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Ladies and Gentlamen! Dear All!
The title of my presentation is the history, tasks, and objectives of the German War Graves Commission, briefly Volksbund, but my presentation will include some practical question as well. I would like to start my presentation with a senctence of Reinhardt  KOSELLECK (1923. április 23.-2006. február 03.) german historian:
“Remembrance of the dead people is the part of the culture. Remembrance of victims who were devastated by the violence or who have died in wars, the part of the political culture. "
(Reinhart Koselleck: „Der politische Totenkult“, 1994)
According to our purpose Volksbund is combining these two cultures.

You, who participate in this conference from various countries, with various areas of activity, we have something common in our work, as we deal with victims of both but especially the Second World War in our home country as well as abroad.
History of our organization:
The Kriegsgräberfürsorge Volksbund Deutsche/German War Graves Commission was established in 1919 namely as an association. Using today's phrase the organization was established as civil initiative. When, 11th of November in 1918 the Word War has been ended, the relatives of fallen soldiers considered the State - neither politically nor economically -  can afford to make a funeral and take care of their resting place for  fallen German soldiers abroad.
The relatives of the fallen soldiers all over the empire formed to explore fallen soldiers and a year later they formed their organizations to alliance, thus forming the Volksbund German War Graves Commission. The activity of this organization is supported by all sectors of society, so Volksbund express the unity of all people.
Following the establishment of our organization well-known public figures called to support us morally and financially. One of these a well-known person was dr. Adenauer, first chancellor of the FRG, whose support was significant not only at foundation of Volksbund but also later period of its activity also. The organization worked until 1933 to achieve their basic objectives. Later due to the well known changes in the history of Germany, the leadership of Volksbund adjusted themselves to the evil spirit of the society. In that period, the German War Graves Commission was not worse but neither better than the other social organization.
During the war, from 1939 the work of Volksbund was totally taken over by Wehrmacht Military Graveyard-service, which meant that the activity what we have been doing since decades, did not belong to us. Objectively viewed, by the end of the Second World War the organization has become irrelevant and in the work was also inactive.
In 1946 we have started to reorganize our work in the British zone, and in 1947 in the French zone also. Since 1954 the on behalf of Germany our work is done based on international agreements. The result of this situation is that those cemeteries and memorial sites were built by Volksbund in Germany before the war; due to the Law of Cemeteries no longer belong to us, but being taken care by some municipalities, or churches.
 

Present objectives and tasks:
Objectives and tasks - similar to that when this organization was founded - research, exhumation, identification and funerals / reburial. Identification of German deaths, burial, burial places / establishment and maintenance of cemeteries, care abroad - this belong to our responsibilities. And as always we offer information about the graveyard of fallen soldiers, and about military cemeteries.  Information services are not specified by territory.
Via the www.volksbund.de website it is possible directly search for the dead person's resting place. Since 1990 we have built a data bank, where can be found about 3 million of personal information. In this way, families can search their fallen relatives. This is also important but shocking fact at the same time, every year several thousand visitors send their requests to search people, actually these years it is first time they request since the end of the war. We might think that so many years after the war, there is no longer a serious interest in this field. Inspite of that, the fact is that there is real need to find a place of fallen and missing soldiers from the Word War. This is also due to that we provide regularly information on our activities, efficient searches, encouraging those who have not taken an opportunity to search their relatives. It should be seen, finding somebody is our success also, which is touching us at the same time.
Our activity in 2010 – exhumation, reburial – is the following in numbers:

