Hungarian police 

Of cops and spies
May 31st 2007 | BUDAPEST 
From The Economist print edition



Efforts to clean up Hungary's police and security forces 

IT HAS been a bad couple of weeks for Hungary's police and spies. The prime minister, Ferenc Gyurcsany, has sacked the national police chief, Laszlo Bene, and the head of the Budapest police, Peter Gergenyi. The justice minister, Jozsef Petretei, has resigned, as has the head of the domestic security service, Lajos Galambos.

The two police chiefs were dumped after scandals. Five police officers were detained after the alleged rape of a 21-year-old woman in Budapest, who said they had first demanded money and that one of them had then raped her and another forced her to perform oral sex, as the other three looked on. In another case, a police officer was convicted of robbing a bank after he was sent to deal with an armed robbery. And 13 traffic policemen have been charged with taking kickbacks from breakdown rescue services.
Confidence in the police force has plummeted. As so often, the authorities were reluctant to take the young woman's claims of rape seriously. “Cries Unheard”, a recent report from Amnesty International, cited a Hungarian police adviser saying that 85% of women who claimed to be raped were “whores” who could not agree on a price. The report also quoted a female judge with 20 years' experience saying she would be reluctant to report it if she were raped: “It is very difficult because of the procedures, the attitudes and social conventions. It is the victim who has to defend and prove everything.”
Human-rights groups say that Hungary's police have not been properly reformed since the collapse of communism. Less than 10% of reports of police violence filed to prosecutors lead to charges. Corruption is widespread, especially among traffic police. Many drivers can recount demands for on-the-spot payments that go straight into a policeman's pocket; drunk drivers can sometimes buy their freedom for only 20,000 forints ($110). 
Andras Kadar, of the Hungarian Helsinki Committee, says there is a culture of impunity among police officers, who are loyal to each other and reluctant to investigate alleged wrongdoing. In April the European Court of Human Rights ruled against Hungary for not looking into claims made by a Briton of police brutality. The opposition Fidesz party has been calling for new leaders to head the police force since riots last autumn saw unprecedented police violence. Some 40 officers are under investigation for their role in those events. Fidesz is demanding a parliamentary investigation into the latest scandals.
Apologists argue that a new generation of officers is coming up through the ranks. Western advisers working with the police report progress against organised crime. The security services, with agents trained by Western experts in counter-terrorist techniques, are valued for their expertise in the Balkans. Yet that did not save Mr Galambos when spooks harassed a journalist investigating a new villa for Gyorgy Szilvasy, head of the prime minister's office; or when it emerged that officers were involved in a dodgy charity importing food from East Asia. According to the customs service, a rare institution untainted by scandal, the food was not donated, but sold. Tellingly, Jozsef Bencze, who is replacing Mr Bene as national police chief, comes from the customs service.
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