Smear campaign against the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia

The latest, well-orchestrated, smear campaign against the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights and Sonja Biserko, centering on the HC’ Annual Report on Human Rights in Serbia for the Year 2007, is of an unprecedented intensity. Mainstream print media, notably, Politika, Večernje novosti and NIN gave much exposure or rather space (Politika as much as two pages) to attacks on the HC, totally unrelated to the contents of the Report. The campaign was triggered by an extensive review/analysis of the Annual Report by Slobodan Antonic. The review was ran by the weekly  Pečat. Antonic, in his text, mentioned all the names quoted in the Annual Report and labelled it «Sonja Biserko's proscribed list.“ 
Helsinki Committee for Human Rights has been publishing its Annual Reports for eight years now. Each Annual Report aimed to detect the most burning  problems in the country which block or slow down Serbia's  development. The said report  also focuses on the culture of remembering in order to prevent relativization or denial of responsibility for the 90's wars. The Report is written by the Helsinki Committee team, both employees and collaborators. Relevant material is compiled for months, and after numerous consultations and suggestions of all authors of texts, it is then systemitized. The end result is the Report which represents an analysis of all the important spheres of life of the Serbian society (government, the Serb Parliament, religious communities, University/education, the military, civilian society, the print and broadcast media, minorities, etc.) And such a Report is then presented to the general public. Added to that the Helsinki Committee in its Annual Reports also gives the socio-political context of Serbia, without which it is not possible to fully grasp the root-causes of status of human rights. The latter is of utmost importance in view of the fact  that the militant Serb nationalism generated the 90's wars and mass violations of human rights, both in the region and in Serbia proper. In fact that very tack and thus-floated criticism by the NGO sector is perceived as dangerous and undesirable. And the backlash then ensues in the shape of proven methods of discreditation. 

The 2007 Annual Report of the Helsinki Committee, titled “Self-isolation-Reality and Goal”, was published as early as in May 2008. Hence it is suprising that it attracted such a huge media attention-four months later! The print media coverage (and TV panel-discussions) bore the hallmarks of a well-orchestrated persecution of or smear campaign targeting the Helsinki Committee. The goal was to totally discredit both the Report and work of that organization, and personality of Sonja Biserko. The first critical text was ran by Pečat (12th September 2008),four month on after the Report’s publication, which per se a is symptomatic occurrence.   Its author, Slobodan Antonić, in his text, “Erasing the incompatible persons”, compiled the “list” of persons which are mentioned, quoted and criticized in the HC Annual Report. Namely, the list includes the names of prominent professors of Belgrade’s Law Faculty who in the year 2001 signed the petition against the Act on Co-operation with the Hague Tribunal. The Report focused on representatives of the most militant, conservative nationalistic faction or camp who with the afore-mentioned petition contributed to the anti-EU integration mood, in view of the fact that Serbia’s co-operation with the Hague Tribunal is a key and a mandatory  condition for latching on the EU integrations.  The “problem” as raised by Antonić, is not propped by solid arguments, for the alleged list  (later branded by the media “the elimination list” or “Sonja Biserko’s black list”) was available to the general public since 27 June 2001. It was ran by most media (the very same media which now take to task the HC), and notably by  Glas javnosti. It is obvious that those names are not the underlying problem. The problem lies in the fact that in the HC Report those persons were criticized and declared responsible for slowing down the process of “Europeization”. By the way, all those quoted persons to date proudly continued to confirm their allegiance and contribution to the defense of  “Serbhood.” 
 
Slobodan Antonic’s most pronounced objection to the Report was that it was written by „the new, semi-Croat language”. He points out: ”there are Croat words for Yugoslav, Europe, propagation, level and murder, namely ’jugoslavenski’, ’Europa’, ’promicanje,’ ’razina’, ’ubojstvo’.”
 The text is conspicuously anti-Croat, for the author four times mentions the ”problem” of Croatia. Firstly, the HC recommendation that the regional historic textbooks be included in the Serb educational curricula, in order to enable the young people to get a more comprehensive picture of the recent wars, is taken out of context : ”(...) check all the university textbooks, and those incompatible censor or replace with textbooks from Croatia and Kosovo.”
 Furthermore, Antonić calls the following excerpt ”the anti-Serb propaganda”: ”As regards trials for war crimes, the Croat judiciary has a good track record, while the Serb judiciary obstructs and hushes up the crimes.” There is a bevy of similar objections, though the chapter of our report ”Serbia and its Neighbours” covered the analysis of Serbia’s relations with all former Yugoslav republics. However, the media focused on Croatia, while Bosnia and Herzegovina and Republika Srpska were not mentioned (the latter is quite understandible in view of the forthcoming elections in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the salient issue of referendum in Republika Srpska, while, for example in Serbia, the issue of annexation of Republika Srpska is included in the 10 strategic objectives of the new party founded by Tomislav Nikolic).

