
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

Case study: A trial lost by the Mayor of Döge1 by Péter Klotz 

 
 
 

1. Case Description 

The inhabitants of Döge, a small village by the river Tisza, were rather surprised to see their mayor in 

a fact-finding program on TV one evening in October 2007. They were even more shocked at what 

they heard: in a secret recording broadcast in the program, the mayor demanded HUF 12 million2 

from a construction contractor to guarantee safe payment of issued invoices. 

The voice recording triggered a police investigation, and in turn the prosecuting authority charged 

the mayor with bribery. Based on the facts established by the court in its final decision, in 2004 the 

village (counting 2,100 inhabitants) had submitted an application for the renovation and extension of 

the local primary school, the establishment of a sports centre, the construction of a swim training 

pool and for the purchase of furniture and equipment. The application was successful. After signing 

the grant agreement, the local government started to use the grant of HUF 226 million in May 2005. 

In its capacity as winner of the public procurement tender, P-SZ. Ltd. commenced the renovation of 

the school building. 

However, the project, which was so promising at the outset, soon encountered problems. The local 

government had a dispute over financial settlement with the construction company, which 

abandoned the construction site in August 2006, and the work was continued and completed by 

another company. Due to liquidity problems, liquidation proceedings started against P-SZ. Ltd., and 

the firm was eventually wound up. 

The background of the events was revealed by a few audio recordings secretly taken by SZ. Á., 

executive officer of P-SZ. Ltd., at a second-hand market and at the mayor’s office during his 

negotiations with the mayor. The voice recording, which also appeared in the media later, contains, 

among other things, the following: “And how much do you want to get for it? To ensure everything 

runs smoothly, you know, quickly?”, asks Sz. Á, the entrepreneur. The mayor answers: “Look, I told 

you in the beginning: I have those 6 kids I have to set things straight with. We agreed on 20 at that 

time… 8 has been settled." 

                                                           
1 This work is protected by copyright. Created within the framework of priority project No. SROP-1.1.21-2012-

2012-0001, entitled “Prevention of corruption and the revision of public administration development”. Further 
documents related to the training are available on the website www.korrupciomegelozes.kormany.hu.  
2
 The exchange rate of the Hungarian forint: 1 EUR is approx. 300 HUF. 

http://www.korrupciomegelozes.kormany.hu/
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source: http://www.hirado.hu/Hirek/2011/05/13/10/Megvan_a_dogei_polgarmester.aspx  

The voice recording suggests a new interpretation of the events. The main character is the mayor, 

who sees an excellent opportunity to benefit personally from the use of EU funds. He asks for HUF 20 

million for making arrangements for the granting of the contract, with a total value of approx. HUF 

226 million. Since the entrepreneur does not have sufficient cash for this transaction, the facilitation 

payment was supposed to be transferred by means of a kickback after the payment of invoices. 

Having paid the first instalments, the entrepreneur turned obstinate, and showed an ever decreasing 

willingness to pay. Consequently, the mayor was also less willing to approve the invoices issued, 

which soon resulted in liquidity problems as the works incurred continuous expenses. In the 

meantime, the performance of the works was also delayed, threatening the firm with a penalty up to 

15% of the contractor’s fee for overdue delivery. This created an ideal setting for the mayor to start 

to demand that the entrepreneur pay him the money which was long overdue. 

This put the entrepreneur in a pretty sticky situation. He was already mixed up in a criminal act of 

bribery, and he would definitely end up a loser from a financial perspective, since he could fail under 

the contract he had acquired by means of bribery, even though he had a chance to get off without 

potential criminal consequences if he cooperated with the authorities. If he had succumbed to the 

pressure applied by the mayor, the bribe could have cost more than the entire profit on the 

construction deal, or could even have incurred a loss for the business. To minimise his losses, he 

purchased a Dictaphone, upon his lawyer’s advice, and taped his meetings with the mayor to have 

evidence for the abuse. Meanwhile, the situation is getting even more acute: the enterprise 

discontinues the works in the summer of 2006 and abandons the construction site. The mayor claims 

his money and threatens with a penalty. It was among these circumstances that Sz. Á. suddenly died 

in October 2006. 

