
Earthtimes.org  

   
Justice slow for Holocaust survivors 64 years on - Feature  
Posted on : 2009-06-28 | Author : DPA  
News Category : Europe   
 
Prague - Sixty-four years after their plight ended, Holocaust survivors still await justice, 
even though there is little political will in many European countries to undo the Nazi-era 
wrongs. Delegates from 49 countries gathered in Prague this weekend for a high-level 
international conference ending Tuesday that focuses on efforts to recover stolen 
Holocaust assets.  
For the first time since World War II ended in 1945, the five-day meeting brings up 
issues such as restitution of private property and welfare needs of elderly survivors. 
Previous meetings focused more specifically on the question of looted art.  
"The fact that this conference is taking place today ... 65 years after the event is 
something that is actually challenging our sensitivity," said Elie Wiesel, the 1986 Nobel 
Peace Prize laureate who survived Auschwitz and Buchenwald.  
"Actually it moves me to anger. Why did it take so long, my God?" he said in a calm yet 
chilling voice.  
Nazi Germany systematically murdered 6 billion Jews and other minorities, confiscating 
their property to pay for the war.  
To date, thousands of stolen buildings across Europe and artworks all over the world 
have not been returned to original owners or their heirs.  
Poland, for example, has come under pressure because it has no law that would enable 
restitution of private real estate. Elsewhere in Central Europe, claimants are required to 
hold local citizenship to be eligible.  
"In the area of private property restitution, almost no Central European country has a 
completely adequate law that is non- discriminatory," said US delegation head, Stuart E 
Eizenstat.  
The Prague conference comes a decade after the first such event, held in Washington in 
late 1998, resulted in non-binding recommendations on how countries should deal with 
looted art. Then as now, participating nations have resisted striking a binding 
convention.  
"There is no political will to have an actual binding treaty," Eizenstat said. "But we have 
found that this mechanism of voluntary moral obligations does have an effect. ... We 
have hundreds of pieces of art that have been returned." 
But not in the case of the art collection amassed by Brno-born cabaret star Fritz 
Gruenbaum, who died in Dachau in 1941 in the age of 60.  
For over 10 years, Gruenbaum's heirs have waged a legal battle for his Egon Schiele 
paintings, now in the hands of museums in the United States, Austria and Switzerland. 
To no avail, lawyers said.  
"It has been what we call an exercise in frustration, broken promises," family counsel 
Raymond J Dowd told the German Press Agency dpa. "We look at the constitution of 
Austria. It says they have to give things back to Jews. When?" 
Even the countries that have acted on the looted art recommendations, known as the 
Washington Principles, have been criticized for loopholes in their legislation.  
For example, the Czech Republic does not allow indirect relatives to reclaim looted art, 
although cousins, nephews and nieces are eligible under the country's general 
inheritance law.  
Czech authorities can also ban art deemed to be a national heritage from leaving the 
country.  



Meanwhile, Eizenstat said, many Holocaust survivors across the world live in "abject 
poverty".  
Countries have come up with various compensation plans over the years, including 
pensions and one-time payments. But applicants have often encountered legal obstacles 
or found the process undignified.  
A few months ago, acclaimed novelist Arnost Lustig, received a letter from the German 
government offering a one-time compensation of 2,000 euros (2,800 dollars) for two and 
a half years of labour, including hauling bricks, in the Theresienstadt ghetto.  
The 82-year-old author of Lovely Green Eyes and other works reflecting on the atrocities 
of the Holocaust said he refused to sign the paperwork because it described his labour as 
"voluntary".  
"It is shameless," he told dpa. "It must be a concoction of some Nazi bureaucrat who has 
survived Hitler." 
Lustig, who made it through Auschwitz and Buchenwald, received the sum last week 
despite refusing to ink the documents. He suspects his sister of making the claim in his 
name.  
"I don't want the money if I have to sign that I voluntarily went to Buchenwald," he said.   
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