CENTRAL COUNCIL OF GERMAN SINTI AND ROMA (ZENTRALRAT DEUTSCHER SINTI UND ROMA)

Comment on compensation practices for Sinti and Roma – Holocaust survivors in Germany (to Mr. Šonka, European Shoah Legacy Institute)

The genocide of Sinti and Roma was first recognized in the Federal Republic of Germany by Chancellor Helmut Schmidt on March 17, 1982 soon after the founding of the Central Council of Sinti and Roma. For decades, the Holocaust of Sinti and Roma had been systematically suppressed and denied. 
After 1945, the special registration of Sinti and Roma with the police in the FRG was performed without interruption by workers from the Reich Security Main Office. These officials, who had organized the deportation of Sinti and Roma to the Auschwitz-Birkenau extermination camp, were in a position to provide the Compensation Office their professional opinion as to why these individuals were deported, and thereby dispute the fact that the crime of genocide had been committed and thus deny the victims any legal claim to compensation. 

In Darmstadt, Hesse, on February 6, 1982, nine state associations and supraregional organizations of Sinti and Roma established the Central Council of German Sinti and Roma as a national umbrella organization to spearhead the civic-legal initiatives begun in the 1970s. The remit of the Central Council was to demand two things on behalf of German Sinti and Roma from the federal government: 1) recognition that genocide had been perpetrated on the Sinti in Nazi occupied Europe, where over 500,000 individuals of the Roma minority had been killed; 2) ending the special registration of Sinti and Roma, which was still in effect, and the criminalization of an entire minority by state and federal police.

Through its headquarters in Heidelberg, sponsored by the federal government from August 1982, the Central Council since 1985 has achieved for the surviving Sinti and Roma victims of the concentration camps a fundamental change in German discriminatory practices in the matter of compensation.

Even though the Federal Court of Justice in a decision of 1956 had upheld this practice of compensation denial, giving racist justifications, the Central Council in 1982 repeatedly pushed to reopen these previously disallowed cases, and the result was that 3,200 of them were reassessed, receiving a new decision from the Compensation Office and granted a heretofore denied compensation for time imprisoned in concentration camps and for having been restricted in choice of profession and access to education, and given a pension for having suffered damage to health. At the end of the 1990s, the Central Council’s headquarters in Heidelberg succeeded in obtaining for 2,900 Roma Holocaust survivors in Germany an agreement to a one-off payment from the Swiss bank fund for property damage caused by the Nazis during the deportation of victims. Since 2000, the Central Council has supported 1,590 compensation claims made by the disabled for their slave labor in the concentration camps in accordance with the conditions of the fund set up by industry and the federal government.

At present, the Central Council is processing claims based on the so-called law on pensions allocated by virtue of one’s labor in a ghetto (Ghetto–Rente–Gesetz) and in compliance with the directives of the Federal Ministry of Finance on token payment to the persecuted by virtue of one’s labor in a ghetto on the “territory of the Reich.”

As a result of lowering the mandatory age for submitting a claim on the basis of these directives, more and more claims are being registered. Associates of the Central Council are processing these claims and supplementing them by undertaking extensive research into the original compensation proceedings for the purposes of discovering the necessary information about the locations and dates of internment in various camps, about which the claimants, given their age then and the great amount of time that has elapsed since, can no longer remember. Besides, retrieving the documentation on dates and locations of interment is up to the claimants in the cases as this documentation forms the necessary foundation for submitting a claim.

There continue to be open cases of deteriorating health for invalid pensions under the German Federal Compensation Law (BEG) and the administration of estate pensions (to widows and widowers). The latter has been rather problematic as the practice of the compensation offices is unacceptably negative, from protracted disputes over doctors’ reports and opinions to appeals of the last possible resort. What is unquestionably needed is to institute a more reasonable set of practices that adequately relaxes what sort of documentation is required as proof of condition (submitting a certification of doctors who last cared for the victim; confirmation of permanent damage to health until death as an acknowledged result of persecution). The Central Council has expressed these concerns in a discussion of the matter with the appropriate department of the Federal Ministry of Finance.

Likewise, individual requests were submitted for removing the severity of the federal law and laws of the federal states. In these cases, the Federal Ministry of Finance announced more relaxed conditions for obtaining payment from the so-called compensation disbursement fund.

The manner in which the graves of Sinti and Roma victims of Nazi persecution have been cared for in Germany can only be seen as an expression of indifference and dismissiveness. It should be abundantly clear that these graves should be kept up for they are lasting places of remembrance for survivors and family of those murdered at Auschwitz-Birkenau and other extermination camps. For these victims, no graves were left behind, and in Sinti and Roma culture a high value is placed on remembering the dead.
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