Nominating speech for the Human Rights Award of The City of Weimar 2009 to Sonja Biserko, 
(Ph. D. Sharon Silver, New York)
To the Mayor
Members of the Nominating Council

Members of the City Council

Guests

Jestina

Sonja,

It is a great privilege for me to be here today to honor these two brave women, Jestina Mukoko and Sonja Biserko, and a pleasure to speak today on behalf of Sonja whose work is well-known to all who have advocated for human rights in the Balkans. Sonja is the founder and President of the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia. Today she is being awarded the Weimar Human Right Prize for 2009.

Over the last two decades, Sonja Biserko has worked tirelessly for human and civil rights. She was one of the first to condemn the ultranationalist policies of Milosevic, even prior to the wars in the Balkans in the 1990’s, and was one of the few to attempt to mediate a solution to prevent these wars.

Sonja is a leading figure in the Serbian dissident community. She has served as a Serbian voice of conscience throughout the wars in Bosnia, Croatia and Kosovo, and has at every point, advocated for the minorities within Serbia as well as the victims of these wars. Through the many fine books of the Helsinki Committee, she and her colleagues have documented in detail the massive and systematic war crimes that characterized Serbia’s conduct in the Balkan conflict and has exposed the Nationalist agenda of a Greater Serbia “ethnically cleansed” of non-Serb citizens that underlay these conflicts.
Today she continues to work for human rights, through continuing this documentation which has now extended to documenting the resurgence of nationalism that has followed the war in Kosovo, the continuing threats to minorities, the attempt of the Nationalist elements to falsify or deny the historical record and the continuing efforts to undermine  multi-national society.

Sonja studied economics in Belgrade and served as a diplomat for the former Yugoslavia in Geneva and London until 1991 when she resigned her diplomatic post in protest over the policies of Slobodan Milosevic and his nationalist agenda of an “ethnically purified” Greater Serbia.

She organized in Geneva in 1991 one of the first meetings of the Yugoslav opposition to Milosevic. Through the years of war she served as a voice for those targeted by the violence, the survivors of Srebrenica, the victims of the rape camps,
In 1994, at the height of Serbian nationalism, Sonja founded the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia. .Throughout its history, this organization has served to challenge the prevailing nationalist orthodoxy , to document war crimes, and to advocate for the victimized and disenfranchised. Her edited volumes include works on Srebrenica, the largest massacre in Europe since the Holocaust, Vukovar the beginning of the wars in Yugoslavia and the war crimes, a volume on the trial of Milosevic and other war criminals, as well as numerous other volumes. Courageously, some of these volumes have detailed the role of the Serb Orthodox Church, the Academy of Art and Sciences, and other Serb institutions in encouraging Serbian extremism. This extensive documentation, over 140 volumes to date, has become, in part, the basis for work by the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia.
As a result of her human rights work, and her pointed criticism of the nationalist agenda of Slobodan Milosevic, Sonja has been the target of numerous smear campaigns by hard-line ultranationalists, and of physical and psychological intimidation. These have continued until the present time. To name but one example, in 2008, about 150 ultra-nationalist members of  the right-wing group, 1389 movement, protested in from of the Helsinki Committee building, shouting death threats to Sonja and, in an astonishingly honest expression of  their allegiances, painted Swastikas on the steps and walls of the building.
However, this intimidation has not affected Sonia’s work. Just this past April, she criticized the recent book on Kosovo  by   who advocated the fomenting of hatred in order to encourage Serb separatists in Kosovo.

Despite the unwillingness of many in the Serb community to consider the recent past, she has continued to issue reports on the state of minorities, to speak out against ethnic intolerance and to call for a “de-nazification” of Serbia. In retaining her intellectual and moral clarity, she is a force for freedom of expression, ethnic tolerance as well as for honor and truth, keeping alive the prospects for a re-vitalized Serbia. Rather than a traitor, as some extremist elements have called her, she is a Serb patriot of the highest order.

In 1994 she was honored with the Human Rights Award of the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights in New York.
In 2005, she was, along with 1000 women in the group of 1000 women was honored with a Nobel prize nomination.

In giving Sonia this prize here today in Weimar we recognize that Sonja’s work, as well as Jestina’s work, is work on behalf of all of us. Whenever human beings are oppressed or humiliated, we are all diminished. Whenever human beings are raised up, we are all enobled.

We recognize here too today the many dissidents and human rights workers, many of whose names we will never know, who continue to fight for justice and to give voice to the voiceless, and our own obligation to contribute, in whatever small way we can, to that work.

It is altogether fitting that we do so on December 10 the day on which the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted 61 years ago. We look forward to the day when these rights will not just be the privilege of the few and the aspiration of many, but rather the province of all. We honor the work of these women in bringing us closer to that day.
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