Theme Evening „Sin and Forgiveness“ on ARTE on May 25th, 

Programme about the Claims Conference “On Behalf of the Victims” 

Dear Dr. Langenstein,

On Friday May 25th, 2007 the German-French cultural channel, ARTE, showed a programme as part of the theme evening on “Sin and Forgiveness” which referred to the Claims Conference to a great extent. It is with great concern that I, as representative of the Claims Conference in Germany, turn to you, programme director of ARTE. I have also sent this letter to Professor Schächter, and a copy of it to Dr. Korn from the central board of Jews in Germany.

The documentary by Ilan Ziv is generally based on a tendentious, and manipulative fundamental tenor which is dangerous. The explained concern of the film is obviously to discredit the legitimation to the Claims Conference if not to question it. 

The journalist, David Michaelis, takes the lead throughout the programme with a detective like attitude, accompanied by a personally affected applicant whose application was denied according to the regulations of the Claims Conference goodwill funds. From time to time he is accompanied by attorney Fremy. However, his attempts to explain the legal position and status of the Claims Conference are hastily cut off. A former female employee attempts to act as chief witness and comes up with “top secret” figures – she, too, is personally affected. It is completely unclear why the latter has to be staged, however, one must confess that all figures are published on the website. 

It is fundamentally not possible for the Claims Conference to specifically comment on any of the presented aspersions. What is more, the highly subjective representations are compared with general statements from Gideon Taylor, our executive vice president, without allowing him to make a direct statement or refutation. This results in a false position that makes the unbiased statements of the Claims Conference appear incorrect. In particular, the Hammerstein case, that has been in the media a lot, reveals two things:

1. The number of legal disputes concerning the Claims Conference successor organization have been negligible unlike stated in the film, and

2. Mrs. Hammerstein leaves no doubt in anyone’s mind that she doesn’t have a problem with the case, the Claims Conference met all of her demands years ago, her issue has to do with personal revenge. 

This case is not even worth broadcasting. Besides which over 90 % of all those entitled to file an application with the assets office did so punctually and have already been granted their dues accordingly. 

On the contrary, the Claims Conference took the initiative to get involved in a goodwill process for those children of persecuted Jews that missed the 31.12.92 assets law deadline, and thus lost all ability to claim anything. According to our regulations 80 % of the proceeds, or compensation paid goes to the proven heirs of the victims; the Claims Conference uses the remaining 20 % for special projects for holocaust survivors. 

Besides grave translation mistakes and blatant factual errors – it is obvious that the difference between compensation and reparation is not known – during the film four areas that have very differentiated historical and legal developments are permanently mixed up.

1. Individual compensation payments according to federal compensation law

2. Individual compensation payments based on Claims Conference negotiated and managed funds – article 2, middle and eastern European funds, hardship funds

3. Reimbursement of, or compensation for non-inherited, or non-registered Jewish assets in the new federal states. 

4. Donations from the successor organization, acquired through sales proceeds, to social welfare establishments for projects in favour of holocaust survivors

With the omission of the diverse and far reaching commitments of the Claims Conference in social and humanitarian areas – 80 % of all our allocated funds are reserved for this cause – for the most part only the project area is referred to which is devoted to the remembrance and research of the holocaust. According to our regulations 20 % of the funds are allocated to this purpose. That the world’s largest institution devoted to researching the holocaust, Yad Vashem in Jerusalem, is financially supported by the Claims Conference is obvious with this background – it is surprising that a German broadcasting company gives the impression they consider such a donation incorrect.

The intrusion into a public soup kitchen in a devout quarter in Jerusalem, where filming with television cameras is considered a violation against the religious commandments, must be perceived as extremely insensitive. For this reason it is obvious that information is not divulged in front of running cameras.

The question posed several times during the film regarding the legitimation of the Claims Conference is answered by our organization’s 50 plus years of history that began when the organization was founded in 1951 as an umbrella organization of the world’s 23 biggest Jewish organizations whose purpose it was to conduct negotiations with the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) regarding compensation questions. The Claims Conference fulfilled this task with great success for the well-being of the holocaust survivors. 

The film consistently overlooks the fact that compensation for NS injustice is also a big achievement for the FRG, which has not only enabled the FRG to rejoin the international state community but also exposes a fundamental innovation with regard to aspects of the law of nations. It is well known that the Claims Conference was involved in both of these cases.  

The sensational tenor of the announcement text that takes pains to use the word “holocaust industry” and attends to the expectations of the right winged must be reprimanded. ARTE most definitely hit the wrong note here. 

The points discussed herein have been sent to Dr. Salomon Korn along with a copy of the film and I have asked him to bring up this matter with the ZDF board. 

Yours sincerely,

Georg Heuberger

Representative of the Claims Conference in Germany

P.S. In order for you to get an idea of the extent and range of our activities to benefit the holocaust survivors I have enclosed a copy of our annual report for your perusal. We are painfully aware of the fact that the measures we take only cover a small portion of the growing needs of the aged survivors. 

