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Human rights violations in the Republic of Croatia
in the period January-July 1997
1. The International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) and its memnber

organi zation, the Civic Committee of Human Rights in Zagreb (CCHR) wish to
draw t he Sub- Commi ssion's attention to the flagrant and systematic viol ations
of human rights in Croatia, in particular concerning the return of refugees,
the adm ni stration of justice, and freedom of expression

2. The following information is based on the work of CCHR offices (in
Zagreb, Porec, Karlovac and Sibenik), on facts gathered during regular visits
to villages in the Krajina region, on exchange of data and information anong
sim |l ar organi zations and on facts published in independent newspapers (such
as Feral Tribune, Arkzin and Novi List).

Return of refugees

3. Whereas the Croats* who were expelled fromKrajina or fled that country
in 1991 are not, to our know edge, victins of any major violation of
fundanmental human rights, such is not at all the case for Serb* returnees who
fled Krajina in 1995 after the mlitary action “Storni carried out by the
Croatian arnmy. By April 1997, only a small nunmber (around 2,000) of, nostly
el derly, people had managed to return, with great adm nistrative difficulties.
After April 1997 and the agreenent between Croatian President F. Tudjman and
the head of the United Nations Transitional Admi nistration J. Kl ein was signed
at the end of March, Serbs who fled Krajina in 1995 for Eastern Slavonia
started to return in greater nunbers.

4, Many returnees find their houses either denolished or occupied by Croat
refugees from Bosnia or by the retired nmenbers of the Croatian arny who
obt ai ned them t hrough the provisions of the Law on Tenporary Takeover and

Admi nistration of Certain Property (National Gazette, 73/95). This law, which
allows “lawful” takeover of private property fromits |egal owners, is
contrary to the Croatian Constitution and to international agreenents signed
and ratified by Croati a.

5. Two persons, at least, were killed, and many were injured in trying to
get into their houses, where, before their return, a “surprise nmne” had been
pl aced. Sone houses were burnt down before the return of their owners. One
house was hit by a nmissile immediately before the return of its owners;

m ssiles can only be possessed by the arny.

6. To our know edge, none of these cases have been prosecuted, although
sonme of the perpetrators are known to the entire village. This is due to the
Law on Status of Refugees and Di spl aced Persons (National Gazette, 39/95),

* O course, CCHR does not divide Croatian citizens into Croats and
Serbs, but, unfortunately, human rights in Croatia are usually violated
according to ethnic principles.
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whi ch states that refugees or displaced persons who occupy other peoples
residences, even if it is by forcible evictions, cannot be prosecuted before
the court.

7. Furthernore, returnees whose houses have not been destroyed are not
even able to approach their houses owing to brutal threats by the people,
usual ly armed, who have occupied them Returnees (Serbs) as well as those
who gave them shelter, have been beaten up, ill treated and, in one case,
killed by those occupying their houses (for exanple in Plasko and in
Hrvat ska Kostajnica). The police do not interfere, claimng that these
occupations are |legal according to the Law on Tenporary Takeover and

Admi nistration of Certain Property. Local politicians and State nedia
gave support to these acts. Later, |egal proceedings were started

agai nst 10 perpetrators, as a result of pressure fromthe internationa
conmuni ty.

8. Al t hough the Law on Tenporary Takeover and Administration of Certain
Property guarantees the right to equal treatnent, the Government of Croatia
does not provide any kind of help to Serb returnees, nor to the Serbs who did
not escape in 1995. Their cattle and agricultural machinery have been taken
away or disappeared after the “Stornf action and their houses have been
destroyed or damaged. However, to our know edge, there is no exanple of Serb
returnees obtaining a loan for the restoration of their houses. The
Governnment of Croatia clainms it is under no obligation to provide help to
those Serbs (Croatian citizens of Serb ethnic origin) who came back to Croatia
before the Tudj man-Kl ei n agreenent or wi thout the consent of the Croatian

O fice for Refugees and Displaced Persons. Neither does the Law on Tenporary
Takeover and Administration of Certain Property regulate the return of
Croatian Serbs who did not escape to Eastern Sl avonia, but el sewhere (Serbia,
Bosnia). President Tudjnrman stated publicly that they would be allowed to
return only exceptionally.

