Esteemed Representatives of the Jewish Organizations,

Ladies and Gentlemen

It gives me great pleasure to welcome the participants of the Second Regional Seminar on Property Restitution on behalf of the Ministry of Religions of the Government of the Republic of Serbia and the Minister, dr Milan Radulovic, who was prevented from addressing the Seminar by pressing official matter. The representatives of the Jewish communities in Serbia who know him quite well, particularly his willingness to cooperate and fully consider and resolve the claims of our Jews within the given possibilities, will surely understand that only serious reasons could prevent him from his intention to address this eminent gathering.

Dear friends,

I am sure that you are well aware of the circumstances in which the churches and religious communities are operating in the Republic of Serbia. We inherited numerous issues from the former rule of the ideological state, which required appropriate solutions. For almost fifteen years there had been no law appropriately regulating this very important area. When the new Serbian Government was established and the Minister of Religions was elected serious work on passing the law commenced. The problems we were facing were during the work  were extensive, considering that, in principle,  such laws are passed only when the social system of a country is changed. In the attempt to come up with the most acceptable bill, we involved all churches and religious communities in the drafting process. We received numerous and incentive remarks which we carefully considered and endeavored to include in the final version. Our friends from the Jewish community submitted valuable remarks aware that participation of all interested parties is required in order to obtain a high quality text acceptable to all interested parties. Our efforts were crowned at the session of the National Assembly when the Law on Churches and Religious Communities was passed and published in the "Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia", No. 36 in 2006. By passing this Law we succeeded in our basic intention to gradually integrate churches and religious communities, through their education and culture, in the social structure of our society.

The Law on Churches and Religious Communities, in Article 27, paragraph 2 explicitly binds the local authorities to place the church property at the disposal of its former users until passing of the appropriate law on the return of nationalized church property. Incorporation of this clause indicates that we were not optimists, at the time that the law regulating this issue would be passed very quickly and efficiently. Estimating that this is a correlated issue and that the Law on Churches and Religious Communities will be isolated and to a certain degree tentative decree, the Government motioned and the National Assembly most efficiently adopted the  Law on Return (Restitution) of Property of Churches and Religious Communities that was published in the "Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia" on June 2, 2006. This is a systemic Law intended to resolve a very important and serious issue in a fundamental manner, i.e. to remedy the historic injustices wrought to churches and religious communities. In order to expedite the process and achieve the required efficiency the Law foresees the establishing of a Restitution Agency. The Restitution Agency will receive the claims, conduct the proceedings and pass corresponding decisions. The  preserved property shall be returned in its original form, whereas in the other cases a fair compensation shall be provided by the State. The fact that we are not starting from scratch, considering that the Government had formed a special committee two years ago with a task to register the property taken away from churches and religious communities, is a very good thing. With the assistance of the cadastral offices and cadastral services within the courts valuable data have been collected which will be passed on to the Restitution Agency once it is established. The mentioned data and documentation in possession of churches and religious communities will allow the Agency to commence the huge work foreseen by the Law. 

Enormous work is ahead of us, but I want to emphasize on this occasion once more  that the Ministry of Religions, i.e. the Government of the Republic of Serbia is determined and intends to solve all issues of mutual interest in coordination with the authorized representatives of churches and religious communities, respectively, and in compliance with the highest democratic principles. We believe that the mentioned laws will contribute to establishing confidence between the State and religious communities and a better inter-confessional cooperation.  Successful settlement of these issues will confirm once again that we abide by the European values in this area and that we will enrich the European Union with our original and recognizable multi-religious structure, which represents the final goal of all countries that have embarked on the difficult process of transition and expect a better future for their population.

Dragan Novaković

