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“Which is the most beneficial way to spend my national service?” This question leads, in most cases, to the first contact with Gedenkdienst in my experience. The most pressing reason for young people to express an interest in Gedenkdienst seems sometimes to be quite banal: compulsion. As in many other countries, young men who abstain from their so called ‘patriotic responsibility’ could be, in the worst case scenario, sent to jail. Without the compulsory nature of the Military Service, there would be no ‘Civil Service’ and also, under the current conditions, there would be no Gedenkdienst as a very special form of this alternative service. 

Gedenkdienst stands for an active confrontation of the actual and historical responsibility linked to the Nazi terror, but also questions such as the fight against Anti-Semitism and racism in today’s society. Gedenkdienst is an organisation whose permanent structures are nearly completely based upon unpaid, voluntary work of young people. Young people who believe that these topics are important. How could Gedenkdienst be placed then between these opposing extremes in the Austrian society of 2006? And, is Gedenkdienst still imaginable in the future without the compulsory national service? 
Where do the alternatives to Military Service originate?

The possibility to perform a ‘Civil Service’ has existed only for a few decades. Gedenkdienst, as a special form of this service, has only been in existence since 1992. All these alternative options have been results of long and drawn out debates, sometimes real ideological battles, and against conservative prejudices and resistance. In the history of these alternative services there are parallels but also differences in time and form. ‘Civil Service’ itself was a part of advanced reforms which touched nearly all social and political areas in the country. In 1975, when the Civil Service was implemented, for example, there was also the liberalisation of abortion and the shortening of the working week to 40 hours. The special forms of Civil Service abroad are on the other hand late results of debates, breaks from tradition and the so-called ‘new’ movements in the society of the 1980s in Austria. The three forms of alternative service abroad peace, social service and Gedenkdienst are, in my opinion, unimaginable without the peace movement, movements for defending the social state or the big debate surrounding the Waldheim Affair and the Austrian Nazi past, which led to a public discussion and confrontation about this topic. However, in my view, what were originally advanced developments as a result of these movements, is now a problematic status quo to maintain. 
Shifting Image and the Necessity of Change

In contradiction to the resistance and prejudices of the past, civil service in general, inclusive of Gedenkdienst, is referred to very differently in the public debates. People who perform their regular civil service are today, in many cases, the backbone of the health service, caring for the elderly or disabled. They act, unwillingly I think, in times of neo-liberal cuts to cheapen labour and to fill the gap left by missing personnel. In performing this function, they are officially accepted by all Parliamentary parties but also the organisations who are providing these services. In reality, the form of this ‘honourable acceptance’ seems sometimes cynical. On the other hand, civil servants have been forced to go to the Supreme Court to make clear that one is not possible to live on €6 per day. 

With the Gedenkdienstleistenden it is in fact not so different: of course there are still voices which see them more as ‘national traitors’, such as Mrs Helene Partik-Pable, member of Parliament for the Freedom Party (now BZÖ) who is quoted as saying “there is no reason that our Civil Servants are cleaning memorial stones in Jerusalem.” However, discounting these few exceptions, Gedenkdienstleistende are congratulated as valuable representatives of the Republic abroad. It seems to be me that this point was especially acute in the years 2000 and after when the extreme right-wing Freedom Party was included in the government. When needed, Gedenkdienstleistende could be shown to a sensitive national audience as a living example that Austria and its government are not as bad as portrayed. As small ambassadors they seem not only to be quite efficient, they are also, with a maximum of €10 000 received for the whole service of one year, ‘dirt cheap’. In reality, this means that Gedenkdienstleistende in countries such as Lithuania are able to live well, however, after service in many other places, these young people have serious debts. 
Alongside these parallels to the image and image change and the social situation to regular civil service, there are also very important differences. The work of a Gedenkdienstleistender is not usually replacing that of a regular worker in the institution. Of course, such a function of Gedenkdienst would be very fatal. The real contribution of our Gedenkdienstleistende is usually very special because it is linked to skills which can only brought in through international service and exchange. This is a principal of our organisation which is stressed, for example, in the contracts of the institutions that we work with. Due to this, in my experience, the overwhelming majority of Gedenkdienstleistende positively value their experience. A high percentage of participants are still active within the subjects of our organisation. 
Gedenkdienst was never a defender of the model of compulsory service, neither military nor alternative. Personally I hope that the health and social politics looks for and develops more solid solutions for their structural problems in the future. For Gedenkdienst I see the tasks as fundamentally different. I think the specific need for such a service in the Austrian society is still there, and will be there in the future. In this sense I don’t think that it is possible to abolish Gedenkdienst, however, it should be fundamentally reinforced. 

Wishes for the Future

Gedenkdienstleistende should no longer be placed in danger of representing a government or politics within Austria which they may not agree with. They should be a serious contribution towards dealing with the Nazi past and also the actual danger of racism and anti-Semitism in Austria. Dealing with this, we should see that problems like racism and discrimination not only occur in the official structures of the State, as in many other countries, but also in the private economy where NGOs raise their funds. I believe that it would necessary to distance Gedenkdienst from national and private business interest and politics as far as possible. 
The organisation Gedenkdienst is, in relation to this as a democratic and self-ruling structure, a quite interesting model with which to organise this service. This model, in my opinion, could be better distanced from national and private business interest and their collision with the tasks and attitudes of Gedenkdienst than a governmental office or private foundation could.  Absolutely essential would be long-term guaranteed financial support of organisations that provide such services. Of course there should be clear and democratic control criteria, minimum social standards for the employees etc. 
Instead of living in daily fear of the non-survival of Gedenkdienst and the reliance upon political concessions to maintain funding sources we could begin to concentrate fully on the focus topics of Gedenkdienst. 

Necessary would be a truly social backing for the Gedenkdienstleistenden to make this service available to all layers of society. Until now, in my experience, there exist invisible barriers. For example for apprentices and youth with a more disadvantaged background. I think there is a need to democratise this service. 
Overall, there is ‘only’ one question left. Who should pay for all this? Who should provide this extra money for the work against anti-Semitism and racism and for broadening the service? This point provides food for thought. I think it was a very late, yet necessary, discussion of how enterprises and institutions that supported and benefited from the Nazi’s should pay to compensate their actions. In the last years also books and studies were produced that proofed how established parties and institutions supported extreme right-wing-organisations (like the FPÖ), anti-Semitism and racism after 1945. But what is the conclusion of this … ? 
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