This could be the end of the story as neither the inhabitants of the settlement, nor the employees of 

the mayor’s office knew about the bribe; Sz. Á., the briber who could have acted as witness for the 

crown passed away and is therefore unable to give account of the details. As another unexpected 

turn of events, however, after nearly three-quarters of a year, on 20 June 2007, N. P., who was 

http://www.hirado.hu/Hirek/2011/05/13/10/Megvan_a_dogei_polgarmester.aspx
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elected as member of the local government of Döge in October 2006, received an envelope by 

regular mail addressed to his name, containing a CD and an anonymous letter. The letter stated that 

the CD included an audio recording of the meetings of Sz. Á. with the mayor of Döge, which gave rise 

to the suspicion of abuse. He listened to the CD and recognised on it the voice of the mayor. 

Afterwards, he took the letter and the CD to the prosecuting authority in Nyíregyháza, and filed a 

report. An investigation was launched, and in October 2007, the general public learnt about the case 

thanks to a program on TV. 

 

source: http://kisvarda.szabolcsmegye.com/kisvarda/felavattak-a-janvary-parkot-dogeben 

The investigation ended with the filing of an indictment. The mayor denied the charges against him 

during the proceedings of the Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg County Court. He claimed in his defence that 

the voice recording put forward as evidence against him had been manipulated and edited from a 

longer conversation, most probably by his political opponents, to ruin his reputation. Although the 

entrepreneur Sz. Á., who had passed away, did not give testimony in court, sound technology experts 

unanimously stated there were no signs of editing or subsequent manipulation, and audible 

background noise reduces the likelihood of any such manipulation virtually to zero, considering the 

technology available. Furthermore, the match between the mayor’s voice sample and the recoding 

was also found to be high at 78 and 89 per cent, which is why the court decided there was sufficient 

evidence to declare that the recording contained the mayor’s voice. 

During the proceedings, the court heard a very large number of witnesses (50). They can be divided 

into four distinct groups: witnesses heard on behalf of P-Sz. Ltd., members of the council of Döge, 

witnesses heard from the mayor’s office, and further witnesses heard by the court in connection with 

the tender and the implementation of the investment. In general, the witnesses failed to 

substantiate or only provided indirect evidence of the bribery, while they evaluated the 

implementation of the tender and the investment according to their relationship to the mayor. 

Finally, the court found that the charge established by the prosecuting authority was proved, and, in 

its decision on 14 September 2010, declared the mayor guilty of bribery under Articles 250 (1) and 

250 (2)(a) of the Criminal Code, and sentenced him to 3 years and 10 months imprisonment as a 

main penalty, HUF 1 million supplementary fine, and a ban for 5 years from participating in public 

http://kisvarda.szabolcsmegye.com/kisvarda/felavattak-a-janvary-parkot-dogeben
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affairs as a supplementary penalty. Furthermore, the court ordered the defendant to pay criminal 

administration charges at HUF 375,313 within 15 days. In the explanatory part, the court “… 

mentioned the worsening health condition of the defendant and the passage of the time as minor 

extenuating circumstances, at least regarding the period from committing the crime to the launch of 

the proceedings. Thereafter, particularly at the court stage, the relatively long duration of the case 

was primarily caused by the behaviour of the defendant. In view of the fact that the defendant is an 

official, his clean police record is not regarded as an extenuating circumstance. 

The proliferation of similar crimes was evaluated by the court as an aggravating circumstance. In 

addition to having become very widespread, crimes against the purity of public administration, the 

administration of justice and, particularly, public life are seen as acts that deeply affect society. In the 

past 5 or 6 years, acts similar to the defendant’s behaviour became extremely common. These acts 

have a repercussion not only within the borders of Hungary, but also abroad, exerting a negative 

effect on the international reputation of the country. It is also obvious that the court practices and 

systems of sanctioning applied in such cases for many decades have proved to be unsuitable for 

keeping this phenomenon under control (an overwhelming majority of similar cases closed earlier 

with a suspended sentence or very short imprisonment). It is also notable that the defendant 

committed the crime of which he was accused in the position of mayor. Therefore, he had to meet 

higher societal expectations, and public judgement of his actions is also stricter.” 