After Antonic’s text, a host of other print media, relying on the stereotypical NGO-related remarks and re-writing of Antonic’s ”established facts,” and not on the report’s contents, launched a veritable smear campaign against HC. The afore-mentioned intellectuals and journalists (columnists, editors of Politika, NIN, and tabloids) set in motion the long-established smear campaign mechanism allegedly in a bid to fend off the ”HC retaliation against them.” Namely some  maintained that they were personally threatened (the footballer Dule Savic stated that he did not fear the life threat issued to him by the HC,) while others stated that they were threatened because they were overtly concerned for the survival of the Serb people.  Slobodan Samardžić, former Minister for Kosovo and Metohija, and a prominent member of Kostunica-led Democratic Party of Serbia, maintained that the HC Annual Report was ”part of a long-running mercenary action aimed at introducing confusion into the public life and opinion and proscribing all those who staunchly defend the Serb national interest.  The problem lies in the fact that in Serbia they have a large manouevring room. That list was expected, notably because their task is to prevent democracy, shut down all channels, and introduce the spirit of totalitarianism in Serbia.”
 Antonić also predicted cataclysm of Serbia in the wake of publication of the said Report: „The novelty is the photograph on the book’s cover. This is also the first-time, public presentation of  Serbia without Kosovo within its borders. In fact Serbia is depicted as an isolated ice block,  floating, melting, and ultimately sinking into the sea. The part which represents Kosovo is already broken off. Which part, according to the plans of the Helsinki Committee and its mentors, shall be the next one to break off?  Vojvodina? „Sandžak”? „Preševo Valley”? „Vlaška Area”? And how much times shall pass before that isolated block of ice is reduced to the size and extent satisfying  Sonja Biserko and her European friends ?”


Dominant headlines were emulated the tabloid-style lingo: „Biserko and akin ‘black widows’”, ”Sonja Biserko’s witch-hunt”, “Nostalgia for uniformity or totalitarian mind-set”, “Dirty traces of bad secret agents”, “Sonja Biserko is a fascist” “Sonja’s list”, “Sonja Biserko wants new Stalin-style persecutions”, “All persons of Serbian descent on the list”, “’Witches work in line with orders of their superiors”. Added to that intellectuals and journalists whose stands and not personalities were criticized in the Report (for the Report was interested in the nationalistic blueprint they advocated, and not in their personal traits) are now throwing insults and calling for the lynch of the HC. Thus Moma Kapor, the writer, told Glas: “(...) ill-intentioned scum which does not have the courage to put the by-lines in the garbage book they have published. What do they fear? I don’t know. Probably they mostly fear the loss of their foreign-masters-paid jobs. For regardless of their tasks in Serbia, their foreign masters don’t like failed agents leaving so many dirty traces. A normal person does not like to have on its payroll idiots who provoke so much resistance, animosity and anger in the country, in which they could and should be primarily of some use.”
. Kapor made the following statement to daily Press: „I don’t believe that this garbage of the book will be to the liking of Sonja Biserko’s masters in the West...primarily because she showed her terrible, irrational hatred of all things Serbia and rational.”
 
