Hungary Wants Past Justice Today

Hungary’s government is about to discuss a motion to make decision makers of the country’s Soviet era pay taxes on their pensions. The motion also aims at holding former officials criminally accountable for decisions taken during that time.

The motion on the agenda would charge those who held ranks in the ruling political party during the country’s communist past, as well as those in its youth organization and an armed organization known as the laborers’ guard.

We asked the government to evaluate whether it is legally possible to make those who had earlier held senior party positions pay a reparations tax, the head of the group of representatives for the governing Fidesz party Janos Lazar told reporters Monday.

The idea was raised by Maria Wittner, MP for Fidesz. Ms. Wittner was a revolutionary in the 1956 uprising against Soviet rule, which was eventually crushed by the superior Russian military. For her role, Ms. Wittner was sentenced to death, a verdict later revised to life imprisonment. She was released in 1970 as international pressure mounted on Hungary for its handling of political prisoners.

Ms. Wittner presented the motion, saying “it’s outrageous that the hangmen have better pensions than any of the victims of ‘56.”

Executive jobs in the ruling party entailed above-average salaries, which are also the base of the pensions former party functionaries receive today. This has frequently been raised as a sore point over the past decades by organizations representing casualties of the revolution and their families.

“It is reasonable to expect these people to make amends by paying a repartition tax,” Mr. Lazar said.

Mr. Lazar said the new constitution, which comes into force in January, paves the way for ratification of the initiative, since it declares that after World War II, Hungary was officially an occupied country until Soviet forces left in 1990. As such, it declares there is no legal continuity with the socialist period, so essentially, anything that took place during that time will have no legal relevance once the new base document is ratified.

Fidesz also proposes changing the penal code, integrating certain international treaties that were ratified in the 1960s and 1970s, which have yet to be fully integrated into the penal system.  These include provisions of the Nuremberg Code defining crimes against humanist and stipulating there is no statute of limitation in such crimes.

“This will provide for accountability for crimes committed during the 1956 revolution that the Hungarian legal system lacked in the past 20 years,” Mr. Lazar said.