The defendant and his attorney lodged an appeal against the decision of the first-instance court, 

claiming it still needed to be clarified how, when and by whom the Dictaphone used for taping the 

meetings had been acquired, under what circumstances the recording was made, and also claiming 

that evidence against the defendant was only of an indirect nature. 

The Court of Appeal of Debrecen rejected the proposed further investigation and established that 

the first-instance decision was well-founded. Therefore, in its decision of 15 February 2011, the Court 

of Appeal upheld the 3 years and 10 months imprisonment. At the same time, the HUF 1 million 

supplementary fine was replaced with a confiscation order amounting to HUF 8 million, because the 

Criminal Code demands mandatory confiscation of any financial advantage offered. 

2. Conclusions 

The final decision allows us to examine a number of circumstances typical of the status of corruption 

in Hungary, which may help us understand the professional background necessary to develop an 

integrity management system. Let us see the conclusions that can be drawn from the case. 

 Type of act 

According to the classification found in literature, the criminal act committed is somewhere 

between petty or administrative (bureaucratic) corruption and grand corruption. No doubt 

the amounts involved here are higher than the few tens of thousands of HUF commonly 

offered as a bribe in various cases in Hungary mostly spontaneously; the use of public funds, 

the misuse of an elected official position, as well as the organised nature of this specific 

crime make it more similar to grand corruption. 
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 Related acts with criminal law relevance 

Even though the mayor was condemned by the court only for bribery, the circumstances may 

give rise to the suspicion of other acts with criminal law relevance. The key question is the 

kind of relationship that existed between the mayor and the “kids”, i.e. members of the 

council, which had 9 members altogether, who provided the majority necessary for 

successful decision-making both in connection with the evaluation of the tender proposal 

and the enforcement or non-enforcement of penalty claims. What makes this circumstance 

so important is the potential involvement of other members of the council in the bribery, 

which would render them guilty of aiding and abetting the criminal act of bribery, and would 

raise the possibility of a crime syndicate/organised crime. A remark by the mayor included in 

the recording (“I have those 6 kids, I have to I have to set things straight with.”) is not 

sufficient to prove whether the mayor could influence the members of the council to vote 

the way he wanted them to vote based on his official position as mayor and respect (note 

that at the time of committing the act he had been in his office for 16 years) or by way of 

offering consideration (in the form of money, position or other benefits). Elsewhere in the 

recording, the mayor says “Oh, they know we talked about it earlier; the 20 million was laid 

on the table saying here it is, the guy wants to win. It was not possible for many reasons, and 

they voted for you because I told them: hey kids, he is the one." This means it can be assumed 

that the 6 other members of the council were primarily convinced orally; they were later 

mentioned again to justify the necessity of payment and the size of the amount to Sz. Á., 

who was reluctant to pay. 

Because the voice recording only suggests that the expression “6 kids” used by the mayor 

refers to the members of the council who support him, and because it cannot be proved that 

anything was offered to them with a view to motivating them to violate their official duties, 

charges against them for bribery were not justified due to the lack of evidence. Also, the 

members of the council who might have been involved in the case did not rush to the police 

to give testimony against the mayor or against one another. Incidentally, the members of the 

council unanimously denied knowing about the bribery before the court. 

Since it could not be proved beyond doubt that the mayor had actually received the HUF 8 

million due to him as a result of the bribery, the prosecuting authority was unable to charge 

him with money laundering. Money laundering could have been committed by the mayor if 

he had disguised the origin of his illegal income and reported it as legal income. The final 

judgement mentions HUF 242,000 as the mayor’s monthly remuneration and assets including 

real estate at HUF 8 million, a car valued at HUF 4 million and bank loans amounting to HUF 8 

million (the latter presumably owned jointly with his spouse). The confiscation ordered by 

the court has to be carried out to the debit of this property or the bribe, whose location is 

currently unknown. We do not know whether the bribery related to the renovation of the 

school was the only case where the mayor attempted to use his official influence to gain 

personal advantages. The court decision contains a reference to the construction of a road 

leading to a nearby farmstead, but the circumstances of that case were not investigated due 

to the lack of evidence. 
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 Lengthy trial 