Isidora Bjelica, writes in a similar vein, and also resorts to hatred-instigating: „Such a long list of persons whose elimination and isolation Comrade Biserko demands, first and foremost proves a paranoid state of mind of the afore-mentioned Comrade, who in all these persons sees signs of theory and practice of conspiracy. The foregoing in any civilized society would result in rendering of an adequate medical assistance to Biserko  by the competent ministry. ...I publicly say: she is suffering from a severe paranoia and as such is dangerous for the einvironment and public peace and order.”
 Dule Savić made the following statement to several dailies: „Those witches from NGOs work on orders of those who wish harm to Serbia. They make lists like in the time of the Third Reich! And why they target some persons and institutions? Those witches do it because those very persons and institutions keep fighting for the preservation of the Serb national identity and state.”
 Similar negative-toned or heavily insulting commentaries about Sonja Biserko were run by nearly all the print media. Those commentaries were rife with insults regarding her ethnic descent and physical appearance. None of those commentaries mentioned her work or statements. Most were full of mysogenic stereotypes- S.Biserko was labelled as „a witch”, „a snake”, „a she-dragon.”

What is conspicuous is that such media articles/coverage focused mostly on an alleged threat posed by radicalism of the Helsinki Committee. Mirjana Bobić Mojsilović called HC “an ultra left-wing organization” acting under the slogan „Purge may begin.” She did not corroborate her thesis with any relevant arguments  (the HC Annual Report is in fact  liberal-minded and market-oriented.) It is clear that those engaged in such arbitrary labelling do not possess elementary knowledge about the meaning of such ideological accusations in the given context. In fact the kind of ideology attributed to the HC Annual Report is arbitrary,  since it varies from Fascism to Stalinism “along with the introduction of the totalitarian spirit in Serbia (according to Slobodan Samardžić). Such a wide range of ideologies attributed to the HC in fact serves to confirm the existence „of traditional enemies” of  those very attributors.”
 For the church and academicians that enemy is the Communist Regime, for Mirjana Bobic Mojsilović it is an „ultra-radical left”, and ”Communist-inquisitor-style ideological purgatorium of  Sonja Biserko”. Dušan Savić, footballer, calls Sonja Biserko, a fascist and likens her activity to the workings of the Third Reich. In fact the entire smear campaign was an attempt to mobilize the general public for a violent reaction. In line with the aforementioned goal some web sites posted and some tabloids ran home address of Sonja Biserko. 
  
It is also underscored that „this is an attack on democracy in Serbia” (Slobodan Samardžić). Antonic shares his view: „Those lists are not accidental, they are genuinely bent on effecting that kind of lustration. They act so aggressively, because they assume that some things, after the May elections, have totally changed”.
 
Attributing so much power to a single NGP must be viewed within the total context of the ongoing smear campaign. Namely the smear campaign coincided with the initiative to replace the editor-in-chief of Politika Ljiljana Smajlović. In the talk-show cum panel-discussion, Utisak nedelje, Lj. Smajlovic, together with  Sonja Biserko and Slobodan Marković, was one of the guests. She then tried to establish a link between the criticism of the Helsinki Committee by the two Politika’s columnists  (S. Antonić and  Dj. Vukadinović)  and their possible repacement:” Annual Report of the Helsinki Committee is, just another name for Sonja Biserko’s subsequent, program of de-nazification of Serbia’s society”.
 In creation of such a mood, the aforementioned editor-in-chief, contrary to the professional ethics, used the daily Politika to launch a smear campaign against S. Biserko, an all that in a bid to hold on her position.  
Recent smear campaign, heavily targeting the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights, in fact demonstrates a continuing political turmoil in Serbia proper. Blockade of parliament, absence of well-argumented public debate on the future of Serbia, clearly indicate that the losers of snap May elections have not reconciled themselves to their then political rout. Added to that extra-institutional activities have almost totally eliminated institutional life, which may prove to be lethal for a genuine start-up of democratic transition of Serbia. 
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� Pravda, 24 September  2008. In that issue  Kosta Čavoški stated : « I am surprised that  Sonja Biserko did not go even further...that is, I am surprised that she has not recommended re-establishment of concentration camps, like  Goli Otok, as the most practical way of isolation of the incompatible ones. »
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� NIN, 25 September  2008. In that issue  Lj. Smajlović, remarked: «...Chair of the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, asked Madeleine Albright, the then US Secretary of State, to seriously ponder the possibility of occupation of Serbia...and that all the media, be simply closed down, so that the occupying powers could then (probably with the little help of Ms. Biserko), grant work permits or licences to de-nazified media.».








