Recommendations of the 10 th Forum of Civil Society Organizations Dealing With War Crimes “The Development of the Witness and Victim Support System in Croatia”

Representatives of civil society organizations from Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro and Macedonia, who attended  10th Forum of civil society organizations, organized by the Human Rights Center, discussed the current stage of development of the witness and victims support system in the Republic of Croatia, but also in other countries of former Yugoslavia. After introductory speeches of representatives from the Ministry of Justice, UNDP, the Office for Witness Support at the Municipal Criminal Court and County Court in Zagreb and Documenta – the Center for Dealing with the Past,  as well as two discussion sessions, the present NGOs made certain recommendations for representatives of the relevant government bodies who will attend tomorrow's UNDP Regional Conference. 

Firstly, we find it essential to point out that because of late prosecutions of war crimes, a significant number of people who have experienced war crimes or other serious crimes, either as victims or as witnesses, are still waiting for investigations to be initiated, and often have not had the opportunity to testify about their suffering before the relevant judicial bodies. Bearing in mind the importance of the overall process of  dealing with the past, the principle of equality before the law and the fundamental human right to a fair trial, the participants of this Forum recommend the following:                               

                                            
Throughout the region:

· to accelerate the process of institutionalization of the witness and victims support system on the basis of previous positive experiences

· to intensify efforts aimed at concrete support to witnesses before, during and after the act of witnessing

· to continue the process of cooperation among official institutions, civil society organizations and experts

· to continue conducting research related to the purposes and impacts of the witnesses and victims support system

· to intensify efforts towards education of citizens about the importance of testifying for the rule of law, but also about the obligations of institutions to ensure suitable conditions for the protection and support of witnesses

Specifically in the context of the Republic of Croatia:

· to accelerate the process of institutionalization of the witnesses and victims support system, starting with four courts in which cases are being processed by the USKOK  as well as the cases related to war crimes in the cities of Zagreb, Osijek, Split and Rijeka

· to expand the authorities of the bodies which deal with witness and victims support (Department of the Ministry of Justice and the Offices at the stated Courts) in a way to provide support from the moment in which the crime is committed, that is in the pre investigation and investigation process

· to include reliable representatives of the civil society organizations for human rights and independent experts to the Committee by the Ministry of Justice
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