	Country
	Persons

	Belarus
Estland, Lettland, Litauen

Polen

Russische Föderation

Slowakische Republik

Südosteuropa

Tschechische Republik

Ukraine

West- und Südeuropa

Deutschland
	6.396

684

4.108

27.843

165

845

184

5.735

154

219

	Gesamt
	46.333


The philosophy of our work – not like in Great-Britain - that we create a big/ burial sites, means that we research location of graves, record data, identify dead bodies, remove them to the big cemetery, and re-bury them. Our commitment to give back the names of the dead people.
This is no longer so simple in the Eastern European region. All of us have a historical knowledge of the evolution of war, about war crimes, and relating brutality what was connected to the German military activity most of the cases. So after the war, in the eastern there was no devotion to preserve German military graveyards, if there was any at al. This means that finding and identification of the fallen is not easy.
However, as is apparent from the figures presented in the previous year, 46.333 reburial took place in the region. Our specialists perform the exhumation, whose obtain their knowledge via our organization, and add to that their practical experience. Important to remark the competence what these people have. When the graves opened with great precision they can tell the time of burial, and about all important information about the fallen soldier (body type, characteristics etc).
Important issue:
The Volksbund Deutsche Kriegsgräberfürsorge is a registered association, which has been taken over tasks from the state, which in other countries is part of the state function. These kinds of activities are done only also by the Austrian Black Cross / Österreichische Schwarze Kreutz within the framework of private foundations.
We are providing work opportunities for young people / Workcamps , which are combination of  youth training and expansion of their historical knowledge. These Jugendbegegnungs-und Bildungsstätten (JBS). All in all in 45 countries, 824 military cemeteries around 2.5 million soldier's grave can be found.
Taking care of cemeteries is carried out by its personnel, but there are examples when local gardening and park construction firms are involved. The maintenance of cemeteries is only a secondary role of the large number organized International Education and Youth Work Camp. Primary role is rather to make young people sensitive in this subject and deepening their historical knowledge.
Bundeswehr/Federal forces take a lion share in the maintenance work, involving a reserved personnel as well. In this organizational was successful to achieve that various nations, soldiers are taking care together on cemeteries, with a motto "Reconciliation over the graves - Work for Peace", which motto a basic idea of Volksbund also. That is why it has happened in the fifties, when Germany and French were having joint taking care of military cemetery, and the last year happened the German-Russian joint military cemetery maintenance.
Graves of German soldiers can be found nearly in 100 countries, so our work can be conducted partly with involvement of the German diplomatic service.
More than 300,000 young people participated from all over Europe since 1953 in our youth camps work. The Volksbund motto "Reconciliation over the graves" was born in 1953 in the first international youth camp in Belgium in LOMME.
With these youth camps we wish to contribute to understanding between peoples, but this is the way to keep awake the idea of ​​social responsibility also. The international youth camps are also helping to keep alive memories of the victims of the wars and violence, with a purpose to strengthen the remembrance of European culture.
What else Volksbund does?
Every year we offer travel opportunities to visit commemoration in cemeteries. These trips are not organized by the Volksbund, but in cooperation with travel agencies, which provides professional guidance to the participants.
We organize exhibitions of our work and seminars for young people interested in history, for teachers in peace education issues.
Since decades, we organize in the Federal Parliament a Volkstrauertag / National Mourning Day. It is considered to be event of Volksbund event but it is rather a national day. In fact, it is a National Memorial Day. It is our honor to organize this event which is broadcasted in live by a German public television stations.
What is the financial base we work?
The German War Greves Commission is a private foundation, which the budget is nearly 80% is covered by own self. The financial sources are consisting of collection, of donations, of heritage and of other financial sources to create the coverage of expenditure. Therefore, relatively we are free to organize our activities. The disadvantage of this situation, however, we have material limits. We cannot rely on using the state sources. Currently our annual budget is around 40 million EUR. Our income is not growing since years therefore Volksbund’s obligation is saving and being careful with expenses. That is why I'd appreciate any financial assistance to support our activities. The current president of federal office is Christian Wulff who is a main patron, and who is great example in taking part in street collection for Volksbund.
The meaning of our work:
The military cemeteries are memorial sites of the peace and give an opportunity of history learning for visitors. This is very important! We have to regard that, the event due to what we have graveyards – namely wars – happened long time ago. Our task is to give mirror image in the last period because the generation who experienced these events are disappearing. For this generation the military cemetery is a family memorial place, which will be developed social / historical place for post-war generations by us.
That is why we consider it appropriate to make the young people aware of that the historical events do not develop by own, but with and help of human activity. In this context, the man responsible not only for what he does, but also because he fails to do so. This is a message of our work to society.
Equipment of cemeteries, location of graves:

