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Having been the lucky recipient of a bursary award from the Human Rights Lawyers Association, I was able to spend my summer working at the Mental Disability Advocacy Centre (MDAC) in Budapest, Hungary.

MDAC are a unique organisation focussing on advancing the rights of people with actual or perceived intellectual or psycho-social disabilities. From a small office on a noisy street in Budapest, MDAC do ground breaking work on mental health and human rights in Europe and Central Asia. I was originally drawn to MDAC by the proactive and wide-ranging approach that they take to one of the most fascinating and underdeveloped areas of human rights law; MDAC, made up of about ten people and a dog called Gustav, represent victims of human rights abuses, campaign for legislative and constitutional change, and produce respected legal scholarship on mental health law. MDAC organise their work around three areas; ill-treatment and death, institutionalisation, and guardianship. These areas are at the cutting edge of the legal developments and disputes surrounding mental health law and human rights. As an intern, I was invited to be involved with every aspect of MDAC’s work and as a result I had an incredibly challenging, provocative and fulfilling summer with them.
Ensuring adequate human rights protection for people with mental health difficulties is profoundly challenging. Whilst the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, along with the ECHR and the European Social Committee, are sophisticated tools for fighting human rights abuses, the reality for most people with mental health difficulties is that they are untouched by the provisions intended to protect them. The people that MDAC seeks to help have historically been disenfranchised by their governments, their communities and their families. In Europe and Central Asia the legacy of the political regimes that propounded stigmatisation remains a powerful one and the reality is that many of MDAC’s clients have been institutionalised, drugged and legally incapacitated for their whole lives. This is not just an historical phenomenon; during my time in Hungary I watched the far right party Jobik march through the slum areas of Budapest flying the flag of the Nazi sympathetic Hungarian government of the 1940s, while the right allied parties of Europe were joined by our very own Conservative party. In times of political turmoil, particularly when people move towards the right, MDAC’s client base become even more vulnerable, stigmatised, ill-treated and misunderstood than they already are.
MDAC fight to find the people that society has shut away in institutions far far away from the press and the justice system; they recently won a case before the European Committee for Social Rights on behalf of children from a Bulgarian institution. The institution is buried in the Bulgarian countryside, where children die of malnutrition each year, where broken limbs are ignored, physical abuse is rife and children admitted with any kind of disability, from deafness to autism, are reduced to days of frantic rocking in the small room which they never leave. Meanwhile in Russia, MDAC’s lawyer receives hand written letters from people who were institutionalised under Communism for being political dissidents and who have no right to appeal against the decision that stripped them of all their legal rights. MDAC employ the investigative rigour of war correspondents to find the people that society has silenced and to offer them the representation that they need. 
But access to justice does not even begin to cover it; even once the access hurdle has been overcome, many societies lack any semblance of adequate legislative provisions for those with mental health disabilities. MDAC fights this on three fronts. First, it campaigns at a high level for legislative and constitutional change; during my internship I helped draft proposals for the Hungarian government as the parliament consulted on their new constitution, and I contributed to submissions on the effectiveness of Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities which the UN asked MDAC to provide. I also drafted letters to the UK government, the Polish government and the Czech government asking them to provide a report on the effectiveness of their mental health legislation. Secondly, MDAC promotes change at the grassroots level, designing and running workshops on lay advocacy, organising courses for judicial and litigation training and engaging civil society organisations in their campaigns. Finally, MDAC takes cases. One of the privileges of working for a small NGO is that as an intern, you are exposed to the whole range of work that is done and you are given genuine responsibility. One of my main tasks while I was in Budapest was to compile an analysis of mental health human rights cases from all over the world. This involved close scrutiny of changing legal norms, introductions of new concepts and receptivity to new arguments at the Strasbourg court, the African Commission in Gambia and the Inter-American Court in Costa Rica. While doing this, I worked with a number of MDAC’s lawyers on their submissions for the cases that they were taking. From a personal perspective, this was very rewarding and hugely informative, giving me an insight into the changing landscape of mental health legislation and its relationship with normative human rights.
MDAC also spend some of their time working in conjunction with the European Roma Rights Centre. By combining their weight, MDAC and ERRC form a powerful campaigning body and I was very pleased to be able to work with ERRC on a project relating to costs for NGOs at the European Court of Human Rights. This work involved drafting a retainer agreement that simultaneously protected clients from ever having to pay legal costs while allowing NGOs to claim the legal costs that they had incurred. This may sound like a niche legal task with little human interest but it goes to the core of what needs to change about the human rights system in Europe to enable organisations like MDAC to keep representing victims of abuse without being compromised by their charitable status. Drafting this agreement was a compelling insight into the practicalities of human rights litigation; in failing to award costs to NGOs, the European Court of Human Rights may be denying a platform to those in grave need of representation, particularly those who without organisations like MDAC, would never be able to represent themselves.
Working on so many projects with so many different people was a real privilege and one that I would not have been able to afford without the help of the HRLA. During my summer with MDAC, the hours I spent at the office or discussing the finer points of mental health law over goulash, were personally rewarding, challenging and immensely enjoyable. From a wider perspective, organisations like MDAC desperately need interns to help them out and bursary awards make this possible. MDAC do a huge amount of work with a tiny amount of resources and feeling like you can genuinely be of assistance to a cause that you believe in is truly satisfying.
Since leaving Budapest, I have continued to work for MDAC and I am soon to return to Hungary for some training on mental health and human rights litigation at the European Court of Human Rights. I hope that as my career as a barrister in the UK begins, I can maintain the link with MDAC that the HRLA made possible.

