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Lord Mayor,  

Madam Jestina Mukoko and Laureates of the Human Rights Prize of the City of Weimar,

Distinguished representatives of the City Council (Stadtrat), Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Friends,

It is my privilege and pleasure to be here with you today.

I am deeply moved by the Stadtrat’s commendation. For me it is a singular experience. As the distinguished members of the Stadtrat have written in their citation, I am more used to daily insults and continual harassment than to encouragement and support. 

It is for this reason – too - that I thank the City Council and the jury from the bottom of my heart. 

My thanks also go to the Society for Threatened Peoples (Gesellschaft für bedrohte Völker), the Serb Civic Council of Sarajevo, and the Women of Srebrenica for honoring me with their nomination.

The Prize will certainly provide a rare moment of gratification to those few in my close environment who have supported me throughout these years, as well as to the many good people in the region and the world with whom I share my work and to the governments whose financial assistance to the Helsinki Committee has made my work possible. 

I owe a debt of gratitude to my colleagues in the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia for their co-operation in our campaign for unconditional respect for human rights in Serbia and the region, and for mobilizing the public at home, and the international community to the need to help threatened people and work towards changing the overall situation on the ground.  

Ladies and Gentlemen,

My decision to devote myself to the protection of human rights of the people who suffer daily at the hands of the policy of the country I come from came as a spontaneous reaction to the war, bloodshed and tragedy accompanying the disintegration of the former Yugoslavia. My decision to remain in Belgrade inevitably determined the nature of my engagement over the next two decades. 

The break-up of Yugoslavia resulted in the loss of hundreds of thousands of human lives and the expulsion of over four million people from their homes. That war will go down in history as one notorious for ethnic cleansing, genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity, atop of wholesale destruction and devastation.

Behind all of it lied resurgent Greater-Serbian nationalism and that at a time when Europe and the world were looking forward to changes for the better in the wake of the fall of the Berlin Wall. Amid the general euphoria, Slobodan Milošević showed to the world the other side of momentous historical changes. A tragic drama, especially in Bosnia and Herzegovina, was unfolding before Europe, a drama it was unable to stop. 

The tragedies associated with Sarajevo, Foča, Srebrenica, the camps at Omarska and Keratem, with Vukovar and Dubrovnik before that, and with Kosovo – all of them were the consequences of that nationalism.  Unfortunately, only a small number of people in Serbia publicly raised their voices in protest against the policy of the regime of Slobodan Milošević that fomented the fire giving rise to a violent nationalistic orgy.

That policy proved often fatal for various categories of the population: refugees, ethnic minorities, minority religious communities, as well as for all other minority groups including the political alternative. It gave birth to an ethnic state that first destroyed others and then its own population. 

The consequences of that policy have been the focus of activities of the Helsinki Committee ever since its foundation. The refugee problem was the most pressing issue during the 1990s. The war aim was to create ethnically pure states through the so-called ‘humane transfer of population’. The Committee succeeded in enforcing the right of all to return to their homes, above all by addressing the problems of Serb refugees from Croatia. It was our signature collecting campaign in support of return that triggered the debate on the matter on the eve of the Dayton talks.

Minorities in particular were targeted for repression as an undesirable element in the process of creating ethnic states. In Serbia - Croats, Bosniaks, Albanians, and Hungarians were the main target. And in the region, Croats, Bosniaks, and Albanians were again tragic victims of the so called Serb national interest. Therefore, the Committee has had to concern itself with their struggle as well.

Developments in Serbia and the region have shown that the pursuit of national right in the name of a perceived ethnic justice, as is the case elsewhere in the world whenever a nation tries to impose itself on another one or other ones, ends in a crime. Any such project is doomed to failure. 

This is why, during the last fifteen years, the Helsinki Committee has also been studying the context and the causes of the wars in the territory of the former Yugoslavia. Our priority has been to document and make public everything that has to do with her break-up, and the focus of our interest has inevitably been the nature of the nationalist project in Serbia.  

In addition to publishing the periodical Helsinki Charter, we have published 137 books and produced 11 documentaries on Serbia in the period 1966-99. Our credo is that we can transcend our recent past, as well as our traumas associated with it, only if we know and understand that past.

The documentation is the fruit of our efforts to throw light on a suppressed or falsified past. We firmly believe that realities both in Serbia and in the region can only be changed if the truth is told. 

Telling the truth is therefore also a part of our effort to help to redefine relations between the successor states of the former Yugoslavia. Although all of them strive towards the same goal, namely accession to the European Union, full normalization in the region will not be possible without an objective insight into past developments. 

In other words, we can overcome the legacy of deadly nationalism only if we confront it directly and honestly.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Serbia has not yet confronted the truth, nor has she distanced herself definitely from the legacy of Milošević’s policy. On the contrary, we witness an orchestrated amnesia and a general reinterpretation of both the historical and recent past. 

The main negative aspect of the process of reinterpreting the historical past is the change of attitude towards anti-fascism. As concerns the recent past, it is evident that the state continues to relativize it and to amnesty those responsible. It is yet to reach political consensus on its European future, given that parts of the political and intellectual elite still cherish nationalist, greater-state aspirations. 

Such a policy has created and sustained a climate in which all other values and their defenders are considered undesirable. The others and the different, including human rights defenders continue to be treated as enemies. The human rights situation is still highly problematical. 

All of this points to a need for a change of the national strategy. It is necessary to establish, in society and in politics, a ‘moral minimum’ which would enable Serbia to constitute herself as a state, thereby finally also opening way for a truly democratic consolidation and co-operation of the countries in the region. It goes without saying that such a minimum implies sincere cooperation with the Hague Tribunal as well as recognizing it as an instrument designed to help the establishment of a moral vertical. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Human rights work in post-conflict societies is a major challenge and a big responsibility not only for human rights activists but for the state as well. However, a long sought democratization and stabilization are unlikely to succeed in an environment in which the facts are ignored and the truth suppressed. The conspiracy of silence is an enormous obstacle to a democratic progress.

The situation is not going to improve of itself. A ‘change from within’ is necessary. This requires many to make an effort and everybody to give up something.  Each of us has to start an internal process of confronting and coming to terms with the truth. Without that it will not be possible to expect reconciliation and normalization of relations between the countries and peoples in the South East Europe. 

In order to bring the agony of the region, and of Serbia herself, to an end once and for all, the European Union as a major factor of stabilization must continue to act resolutely and in a principled way in helping to wind up the Balkan crisis. 

In my opinion, it must above all insist on the inviolability of established borders and primacy of human rights protection. Both principles are intertwined and interdependent. Any border change would be tantamount to opening a Pandora’s Box and would lead to new massive human rights violations.

South east European societies, above all Serbia’s, need the help of the European Union on many fronts, not least of all in confronting and transcending the recent past. 

I believe that the engagement of your country in this regard is essential. Germany has already done a great deal and is probably one of the few countries which have recognized the full depth of the drama. 

The Prize with which you honor me today testifies to this.

Lord Mayor, the representatives of the Stadtrat, Ladies and Gentlemen,

This beautiful city is known to the world for its outstanding cultural heritage, which includes the classical legacy of Goethe and Schiller, of the Bauhaus and the Weimar Republic. 

I saluted the City’s decision to establish the Weimar Human Rights Award and feel a great kinship with all the preceding Laureates.

One can not imagine a better evidence of the best in any country and in any of us – members of a common humanity - than paying tribute to all the nameless victims of dictatorship throughout the world.

Once again, I thank you for honoring me with the Weimar Human Rights Prize 2009.
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