Mag. Hannah M. Lessing

Austria confronting her past

Ladies and Gentlemen,

First of all, I would like to thank you for the honour of speaking to you here today. As all of you will be well aware, the story which one can tell about Austria since 1945 is quite long and pretty complex. Questions of restitution and compensation for those who suffered persecution from the National Socialist Regime are one essential aspect of Austria facing her own history. Decades have passed during which the attitude towards reparation in Austria continually changed and a more critical review of Austria’s role during World War II was attempted. In my capacity as Secretary General of the National Fund I would like to focus in particular on the steps undertaken over the last decade in the search for historical truth and compensation.

When looking at Austria’s attempts to confront her past and face responsibility for persecution perpetrated during the Nationalist Socialist 

regime, we need first to ask, what the meaning of “compensation” could possibly be in this context. In fact, faced with the most hideous crimes ever to have been committed against humankind, the question arises whether there can be any compensation at all. 

As all of us are aware, no payment can make up for the losses which these people sustained.

More generally, a legal and an ethical interpretation could be given to the idea of compensation. The legal definition seems ready at hand: restitution or monetary reparation given to the victims and their heirs. On the other hand, it seems very difficult to give any ethical definition. Terms come to mind like recovery of dignity, freedom, and identity. Quite separate from this, another aspect of this ethical answer will most likely include a quest for historical truth and the acknowledgment of moral responsibility. 

For a long time, Austria has given only a legal answer about her role during World War II. From the point of view of international law as well as national politics, Austria heavily relied on the Moscow Declaration. In that declaration, the governments of the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, and the United States agreed already in 1943 – well before the war ended – on a formula stating that Austria was the first country to fall victim to Hitler’s aggression. As an occupied country of Nazi Germany liberated by the Allies, Austria after the war could not be held legally responsible for the wrongful acts carried out by the Nazi regime of the German Reich on Austrian territory.

In fact, the official Austria assumed willingly her role as the first victim of the aggression-politics of Hitler’s Germany. This legal position, soon to be called the “Victim’s Theory”, became a synonym for the reluctance to face responsibility. For many years, Austrian society’s dealings with its role under the National-Socialist Regime seemed effectively overshadowed by a taboo. Questions of responsibility were, for a long time, only discussed in intellectual circles. In this atmosphere of denial, on the one hand, and a democratic redefinition of a society in the aftermath of war and terror, on the other, the restitution of looted property to the victims became only one of the facets of coming to terms with the past. 

It is only during the last few years that the other provision contained in the Moscow Declaration was fully observed: Austria “has a responsibility which she cannot evade for participation in the war on the side of Hitlerite Germany”. 

Several Restitution acts were adopted, but for decades still too many gaps and deficiencies remained unfilled in the compensation and restitution of stolen property.

The overall atmosphere changed considerably during the presidential election campaign in 1986. It was overshadowed by a discussion on the responsibility of Dr. Kurt Waldheim for his participation in World War II. His statement: “I only did my duty” gave way to a major discussion on the “why” and “how” of history as well as the understanding that an in depth discussion was in highest need. 

In the wake of this new political era of confrontation with the past, Austria has left behind her purely legal interpretation of compensation for the victims, and, in view of a more ethical interpretation, has started to assume its part of the moral responsibility in the crimes perpetrated by the Nazi regime. As a result, new compensation laws have been enacted, covering for the first time groups of victims previously ignored, such as persons accused of “a-sociality”, homosexuals and physically or mentally handicapped persons, as well as categories of property formerly insufficiently compensated.

To achieve compensation that goes beyond the strictly monetary reparation, a quest for the historical truth and a broad acknowledgement of responsibility is needed. During the last decade, the Austrian public has started to confront the unspeakable crimes of the Nazis as well as the role that the people of Austria played within the Nazi system. 

It was recognized that initiatives to comprehensively research Austria’s past during the era of National Socialism were an essential part of assuming the collective responsibility to remember. In order to gain knowledge of historical facts related to assets looted by the Nazis, as well as facts about the restitution of property after the war, the Austrian government established in 1998 an independent Historical Commission, which included both Austrian and non-Austrian members
. This Commission intended to study all aspects of Aryanization, as well as the State’s postwar restitution efforts to the victims of the Nazi persecution. It acted as a purely investigative body, whose findings formed the basis for the negotiations on restitution. 

The National Fund

The other side of this ethical interpretation of compensation and, more generally, the acknowledgment of a collective responsibility by the official Austria meant that a new and sensitive approach towards the victims themselves had to be sought.

On the occasion of the Republic of Austria’s 50th anniversary, the idea of the National Fund took root. 

