TEACHING LAW IN HUNGARY
by
Brit Bryant

After practicing in the Virgin Islands for over forty years and being an arbitrator and mediator, this
past spring, 2010, I had a wonderfully enlightening and exciting experience teaching law in
Debrecen, Hungary. I taught as an adjunct professor at the University of Debrecen Faculty of
Business and Law in eastern Hungary, about two-and-a-half hours east of Budapest. Debrecen is a
town centuries old, as is the university. The town is beautifully arranged around the main plaza area
with easy access to public transportation which was excellent and always punctual, consisting of
trolleys and buses. The original university buildings were constructed several hundred years ago in
the sixteenth century. The university’s buildings and grounds were very well maintained despite two
world wars and a decades long reign of communism.

I'was invited to teach a course in Civil Litigation and Alternative Dispute Resolution comparing the
pros and cons of our U.S. court system to that of Hungary and the E.U. I discussed litigation and the
alternative methods of dispute resolution such as mediation and arbitration and the rules that apply,
evidentiary and otherwise. Before teaching in Hungary I was required by my sponsoring nonprofit
institution, the Center for International Legal Studies, to attend a one-week total immersion course
about European Union law, which was really necessary to be able to explain the differences in the
E.U. law, which Hungary adheres to, and the U.S. court systems. That course was held in Salzburg,
Austria, and was outstanding and educational and took place immediately before my teaching
assignment.

Although Hungary is not a full-fledged member of the European Union, they utilize the EU laws.
As a visiting professor without pay, my economic fringe benefits consisted of a pleasant 81-stair
fourth floor walk-up and a free city transportation pass. My biggest asset, however, was the
assignment to me of Professor Dr. Tamads Fézer, one of the most brilliant, talented, and personable
professors  have ever met. He had just been named “Professor of the Year” shortly before I arrived.
He was extremely hospitable and accommodating in introducing me to other professors and my class,
all of whom spoke English as a second language and in obtaining teaching supplies and equipment.
He shared with me his wonderful city and country, including one of the famous wine districts
surrounding the town of Eger.

My class had15 registered students. It was lecture style and I encouraged student participation. In
some demonstrations, student volunteers assisted me and were very bright and helpful. The
professors and students were bilingual and most trilingual. Many professors, in addition to
Hungarian and English, spoke Russian and/or German and all professors and students were very
friendly and invited me to many functions.

The court system is quite different. The defense bar will delight in knowing that there are no jury
trials, civil or criminal, in Hungary. There are no punitive damages and compensatory damages are
extremely low and civil trials are discouraged. The parties are encouraged to resolve their
differences, and discovery is unheard of as we know it. They do use mediation but often the
opposing counsel just sit down with their documentary evidence, including affidavits and statements
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fifty Supreme Court Justices, divided into 35 civil and 15 criminal. The Constitutional Court in
Hungary is not an appellate court. It is a direct right of access by everyone and no oral argument is
allowed there. Anybody, citizen or not, affected or not, can send in a complaint objecting to a law
or ordinance. It gets about 1,500 petitions a year complaining that some statute is unconstitutional
or some action by government authority is unconstitutional. The Hungarian Constitutional Court
also has the power, ab initio, to declare some statute unconstitutional without any challenge. They
have a president of the nine person Constitutional Court. All the judges are eligible to be president
and vice president. They are selected by secret ballot by the other justices, but each one has had to
be approved by a 2/3 majority of the senate. That is not majority present and voting, but 2/3
majority. They cannot be removed except by 2/3 of the full court. They cannot be sued. There is
no appeal from the Constitutional Court, since it is not an appellate court. Hungary has a Supreme
Court too and that takes appeals from the five Appellate Courts. County Courts take the appeals
from the municipal or local courts. The Constitutional Court was authorized in 1989. Judges are
elected to it by the parliament. The number of judges is now nine. It was 15. Most of the judges
are professors of law or otherwise lawyers of renown with at least twenty years of experience as a
judge or prosecutor and serve until 70 years old.

The local courts, like municipal courts in the U.S., exercise civil jurisdiction, up to five million
forints (220 forints to the dollar, as of August 2010), criminal misdemeanors and minor felonies.
The county courts act as Appellate Courts, but they also exercise jurisdiction in business and civil
matters over five million forints, hear serious felonies and they perform administrative judicial
review.

The Court of Appeals reviews decisions of the county courts. The Supreme Court reviews binding
judgments and final orders of the Court of Appeals. The presidents of the Supreme Court are elected
by Parliament. Other judges are appointed by the president of Hungary. They must have law


















