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[bookmark: _GoBack]Minister Makei, Belarus Charge d’Affaires Shidlovsky, U.S. Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Brink, Commission Members Block, Cohen, Fleischer, Lippman, and Weisberg, and guests:
This historic Agreement commits our two governments to protect and preserve places of worship, historic sites, memorials, cemeteries, and archival material related to all peoples, with a focus on those that were victims of genocide during World War II. It pledges that there will be no discrimination against any group’s efforts to preserve its ancestral property. It also provides for bilateral government cooperation, including in identifying property. The Commission that I am privileged to chair and the Ministry of Culture of Belarus will implement this Agreement, strengthening bilateral cultural cooperation between our countries. 
It is particularly appropriate that our Governments enter into the agreement at this moment, in New York, during the opening session of the United Nations General Assembly. It was at just such a time and place that I first spoke with Minister Makei about pursuing such an agreement. 
The Foreign Ministry then invited me to meet with relevant agencies and ministries in Minsk for discussions that ultimately brought us to this signing today. The Government of the United States appreciates the commitment of the Government of Belarus, and the leadership of the Foreign Minister and his colleagues, in bringing this Agreement to life. 
The annihilation of European Jewry during the Holocaust and the disregard of religious concerns by Communist dictatorships prompted the United States to seek agreements with the governments of the region to ensure the free exercise of religious beliefs and to preserve the cultural heritage of Americans. This will be the twenty-fifth such agreement the United States has entered into with the nations of eastern and central Europe.
Over forty years ago, the United States was the first nation to ratify the World Heritage Convention. We are proud that the Congress and the President of the United States, following in that spirit, continue to support the work and mandate of the Commission to protect and preserve burial places, memorials, and historic sites in Central and Eastern Europe associated with the heritage of Americans.
In concluding, I want to thank the World Jewish Congress for hosting this signing and for the support that it  and other Jewish organizations provide for this important work.
The Government of the United States looks forward to working with the Government of Belarus as partners in implementing today’s agreement. 
Thank you.