Although the bribery was probably committed back in 2005, the trial only started in late 2007 

based on the available voice recording. The court held the first trial in the case on 27 

November 2008, and the second trial came to pass on 29 September 2009. The competent 

Szabolcs-Szatmár-Bereg County Court passed a decision on 14 September 2010, following 

three more days spent in trial. Even though the forensic audio/video expert was hindered in 

his work by several failed attempts to take a voice sample from the mayor and the defence 

also put forward proposals to substantiate evidence again and again, the Court of Appeal of 

Debrecen announced its final and enforceable decision within less than six months on 15 

February 2011. Albeit the trial progressed without detours, i.e. without repeated 

proceedings or ordering a new investigation, more than four years passed between date of 

the initial report and the final judgement. 

 Cumulative risks 

Looking at the circumstances of the bribery, we can establish that there were several risk 

factors that, cumulatively, anticipated the events that materialised later on. We do not know 

much about the degree to which the conditions of the tender invited in 2005 were carved in 

stone, either as a whole or regarding individual elements, but it was definitely an investment 

involving renovation and mechanical engineering activities, the procurement of school 

articles, the purchase of IT equipment, and the construction of swim training pools, which, 

due to this complexity, gave rise to the risk of performance default or surcharges in invoicing. 

At the same time, the investment was an extremely good opportunity for the settlement 

since the grant awarded covered 95% of the total costs, and the amount contributed by the 

settlement was only HUF 12 million. According to general experience, “free money” and the 

very low ratio of own funds do not contribute to the consistent enforcement of the principle 

of the responsible use of public funds. 

Because the official apparatus of the settlement was not suitable for either implementing 

public procurement or acting as a general contractor, both tasks were delegated to external 

companies. The large number of organisations involved in the project (Regional Operational 

Programme Managing Authority, VÁTI Kht. as intermediate body, Ny-B. Ltd. as the party 

implementing public procurement, P-SZ. Ltd. as the building contractor for the investment 

and the local government), as well as the lack of clarity in the scope of responsibilities 

resulted in a delay of more than 3 months in the payment of the 3rd invoice, which was too 

long for the building contractor who was already struggling with financial problems. 

Only two applications were submitted for the public procurement procedure launched for 

the construction works, but one of them was dismissed due to failure to remedy deficiencies. 

Consequently, the local government signed a contract with the remaining applicant. The 

circumstances of the public procurement procedure are unclear, but the low number of 

applications and the dismissal of valid applications reflect a high level of risk. It is not known 

whether the liquidity of the bidding enterprises was examined during the public 

procurement procedure, but it may be a proof to the contrary that after only a year or so 

from signing the contract on 26 September 2005, P-SZ. Ltd., which had been awarded a large-

scale contract, was brought into liquidation due to liquidity problems. 
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As it became clear from the court documentation, the risks associated with the investment 

could have been significantly mitigated, if the local government had chosen supplier 

financing instead of ex post funding. Under the latter, all costs are advanced by the local 

government and are then reimbursed to it by the intermediate body after the relevant 

invoices are issued. In the case of supplier financing, the intermediate body transfers the 

money directly to the party issuing the invoice, without the participation of the local 

government. It is not clear, and it can no longer be found out, why the local government 

chose an unfavourable method of financing: to land in a position that allowed them to force 

payment of a bribe or simply out of negligence, due to the lack of expertise concerning the 

tender process. 

 Announcements of public interest 

Dr. N. P., member of the council of Döge elected in 2006, said in court that on 20 June 2007 

he had received an envelope by regular mail containing a CD and an anonymous letter. The 

letter, which was actually the submission of a whistleblower, stated the CD included an audio 

recording of the meetings of late Sz. Á. with the mayor of Döge, which gave rise to the 

suspicion of abuse. Dr. N. P. listened to the CD and recognised the mayor’s voice. Afterwards, 

he handed over the recording and the letter to the county prosecuting authority. This was 

the moment when the investigation of the case actually started, meaning that it was the 

writer of the anonymous letter and the council member in question who introduced the case 

to the authorities. The writer of the anonymous letter was not identified during the court 

proceeding. 

