments and transitions in Hungary, the author questions whether the
balance that has been achieved in ‘advanced’ democracies, such as the USA,
given the excessive use of imprisonment and punitive sentencing. She argues that
an alternative model is in the best interests of all — one that stigmatizes the offence
but not the offender.
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The criminal justice transition

Twelve years after the major political and social changes in Hungary we had an
opportunity to reform the probation service in accordance with the needs of a new
democratic state and market-oriented society. This article traces our effort to
reform the probation service and develop a coherent criminal justice policy based
on a philosophy of restorative justice that promotes the human rights of the
offender and the victim. We hoped the new Hungarian probation service, intro-
duced in July 2003, would become a professionally independent body within the
Ministry of Justice, and one that would be responsible for the management and
supervision of a growing number of people subject to punishment in community,
community service, probation and parole supervision. We knew that if the reform
of probation service was fo be successful, before it could be finalized, political
consensus had to be reached on a few fundamental constitutional questions
concerning criminal justice policy.
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