9. The Governnent of Croatia also has the objective of occupying the enpty
houses of Serb refugees with Croats from Kosovo, who did not escape, but were
invited by the Governnent of Croatia. Likew se, the Government gives away
such houses to Croats who escaped from Bosnia to European countries, so that
they can settle down in Croati a.

Admi ni stration of justice

10. Regardi ng the adm nistration of justice, many violations of human rights
continue to occur:

Enpl oyees in the State Prosecution Ofice have been dism ssed on the
basis of ethnic principles. Six prosecutors have been dism ssed, all of
t hem Croati an Serbs.

Mur derers have been rel eased without conpleting their sentences. For
exanple, A Cudelj, responsible for a series of murders, anmong others
that of the head of the Gsijek police in 1991, has been rel eased by the
Csijek court under the Act on Abolition, although this | aw does not
cover such crines.
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I nnocent persons have been sentenced. Such is the case of a Serb

M Horvat, in Gsijek, who has been sentenced to five years in prison for
genocide of Croats in Baranja in the period 1991-1994, although it has
been proved that after 1991 he was not in Baranja but worked in Gernany.

Some peopl e have been detained for nore than 18 nmonths wi t hout any
notification of charges, in particular in Split, inthe mlitary prison
“Lora”.

Peopl e who had previously been rel eased under the Act on Abolition have
been detained for six nonths, w thout any additional evidence (CCHR
regi stered ei ght cases in Karlovac).

A |l arge nunber of valid court decisions are never inplenented. Anong
all the persons who have been to court because they had been evicted
fromtheir residence by the Croatian arny, and who have obtained a valid
court decision enabling themto return to their property, no one has
ever obtained the inplenentation of the decision. People who have been
di sm ssed fromwork, for exanple in the Tax Office in Donji M holjac,
and who have obtained valid court decisions on the reversal of their

di smssal, are still unenpl oyed.

Cases of sunmmary execution perpetrated by the Croatian arny are not
investigated. For instance, a crine in Pakracka Poljana, which was

all egedly conmitted by T. Mercep, a fornmer HDZ (Hrvatska Denokratska

Zaj edni ca) menber of Parlianment, and a crinme in CGospic allegedly
conmmitted by T. Oreskovic, head of Perusic municipality, have never been
i nvesti gat ed.

Freedom of expression and the nedia

11. The Government has total control over television networks and nost daily
newspapers. Critics of the actions of the authorities or of the ruling party
are portrayed in the nmedia as enemies of Croatia. This is a harsh and

danger ous accusation in the atnosphere of euphoria and paranoia which have
been created by the nedia thensel ves.

12. The Feral Tribune, a satirical newspaper, has been sentenced for
por nogr aphy, whilst real pornographic nmagazi nes owned by HDZ politicians are
publ i shed undi st urbed.

13. This is of course not a conplete survey of the situation of human rights
in Croatia. A lot nore could be said, in particular about the huge numbers of
unenpl oyed, about the violations of the human rights of workers inplied by the
Law on Labour, about retired persons who receive pensions which do not enable
themto survive

14. Al t hough the situation in Croatia has inproved conmpared to the situation
during the war from 1991 to the end of 1995, flagrant and massive viol ations
of human rights continue to occur, in spite of the commtnents of the
Government, which is a party to nost international human rights instrunents
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and a nmenber of the Council of Europe. There is also a big difference between
the public statenents nade by the Government, especially those of the Mnistry
of Foreign Affairs, and the real situation, in particular in Krajina.

15. FIDH and the Civic Conmittee for Human Rights call upon the Croatian
authorities to bring the legislation into conformty with the internationa
human rights instrunents to which Croatia is a party, to guarantee that, in
practice, these instrunments - which, in accordance with article 134 of the
Croatian Constitution, have prinmacy over donestic |legislation - are enforced.
They request the international community to push for the inplenentation of
these instrunents in Croati a.