It is important for the full discovery of the facts (without tangible results, though) that Mrs. T. 

B. M, Dr. N. P. and two more council members submitted written questions to the mayor in 

connection with the investment, but received no answer. In turn, they turned to the public 

administration office of the county in a letter, which remained unanswered as well. We can 

establish that the reluctance of the mayor and the public administration office to reply to the 

letter contributed to the suppression, rather than the discovery, of the case. 

 Financial considerations 

There is good reason to believe, and it is also supported by the recording presented to the 

public, that the mayor and Sz. Á., acting on behalf of P-SZ. Ltd., had agreed on the award of 

the contract and had set the agreed price before the public procurement procedure was 

launched. As consideration for the award of the contract, the mayor required HUF 20 million 

or about 10% in bribe. Considering that the entrepreneur probably calculated with a modest 

profit of 10-15% as a result of the performance of the work, a considerable part of the profit 

would have been spent on the bribe. In order to realise a profit in spite of the above figures, 

he had to include in the price of the service the amount due to the mayor, meaning that the 

agreed price had to be increased by at least this amount (excessive invoicing). As the 

example shows, when the agreed price also covers the bribe, the community actually pays 

more for the investment. 

If, however, there is a specific budget for the service, the “commissions” promised to the 

contributor(s) cannot be ensured by increasing the price. In such a case, if the technical 

specifications are not accurate enough or are too loose, or quality control is inefficient or can 
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be circumvented, savings can be achieved by limiting the quality or quantity of the services 

rendered. The same result can be achieved by employing staff with less than adequate 

qualifications or though informal forms of employment. Both cost reduction methods are 

widely used in the construction industry. Also, the principal contractor, P-SZ. Ltd. in this case, 

may choose not to pay the fees due to its subcontractors, and then it will be brought under 

liquidation because of insolvency. This is exactly what happened here. Among other things, 

the explanatory part of the court decision states that one of the subcontractors received only 

HUF 1.5 million instead of the 28 million due to him. Because liquidation rarely results in the 

payment of receivables to subcontractors, the facilitation payment was actually financed by 

subcontractors who have performed their work but have not, or only barely, received any 

fees. 

 Social impacts 

When investigating the case, we have to look at direct or indirect social impacts as well. No 

wonder the fact that the mayor of the settlement, who had been leading the village for 16 

years (and who was also the husband of another well-known personality, the school 

headmistress), became involved in bribery resulted in public outrage in the village. The 

supporters of the mayor think he is innocent until evidence to the contrary is produced by 

means of a final court decision, while his opponents refer to the audio recording, in which, as 

they say, he discloses the details of the abuse himself. However, rumour is already enough to 

undermine the reputation of the mayor and other members of the council who may have 

been involved, and the publication of the final verdict questions the 16-year activity of the 

mayor or, so to say, his entire career. 

It is not clear whether the unexpected death of the contractor’s executive officer, who made 

the recording of the bribery, is in any way connected with the psychic distress related to the 

bribery, but there is no doubt the employees who remained unpaid after the company was 

wound up incurred huge financial losses, which threatened their and their families’ 

livelihood. 

3. Aspects of prevention 

After reviewing the most important conclusions related to the case, there is good reason to ask what 

means or methods could have been used to prevent corruption? 

 Conflicts of interest 

It may be difficult in a small settlement to totally eliminate conflicts of interest, but, as we 

see it, the evaluation of a project is more objective if there are no family ties between the 

customer (the local government) and the beneficiary (the school). Otherwise, the question 

may arise whether the mayor can make all his decisions on a strictly professional footing, 

without any impartiality or any influence by his wife? 

 Local democracy 

If a mayor is elected as leader of a village five times in a row, this primarily reflects the 

recognition of his work by the community. However, a long period of office could also result 
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in the leader losing his motivation; attending to managerial tasks may become mere routine, 

and, in addition to official relationships, personal ties may become too strong. When a mayor 

refers to the members of the council as “kids”, then their relationship is hardly based any 

longer on the principle of “primus inter pares”, it rather has a paternalistic nature. 

