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COMPLAINT
Since November 12, 2003 several print media in Serbia have been staging an intimidation and smear campaign against  Chairwoman of the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia Sonja Biserko, invited by the Republic of Croatia to bear witness for it in the case Croatia vs. Serbia before the International Court of Justice.  
The copies of newspaper stories we are enclosing hereby violate the Journalistic Code of Serbia, precisely its Articles III and IV. The Helsinki Committee takes that by revealing the identity of the potential witness and publishing these stories “Večernje novosti” and “Informer” dailies were after discrediting and intimidating Ms. Biserko; moreover, by practically issuing a lynch call these papers endangered her life. 
Contrary to international legal norms and practices that identities of witnesses in inter-state disputes are “kept secret in order for their safety not to be put at risk”, several newspapers published Sonja Biserko’ s name as a potential witness. Daily “Blic” published her name in the story headlined “Sonja Biserko Witness for Croatia Following Its Charges against Serbia for Genocide” (12 November 2013), “Politika” in the commentary penned by Jelena Cerovina “Good Friends Go to Court” (13 November 2013, page 5) and “Večernje novosti“ in the sidebar “Biserko for Zagreb“ (13 November 2013, page 3). Copies of the aforementioned articles are enclosed  
It is indicative that “Politika” published the information about non-disclosure of witnesses’ identities on 14 November, just a day after it had published the full name of Sonja Biserko in the above-mentioned commentary, which actually triggered off the media campaign against her.
“Večernje novosti” published an interview with Saša Obradović, head of Serbia’s legal team arguing for Serbia in the case before the International Court of Justice. According to the paper, he said, “We do not have the right to reveal the identity of witnesses three months before the beginning of a trial, because that could put them at risk.” The fist hearing is scheduled for 3 March 2014. ”The agreement signed with Croatia provides that evidence shall not be publicized…That would benefit no party in the dispute but only raise tensions,” said Obradović.
The information published in “Blic”, the first paper to reveal the identity of the witness on 12 November, indicates that its source were governmental institutions. The fact that the story quotes unidentified sources leads us to conclude that the person who leaked this information was either well aware that it should not be published or was as well aware of the serious consequences of its publishing. We believe that journalists and, above all, their editors have the responsibility to carefully assess possible consequences of the news or stories they would like to have published in their papers.  
The Article V of the Code of Journalists of Serbia, paragraph 2, provides that a journalist shall never blindly trust the  source of information. Journalist has to bear in mind that their sources are often guided by their own interests or interests of the circles to which they belong, and hence adjust their statements to these interests. The paragraph also provides that readers shall be informed in what way the source of information could benefit from its publishing. If the source of information wants to profit from its publishing or wants to harm a third person readers have to be notified about it as well.
We file this complaint also against the following articles:
1. “Expel This Woman from Serbia”, the front-paged banner,  “Informer,” 13 November 2013.

2. “In War Against Her Own State” (headline: “Will Serbia React against the Announced Testimony of Sonja Biserko for Croatia in  a Genocide Trial”; subtitles: “The main legal question is what will Biserko testify about, since she was not a direct participant in these events”, “Her credibility can also be disputed because she received the Order of Duke Trpimir from Stjepan Mesić”); “Večernje Novosti,” 23 November 2013. The story was also advertised on the front page as well, under the title “Sonja Biserko Wages War Against Her Own State” – on that day and a day before. 
3. Headline in “Politika”: “It Is Unclear What Will Sonja Biserko Testify of,” pages 1 and 7, 24 November 2013. 
This is about an interview with the well-known expert in international law, Dr. Tibor Varadi, from which the headline was tendentiously taken out.

We believe that the aforementioned newspaper stories violate Article III of the Code of Journalists of Serbia that deals with journalists’ responsibility. The Paragraph 1 of this Article provides that a journalist shall be primarily responsible to his or her readers and shall never subordinate this responsibility to the interests of others, especially not to the interests of publishers, the Government and other authorities. “Journalist has to confront those who violate human rights or advocate any kind of discrimination, hate speech and encourage violence.” Under Paragraph 4 the Article provides that a journalist shall be aware that the danger of discrimination the media can spread and shall do everything possible not to foment discrimination against (…) political opponents and differently minded persons. 
Both articles call upon the state to take repressive measures against the potential witness, Sonja Biserko, thus violating the witness‘s right to protection and freedom of speech, which are basic human rights.

The abovementioned stories published in “Informer” and “Večernje novosti” contain hate speech elements meant to provoke hostile feelings and scorn for Sonja Biserko and intimidate her. Judging by readers’ comments sent to on-line editions of these papers the stories are also inciting violence against her. (For example, a comment on the website of “Večernje novosti” read: http://www.novosti.rs/vesti/naslovna/politika/aktuelno.289.html:465057-Sonja-Biserko-svedoci-protiv-sopstvene-zemlje (last seen on 24 November 2013): Goran5, 23 November 2013, 16.11 #2727316 “The best thing that the state can do is to call off her security guards. That would settle everything else.” 
Writings as such practically tell citizens that any act against the witness  is legitimate and socially justified.

We stress the fact that “Večernje Novosti“ was fully aware of the consequences its story “In War Against Her Own State“ may have, considering the aforementioned quote by the head of Serbia's legal team, Saša Obradović, published just several days earlier.
Moreover, statements by some public figures further poison the atmosphere created by this campaign of intimidation, defamation and threats of violence. We hereby refer to the statements by Zoran Babić, head of the Serbian Progressive Party parliamentary caucus, Milojko Budimir, president of the Association of Refugees from Croatia, and DSS MP Sanda Rašković Ivic (quoted in “Informer”, “Expel This Woman from Serbia”). We also refer to the public statements by academicians Smilja Avramov and Miroslav Svirčević of the Institute for Balkan Studies, Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts, Professor Milan Škulić and others  “Večernje novosti” carried (“War against Her Own State”).
The disputable article in “Večernje novosti” follows the same pattern that was used during the wars in 1990s. Furthermore, academic Smilja Avramov repeats a series of false statements which have been refuted several times so far; hence, any journalist writing about the Helsinki Committee should already know that Sonja Biserko was not fired  from the Yugoslav Foreign Office and that the Helsinki Committee is not an international organization. 
The police also have the information about numerous threats of violence addressed to Sonja Biserko and the Helsinki Committee over the past years. The context in which these articles were published is particularly worrisome: neo-Nazi and extreme right-wing organizations are very active in Serbia. Not only do they propagate the ideology of nationalism, blood and soil, but they are also involved in numerous incidents against persons from minority groups, human rights defenders and persons with different political stands. 

Since we are very concerned about the possible consequences of this campaign, we ask you to consider this complaint under summary procedure.  We also ask you to carefully analyze the copies of the stories enclosed to this letter. 
Plaintiff:
Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia
[image: image2.wmf]_1037189630.unknown

