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OUR GUEST Nachliel Dison (by Sasha Ristic)

The Law is One thing, Implementation – Something Else.
Serbia is an example of a country that has taken positive steps to support our
Jewish community and Holocaust survivors.
In February of 2016, the Parliament of the Republic of Serbia passed a law which
dealt with the restitution of heirless Jewish property from the Holocaust era. This
law was seen as an important step towards justice and towards recognizing a
painful history. Restitution advocates have praised Serbia for this major
accomplishment. They suggest that other European and Central European
countries learn from Serbia’s progress in the discussion of Holocaust restitution.
While Serbia’s commitment to restitution should be applauded there is still more
work to be done. The World Jewish Restitution Organization (WJRO) played an
important role in the passage of Serbia’s restitution law. Nachliel Dison, the
Acting Director General of the WJRO, was recently in Belgrade and visited the
Federation of Jewish Communities of Serbia. We sat down with Mr. Dison to
discuss his experiences as a member of the WJRO and as a restitution
advocate.
To begin, what is the purpose of your visit to Serbia?
I wanted to see how the process of restitution is progressing in Serbia. I am a
member of the supervisory board which monitors the restitution funds that are
received from the Serbian government. The supervisory board is responsible for
overseeing and reviewing the distribution and use of the restitution funds. The

supervisory board is very important because passing a law is one thing but its
implementation is an ongoing project.
What are your impressions from your visit here?
I was able to witness the implementation of the restitution law. Restitution funds
have been transferred by the Serbian government to the Federation, who then
distribute funds to the different Jewish communities. I was satisfied to see that
the programs created by this law to service Holocaust survivors are already
operational. A number of Serbian Holocaust survivors have already applied for
these programs and it is clear that these programs are becoming a reality. I hope
that over the course of the next few months the new legislation will allow us to
distribute additional funds to the Jewish communities. These programs have the
potential to benefit many Holocaust survivors.
You and the WJRO spent a lot of time and energy advocating for the
restitution law before it was passed by the Serbian parliament. Can you
describe what it was like to find out that the law had been passed?
The World Jewish Restitution Organization was very involved in this process.
Before the law was passed, we held negotiations with the local Jewish
community, with the Serbian government, and with the Serbian opposition. All
parties were in support of passing this law. I happened to be in the Serbian
parliament when this law was debated and then subsequently passed. For me,
this was a very touching and emotional moment. We had spent many months
advocating for this law along with the Jewish community and the Israeli and
American ambassadors to Serbia. It was an important moment for me to see this
law become a reality. We were very happy that the Serbian government and
parliament took such a significant step towards justice.
What is the function of the WJRO and what is your position in the
organization?
The World Jewish Restitution Organization is an organization that was
established in 1993. We advocate for Holocaust victims whose property was
seized during the Holocaust. Our goal is to bring the issue of restitution to the
world stage and to encourage restitution legislation across Europe. Restitution is
just one of the ways to address the enormous injustice that European Jewry
suffered during and in the aftermath of the Holocaust. I serve as the Acting
Director General of the WJRO.
As far as we understand, your organization is only active in Eastern and
Central European countries. What about heirless Jewish property in other
European countries?

Yes, that is correct. The WJRO was established in 1993, shortly after the fall of
the Iron Curtain. During this time, the process of restitution was both slow and
challenging, specifically within Eastern and Central European countries whose
governments were influx due to the changing political landscape. We are mostly
active in countries that formally stood behind the Iron Curtain, with different levels
of success. These countries include Romania,Hungary, Serbia, Poland,
Lithuania, and Latvia. Some of these countries have passed restitution
legislation, others have not. Restitution legislation and funds have allowed the
WJRO to establish organizations that assist Holocaust survivors and Eastern
European Jewish communities. Countries such as Romania, Lithuania, Poland,
Hungary, and Serbia have begun the process of restitution.
The WJRO does not work with Western European countries like Germany,
Austria, France, and Greece, because many of these countries have already
completed the restitution process. Serbia is an example of an Eastern European
country that has made significant restitution efforts.
Is the work of your organization in Serbia completed or do you think there
is more to be done?
The restitution legislation that was passed by the Serbian government is a very
big and important step towards obtaining justice for Serbian Holocaust victims.
However, there is still a long way to go. We must ensure that the restitution funds
that are to be distributed to the Jewish community will be delivered and used
appropriately. Serbia has handled the question of heirless property restitution
very well and should be seen as an example by other European countries who
are dealing with this issue. Serbia’s heirless restitution law is the first of its kind in
Eastern Europe.
Restitution cannot compensate Holocaust victims for what they have lost, but it is
an important step in recognizing the pain and suffering of Serbian Holocaust
victims. In the beginning, it was difficult to raise the issue of Holocaust restitution
with Eastern European governments, but we are very happy that this issue has
been resolved in Serbia. The process may have been slow and challenging, but
better late than never.
Can expect to see you in Serbia in the coming years?
Definitely. I consider myself half-Serbian because of my close connection to the
Serbian Jewish community. I feel very welcomed by your community and our
organization has a wonderful relationship both with the Serbian Jewish
community and with the Serbian government.
Did you have any knowledge about the Serbian Jewish Community before
you started coming here?

Before I began visiting Serbia, I had very little knowledge about the Jewish
community. However, after visiting Serbia a number of times, I have a much
better understanding of the community. It’s a complex community and a
wonderful community. I have spent most of my time in Serbia in Belgrade, but I
hope to visit other communities.

The man of the world
Tell us also something about yourself. I suppose that you are a lawyer?
No, I am not a lawyer. I was born in Israel and grew up in Israel, so I am very
much a Sabra. My father moved to Israel from South Africa and his parents are
from Lithuania. My mother is from the United States, but her parents are from
Poland. I would say that I have international roots. I have four children and six
grandchildren who live in the United States and Israel. I live in Jerusalem and I
have been working in the non-profit sector for years. I started in the non-profit
sector as a financial advisor but over time I became much more active in other
aspects of organizations. I currently serve as the Acting Director General of the
WJRO and am very grateful to spend my time doing such meaningful and
important work.