Each military cemetery has a “map”. For the relatives of fallen soldier we are able to give detailed guidance about military graveyards. In addition, there is list of buried people’s exact tombs which is usually near the entrance of the cemetery. There is also a list near the entrance or near the central cross, which contains the names of soldiers and also those who were fallen nearby but have not been pre-identified.
Graveyards which are taken care by Volksbund:

Today, Volksbund is taking care about 2.5 million military graveyard. Till 1990, mainly in Western Europe, we were responsible for 1.4 million military graveyards. Since 1990, on the territory of the former Eastern bloc we have received competence for additional 1.1 million military graveyards where available only reports, list of casualties. Clearly, we see that the as the time is passing by impossible to find a tomb of every soldier. It is already a good result if we can identify that 40% of the tombs depending on the environment of the fallen soldiers and if exhumation can be done.  But all in all we can say 55% of graves can be found if we have documentation.
Soldiers from other nations who fought under German command:

A large part of the German military cemeteries are multi-national military cemeteries. In the already mentioned Belgian LOMME, along German soldier there are additional resting place of 12 more different nation's soldiers, who were like Germans Volks-Deutsche member of the German forces voluntarily or had a forced conscription. But there are resting place there for soldiers of allied forces of Germans. In this context, it is not important for us why and how individuals sacrificed their life. Till for some nation, it is important.
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Perspective of our activity:

Meet the internationally agreed use of the expression "a permanent resting place of war dead". From the side of the Federal Republic of Germany if  Volksbund would not do this work, the State should decide who and what financial base has to fulfill  this task. We can say that there is no organization that could do this job more efficiently and work more effectively materially as well than German War Graves Commission. In this approach, the German government's primary interest that the Volksbund exist and give a long-term support of its work.

Trade of Military Relics: 
This is a real problem, which complicates our work, as due to Trade of Military Relics the identification of individuals impossible. The effectiveness of our activity is in identification of fallen soldiers. The members of the Wehrmacht had a metal chain with a two-piece oval metal plate hung around their necks. The lower part could / should have been broken at the soldier's death, till the top of the chain remained hanging on his neck. When we find the body with this ID, a 100% surely person can be identified.  Tomb raiders are obstacles and a real problem for us because they make identification of dead people impossible. 

Raiders of the graves are having their responsibility, but we need to know some of them are having this as last chance to earn money for living. Such cases are often encountered aftermath of the disintegration of the Soviet Union.
In our opinion tomb raiders are having a same responsibility morally and are guilty as well as those who buy these ID medals illegally, as they are aware of that they prevent our work deliberately.

In connection with that I would like to mention the case when a good will turned to be bad. When the Belarusian delegation from WITEBSK city, due to the planned exhumation preparation have visited us they come with nearly 100 personal identification tablet what they poured on the table, with a remark they have found on the outskirt of the city . The places are not identified aftermath – so their good will prevented our work.
The grave of soldiers who died in missions and the Volksbund:

The soldiers who died in such circumstances  get a so called decorated grave which  costs is covered by the government,  after the relatives agreed the place of burial. The Volksbund task is that register it as ' a permanent resting place of war dead „but taking care of these grave does not belong to our task.
Although there are still deep points in the history of Europe, so future of our continent seems not cloudless. In this context Jean Claude Juncker, Luxembourg politician said on the ceremony of 90th anniversary for founding Volksbund was held in Berlin: "Whoever who has doubts in Europe, go and visit military cemeteries, because there is nowhere better track of how Europe has changed in the past compared to itself."
 

Thank you for your patience and attention!

Imre Kovacs, Hungary Volksbund agent
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