The report of the Constitutional Committee of the National Council states: “The immeasurable agony that millions of people had to suffer should never be forgotten, nor the fact that Austrians took part in these crimes”. The former President of the National Assembly, who was also the chair-person of the board of trustees of the National Fund, today’s federal president Heinz Fischer said, that “the establishment of the National Fund should represent the recognition of our moral responsibility and the wrong inflicted on humanity in Austria by Nazism, and recognise that special help should be given to the victims, recognising the fact that the suffering can in no way be “repaired”.”  

As we were soon to see, special help was desperately needed. Victims of National Socialism – over the years – had grown to believe that they had been totally forgotten. That no one had any interest in their and their families fates’. That no one would ever acknowledge their suffering. And on top of all, quite a few were convinced that Austrian authorities were still run by the Nazis. 

The team of the National Fund worked hard to build a bridge to these people. From today’s Austria – to the Austria they had fled from. From the victim, who has the need to talk – to the person, who is willing to listen. From the older – to the younger. In reaching out to them we were – and are still – able to walk with them over this bridge, and to reassure them, that their suffering has not been forgotten. 

The individual stands at the forefront for us: the person who has suffered, the person who was driven from his home, the person who was unable, by any means, to continue his lifestyle as he or his parents had planned for him. The person who escaped the hell of the concentration camps, the person who lost all his loved ones, and those who defined their very existence by living through this inferno. Those who had to leave their homeland, their roots, their city, and everything dear to them in order to travel to a destination where everything was unknown, and where they had to start their whole life all over again. 

More than 15.000 people came to the office of the National Fund personally. Some of them told their story – the fate of their family and friends – for the first time. 

Many of them had their first encounter with representatives of a governmental institution who were willing to listen. Those who live too far away were reached via phone – the number of phone calls cannot even be estimated. On top of that, more than 500.000 personal letters were written.

The Fund’s mission to reach out to the victims and to build a bridge to them was also reinforced through numerous travels which I undertook throughout the last years. According to our records survivors live in more than 69 countries, thus I was not able to visit all of them. These travels have served both the purpose of informing people about the National Fund and communicating with them as well as altering their attitude towards their former home country. 

Next to our goal of building bridges we fulfilled the intentions of the law and distributed material help. The National Fund has administered the payment of a symbolic lump-sum of 70.000.- Austrian Schillings [around USD 5.000.-] to victims of National Socialism. 

Since 1995, more than € 150 million have been paid out to more than 29.400 individuals. Most of the Jewish victims live today in the USA, Israel and Great Britain, some as far as Malawi, Zambia and Thailand. 

In accordance with its underlying legislation, the National Fund also subsidizes projects. 

The subsidized projects can be divided in five main groups: 

1) projects providing physical and psychiatric care to Holocaust survivors, with a particular focus on survivors in Austria, Israel, the United Kingdom, the United States and Argentina (the latter involving survivors in terrible financial condition after the latest collapse of the Argentine economy); 2) projects supporting the activities of Jewish communities, including assistance with food, medical care, and blankets for the winter in such towns as Czernowitz, where most of the 4,500 Holocaust survivors in the Ukraine presently reside; 3) projects of commemoration, such as the erection of a memorial in Birkenieki Forest on the eastern outskirt of Riga, Latvia, where over 40,000 Jews, some 4,000 of Austrian origin, were shot and buried in mass graves between 1941 and 1944; 4) educational projects, such as the publication by a secondary school in Vienna of the biographies of 104 Jewish pupils who had been expelled from this school; and 5) projects conducting scholarly research into the Nazi period in Austria, such as support for an electronic database being compiled by Yad Vashem and the Documentation Center of Austrian Resistance
 -- “Registration of the Jewish Austrian Victims of the Holocaust" -- of those who were murdered.

I would like to mention one special project supported by the National Fund – “National Socialism and the Holocaust: Memory and Present”. This educational project of the Austrian Ministry for Education, Science and Culture is meant for teachers in the Austrian education system. It intends to transfer historical knowledge as well as methodological-didactical approaches on the Holocaust and to emphasize their importance for the present. National Socialism and Holocaust issues are reflected in Networks and Seminars. Since the year 2000 teachers has been sent to Yad Vashem for a continuing education seminar and an international discourse.

Especially in the field of projects we closely work together with “Gedenkdienst” volunteers all over the world – for example on the occasion of an oral history project of the Leo Baeck Institute in New York, which is also supported by the National Fund. But “Gedenkdienst” volunteers also oversee our projects in Israel or Argentina – like one that helped in the equipment of a social centre for Holocaust survivors in Buenos Aires with computers and an internet connection. This allowed the mostly elderly visitors for the first time to send and receive e-mails to their children and grand-children abroad.

“Gedenkdienst” volunteers play an important role assisting and commemorating the Holocaust victims as well as bringing forward tolerance. We deeply appreciate their work, “Gedenkdienst” volunteers are very important ambassadors for Austria abroad.