 Controls 

Continuous monitoring is crucial for the efficient operation of organisations. At the level of 

politics, this was ensured by the members of the “opposition” in the council. They were the 

ones who asked questions during the sessions, and requested written information from the 

mayor about the progress of the investment. The fact that their questions remained 

unanswered demonstrates the inefficiency of control. The lack of proper control is also 

proved by the fact that the county’s public administration office did not reply either. 

Other controls, however, worked appropriately. The writer of the anonymous letter acted 

properly by passing on to a member of the council information of public interest, along with 

the relevant proofs. He also acted properly when he submitted those documents to the 

prosecuting office. Extensive media coverage proved to be another strong control, which 

prevented the case from being forgotten and from being closed without a result. 

It can also be established that subsequent controls also worked appropriately in this case as, 

after the recording had been published, the minister in charge made arrangements for the 

investigation of the case, and, as a result, a non-compliance procedure was launched. 

It is also true that it would have been wise initially to establish rules for implementing the 

investment in a manner to mitigate the risk of abuse. As an example, a preliminary 

verification of the technical specification could have been carried out (e.g. by evaluating the 

necessity of two pools) or the ex post scheme could have been ruled out. 

 Public procurement 

Public procurement tenders represent a risky area from the point of view of corruption. 

Consequently, if only two bids are submitted under a public procurement tender amounting 

to HUF 240 million, and one of them is disqualified due to failure to remedy deficiencies, a 

more in-depth investigation would be justified. 

 Evidence 

One of the characteristics of bribery as a criminal act is that it is very hard to prove, because 

for this crime to be committed, it is not even necessary to hand over money or provide any 

other specific benefit; it is sufficient only to promise these. In our case it was also impossible 

to prove that the amount of HUF 8 million had actually been handed over to the mayor. 

Decisive evidence for the bribery did not come from the incriminating testimonies of the 

employees of P-Sz. Ltd., it came in the form of a recording made by late Sz. Á. As far as this 

recording is concerned, although the counsel for the defence referred to the violation of the 

mayor’s personal rights, the court established that “the admissibility in court proceedings of 

audio recordings secretly made by an individual is not subject to the strict rules regarding the 

secret collection of information or data. In this specific case, the provisions declaring the 

principle of providing free evidence in Article 78 of the Criminal Procedure Code need to be 

applied with respect to the evaluation of the audio recording as evidence. The general clause 
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invoked in the case provides that the emphasis is exclusively on the content of the Dictaphone 

recording.” 

 Ethics 

In the recording, the mayor openly speaks about the bribe due to him, and refers to the fact 

that other persons also attempted to bribe him (“the 20 million was laid on the table saying 

here it is, the guy wants to win”), but that finally did not happen. At the same time, the 

entrepreneur was not surprised at the request of the mayor either. Instead, he inquired 

about ways to expedite the procedure (“And how much do you want to get for it? To ensure 

everything runs smoothly, you know, quickly.”). This indicates that the prevalence of private 

interests to the detriment of public interests was common practice, and the moral 

responsibility associated with this office and the duty to set a good example were secondary. 

This problem could be tackled by increasing the sensitivity of public employees. 

 Change of attitude 

The explanatory part of the first-instance decision lists the reasons underlying the strict 

judgement. It refers to the increased number of criminal acts against the purity of public life, 

an increase in the sensitivity of society, the ruining of Hungary’s international reputation, and 

finally justifies the necessity of a strict decision: “It is also obvious that the court practices and 

systems of sanctioning applied in such cases for many decades have proved to be unsuitable 

for keeping this phenomenon under control (an overwhelming majority of similar cases closed 

earlier with a suspended sentence or very short imprisonment).” 

4. Closing comments 

Finally, a new public procurement procedure had to be launched for the completion of the 

investment, and the school was opened with a significant delay in 2007. At the 2010 local elections, a 

new mayor was elected to replace the former mayor accused of bribery, and the local primary school 

also has a new headmaster. In the end, the condemned mayor did not check into prison by the 

specified deadline, and the police acted upon a court order and detained him at a health institution. 

He started to serve his final sentence on 19 May 2011. 

 


