Comments by Mrs Graca Machel on the Occasion of Presentation of the Nelson Mandela Award for Health and Human Rights, October 6, 2003

I am very pleased to have been called upon to present this Award today for two reasons.

First, this Award is named in honour of our beloved Madiba and it was established at his request shortly after he was freed from prison.  He maintains a close personal interest in this Award and personally approves each year's winner.  His idea for the Award was to underline the fundamental importance of health, and the right to decent quality health care, as a fundamental human right and a basic responsibility of modern democracy.  But this Award went further.  Madiba also wanted to celebrate the efforts of individual citizens and the role of private, non-governmental initiative in helping shape a better society and a government responsive to the needs of its citizens.

The Apartheid struggle in South Africa is one of the world's greatest examples of effective mass resistance, and health, like education, was one of the frontlines of apartheid resistance.  It was also, like education, one of the tools used by the apartheid regime to perpetuate the worst form of racial discrimination ever known.

But it is a new day.  And while we cannot forget the historical experience which shaped the importance of our society of Awards like the Mandela Award for Health and Human Rights, we are here today to celebrate.  And that's the second reason why I am so pleased to have been asked to preside here.  We are here tonight to celebrate the efforts of an extraordinary group of people and an organisation that in less than five years of existence moved a nation, shifted government policy and advanced the rights of people with HIV everywhere in the world.  But mostly what we want to stand up and rejoice about is the fact that South Africa today has a constitution that allows freedom of speech, free organisation, the right of public protest and resort to an independent judiciary.  Civil society helped win the victory against apartheid.  But many years after the demise of apartheid speculated that there no longer was a role for civil society in South Africa.  Well, my friends, tonight we also celebrate "how wrong they were!"

All over the world, in example after example, there is clear evidence of the indispensable role of civil society in shaping humane and just democracies.  Civil society is nothing more than the banding together of citizens to improve the quality of life, to right the wrongs, to address the injustices, and to advance the rights of the disadvantages, in short to perpetuate the ageless human struggle for the just society.  Civil society is an indispensable part of modern democracy - as indispensable as a free press, an independent judiciary and a government responsive to the needs of its citizens.

Tonight we need to stand up and rejoice that South African democracy is stronger for the efforts of those we recognize tonight, we need to rejoice because their efforts have helped moved this country closer to that idealized just society.  But we also need tonight to give credit to those who have led this country over the past 10 years, for upholding the fundamental tenets of a just democracy.  In very few countries is health and health care constitutionally guaranteed.  We need particularly to give credit for the extraordinary efforts this government has made in improving access to health care (building more than 500 clinics and establishing the best public health infrastructure in Africa), improving the quality of care and ensuring universal free health care for all its citizens.  And while we raged about the shortcomings in the government's approach to managing the HIV/AIDS crisis, largely through private initiative, South Africa is on the leading edge in implementation of programmes for the prevention of mother-to-child transmission of HIV, has the largest HIV prevention programme for youth in the world, has one of the most promising HIV vaccine development prgrammes, and ironically enough, has developed leading experience in the provision of anti-retroviral treatment in resource poor settings.

My point dear friends, is that even in the best of worlds, we cannot expect to leave all to governments.  The TAC's struggle grows out of the best traditions of the anti-apartheid movement.  The result is an exceptionally high level of awareness and mobilization against HIV/AIDS that is helping reduce the stigma associated with the epidemic and raise the national consciousness of the fact that we are all affected by HIV/AIDS.  Just as democracy gives us rights, it also gives us duties.  Let us never be silent.  It is our duty as citizens to talk up, demand our rights, mobilize and organise for the advancement of the greater good.

Ladies and Gentlemen: It is now my pleasure and honour to announce that the winner of the 2003 Nelson Mandela Award for Health and Human Rights is the Treatment Action Campaign (TAC).

I would like to invite representatives of the TAC to join me here.

Ladies and Gentlemen: I want to read to you the Award citation.  The Treatment Action Campaign is the first organisation to receive the Mandela Award for Health and Human Rights in the Award's 11-year history.  This Award recognizes the extraordinary efforts of the people who make up the organisation, and the forbearance of HIV positive people everywhere, in advancing the rights of HIV positive people in South Africa and around the world.  The TAC will be a shining light for citizen action for decades to come.

On behalf of Madiba, I salute you and HIV positive people everywhere.  Aluta Continua!