The Joint Statement, Washington, and the creation of the General Settlement Fund

The discussions in neighboring countries on the issue of restitution, and class action lawsuits filed in American courts against Austrian companies caused Austria to search for adequate measures to provide compensation for assets plundered during the Nazi regime, in order to close the gaps and deficiencies in previous restitution and compensation measures. 

After intensive negotiations between Austria, the United States of America and victims’ representatives, a Joint Statement was signed in Washington on 17th of January 2001.

[ In his speech on the occasion of the adoption of the laws implementing the Washington Agreement, Chancellor Wolfgang Schüssel said:

“[..] Not all money of this world can replace what was taken away by force in Nazi times. As with all victims, we must realize helplessly that ultimately there is no compensation for pain and injustices suffered at the hands of others. This is why the [measures] can only be seen as a gesture. [..]”
]
The Washington Agreement comprises of the following measures:

1. Immediate Compensation for Survivors

2. Establishment of a General Settlement Fund comprising of a Claims Committee and an Arbitration Panel

3. Social benefits legislation 

Immediate Compensation for Survivors 

Following the Joint Statement in Washington, the Austrian Government made a USD 150 million contribution to the National Fund for the purpose of compensating for losses of apartment and small business leases, household property, and personal valuables and effects. 

This amount has been distributed to survivors originating from or having lived in Austria, each eligible survivor receiving USD 7.000. Unlike the previous payment made by the National Fund, which was meant as a symbolic gesture of recognition to the victims, this new payment, although also a lump-sum, was meant as a specific and final compensation in the mentioned categories of property.

General Settlement Fund 

The General Settlement Fund was established in order to “comprehensively resolve open questions of compensation for victims of National Socialism.
For this purpose, the GSF has been endowed with an amount of USD 210 million, paid out on. The individual payments will not be in form of a lump-sum, as in the case of the compensation for apartment leases, but will depend of the losses claimed for by each applicant. The total sum will be divided among the claims and a proportional share of the USD 210 Million will be awarded. The claims are being assessed and decided by an international independent Claims Committee. We received roughly 19.,000 applications – consisting of 200.000 single claims - until the filing period ended on 28 May 2003. 
Unlike the restriction providing for payments by the National Fund to be made only to survivors, the General Settlement Fund Law also entitles heirs of victims and communal organizations to apply for compensation.
Arbitration Panel - in rem restitution of publicly owned property 

Some of the real property taken from victims of National Socialism during the war is now in public hands. For this reason, an independent Arbitration Panel has been established with the General Settlement Fund to review applications for in rem restitution of such publicly-owned property. Unlike the Claims Committee, the Arbitration Panel can recommend the actual restitution of such property, or an award of a comparable property, to the competent Federal Minister. In order to support and facilitate the work of the Arbitration Panel and assist potential applicants to learn about their claims, the previously mentioned Austrian Historical Commission has identified publicly-owned property that might be subject to such restitution. Moreover, extensive research is undertaken by the historians of the GSF for every single case. 

Conclusio

It has been a long way, but a new era of confrontation with the past and the acknowledgement of responsibility for the most hideous chapters of Austria’s history has finally begun. This change became apparent not only in governmental actions taken – like compensation and restitution measures – but also in private initiatives and projects as well as institutions like the organization “Gedenkdienst”. In this regard I would also like to mention the Task Force for International Cooperation on Holocaust: Education, Research and Remembrance, of which Austria is an active member. The Task Force develops programs for education and research in the field of the Holocaust and Remembrance at a national level. The coordination office for Austria is located at the National Fund.

As all of us are aware, no payment can ever make up for the losses which these victims sustained. Nevertheless, through these mostly legal measures, the past injustices have finally been recognized by the official Austria. 

All the more vital is it for our society that the legacy of the survivors is being passed on: by sharing the knowledge, by teaching those who will mould our society in the future. It is therefore fundamental to raise awareness in the younger generations, to teach them to shed a critical look. Survivors visiting schools to convey their experiences, being part of the formation of young people and opening their eyes for the historical truth and a past of injustice are the most sincere and most personal form to confront a society’s history. 

For us, keeping alive the memories is our legacy. Therefore, following the wish of many survivors, the National Fund is supporting so many educational projects and we intend to do even more educational work in the future. Projects focus on the battle against racism, anti-Semitism, and xenophobia. We are hopeful to thereby alert the young to help them perceive these atrocities in order to ensure that nothing like the National Socialist Regime can ever happen again. And we truly appreciate the commitment and help of “Gedenkdienst” volunteers to fulfil this important task. Leaving the last sentence to a Lady who wrote to us I quote: 

”Those who do not learn from history are condemned to live through it again.”

Thank you. 
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