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Dear colleagues,

We live in difficult times for people and civil liberties and rights. Economic crisis, that pressures Serbia as all of yours countries, is putting a test on the world as we know it. It tests solidarity and morality of the richest, but also their capacity to anticipate the future and all confrontations it possibly brings. It tests vitality of the poorest, challenges the traditional “middle class” ethics (and somewhere even its existence); poses challenges to the social tradition and individual and social morality. In such turmoil, human rights are unfortunately often seen as a luxury. We tend to forget that ignoring them in a first place was among the reasons that lead to deeper social crisis, growing discord between rich and poor, ecological, population and other challenges, risks and threats.

The topic that gathered us here is unpleasant to many. Our work involves topics and things that make many to close their eyes, and if we do the same nobody will blame us, except our own conscience. As I said before, I am convinced that our job: protection of human rights, prevention of the most severe violations of human rights, prevention of misuse of rights to the detriment of other citizens, gives us a hope for better tomorrow.

Serbia has established NPM with few years of formal delay. Our NPM team is giving their best to absorb that delay in order not to be affected by it. Six months after the decision on the establishment of the NPM was made and the law changed, we have founded a small unit in the Secretariat of the Protector of Citizens (Ombudsman). Following the public announcement, we have signed a memorandum of cooperation with prominent civil society organizations that deal with human rights and particularly with torture prevention. 

Plans of visits to different institutions have been adopted, a methodology of visits has been determined and tailor-made questionnaires for the institutions have been designed.
The experiences were exchanged with international colleagues, a website has been launched and the NPM has visited 18 police stations, 4 prisons, 1 psychiatric hospital and 2 institutions of social protection, one of which is a monastery. The visits were carried out with the participation of external experts, including forensic doctors and physicians. 

Large number of people in Serbia is exposed to risks that have gathered us here today. In 1996 Serbia had more than half a million refugees and internally displaced persons. Today we have more than 200.000 internally displaced persons from Kosovo and Metohija only. In Serbia in 1996 there were 700 collective centers for the care of refugees and internally displaced persons, today there are 39 of them, housing more than 3000 persons. In the process of re-admission, in accordance with an agreement made with the EU, about  2000 persons have been returned to Serbia: from Germany almost 800, from Sweden 600, from Switzerland 150, from Denmark 80, from France 80 etc. 

Number of illegal migrants is increasing sharply.  In the last year total number of illegal migrants was 800, and for the first 5 months of 2012 that number is 700. Last year there were 3000 asylum seekers and in 2012 around 500 requests have been submitted already. We know that they are especially exposed to higher risk of inhuman, degrading and cruel treatment. Therefore it is good that we have here with us, representatives of the executive bodies that are taking care both of international and national aspects of the implementation of readmission agreements.

Today is a great opportunity to exchange with them our stands and experience, so that we could in the best way possible accomplish this function. How to distinguish exercise of fundamental rights from their abuse, and react to both properly. How to deprive someone from his/her freedom and yet not consider and treat them as slaves. And especially how not to have prejudices.  That’s not an easy job.

Mr. Jaeger asked me, here in Serbia, to co-organize meeting centered around these challenges. Since he knew that my mandate will be expiring in 2 months, I guess he was confident that I will not be reelected, so I’ll have nothing to lose.

These are not popular topics, but what gathered us here is the need to deal with them just as well, or even more so. I am confident that result of this exchange, here at this table, will be beneficial to citizens all around and in our countries.

At the end of this introduction I would like to thank my deputy, Mr. Miloš Janković, the person in charge of NPM activities, for his activism and to his team, who enabled me and the Republic of Serbia to host this event. I am also grateful to Council of Europe for the ongoing co-operation and support, especially Mr. Jaeger, for his wide knowledge and restless, enthusiastic professional spirit. 

