Fighting for Hol ocaust Justice in Gernmany: Bet Tzedek in German
Nati onal Public Radi o Broadcast CGERMAN PENSI ON LAW DI SAPPO NTS
NAZI GHETTO SURVI VORS

REPORTER (fenal e)
ELSA BILDNER |ives in Santa Monica, one of
t he better nei ghborhoods of Los Angel es. The
petite woman with |ight blonde hair, brown
eyes and a friendly manner opens the door to
her tastefully decorated apartnent.

ELSA BI LDNER has problens with the German
authorities. They refuse to give the 84-

year-old wonman a pension for the work she
performed in a ghetto during the Nazi era.

ELSA BI LDNER
When they set up the ghetto, | vol unteered
for work.
We were supervised by soldiers. | told one

of them | would like to have sone
cigarettes for ny father, and he gave ne a
pack. Anot her one gave nme a piece of |eather
to make shoes with.

REPORTER
ELSA BI LDNER has applied for a pension for
the tinme period during which she worked
voluntarily in the ghetto. In doing so, she
is relying on a 2002 German | aw, the Law
Regardi ng Pensions for Wrk in Ghettos
(ZBRG).

Applicants nmust neet two conditions: First,
the work nmust have been perforned
voluntarily, as opposed to forced |abor, and
second, this work must have been paid.

Bot h of these conditions can be problemti c,
expl ai ns MARK ROTHVAN, Hol ocaust Servi ces
Advocate with Bet Tzedek, an organization
that provides | egal assistance on Jew sh
matters.
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MARK ROTHVAN
You have to prove that the work was really
voluntary in a situation where people were
forced to give up their normal lives. They
were strong and abl e-bodi ed and wanted to
hel p keep things going in the ghetto so life
could be as normal as possible.

ELSA Bl LDNER
El sa Bil dner was supervised by the German
mlitary, and in such a case, the
aut horities doubt the voluntary nature of
the work. And there was usually no noney.
But that isn't very inportant either, as
there was little to buy anyway. According to
Rot hman’ s col | eague Vol ker Schm dt ...

VOLKER SCHM DT
The vast majority were paid with food, and
the insurance institutions are still
mai ntai ning that that al one does not suffice
as paynent.

REPORTER
El sa Bildner lived in Poland and cane into
t he Bi al a Podl aska CGhetto. There was a
Polish airplane factory there, which had
been bonbed right at the beginning of the
war by the German armed forces. The rubble
had to be cleared away and El sa Bil dner was
there to help.

Her application for a pension was rejected
for a third reason. The insurance
institution took the position that there was
no ghetto in Biala Podlaska at the tinme in
guesti on.

MARK ROTHMAN
Frequently, applications are rejected on
this basis, but we have independent sources
that say the ghetto existed at that tinmne.
This is why it is frustrating to have to
debate this issue.
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REPORTER
In Los Angel es al one, approximately 150
former ghetto residents have applied for a
pensi on. O these applications, 90% are
rejected. Many do not understand this,
especially since it is not easy for themto
ask Germany for a pension in the first

pl ace.

VOLCKER SCHM DT
Some just resign thenselves to it — “that’s
how we were treated before, and they are
still treating us the same way today. "
O hers get angry and say, “It’s like we're
getting cheated all over again for the work
we did.”

REPORTER
Because of the nmany rejections, Bet Tzedek
appealed to Ula Schm dt, the German Soci al
Welfare Mnister with responsibility for
this area. The organi zati on, whose appeal s
have neanwhil e gai ned the support of the
Jewi sh d ai ns Conference and sone Conference
representatives, has never received a
personal reply from her.

An official has prom sed a nore thorough
i nvestigation, but no results have yet
reached Los Angel es.

Basically, the Mnistry takes the position
t hat many of those who have been rejected
di d not understand the |aw correctly and
have applied even though they have no
entitlement.

Frequently, applicants nust wait a year or
even a year and a half to receive an answer
from Germany. G ven the advanced age of the
applicants, many suspect the authorities of
taking their tinme processing the
appl i cations, according to Rothnman.

Elsa Bildner will try again. Bet Tzedek wil|
file an appeal of the rejection.
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REPCORTER (cont.)
Up to this point, she s disappointed, says
the ol d | ady.

ELSA Bl LDNER
| m di sappoi nt ed.
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