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Verbatim Transcript of address by Zackie Achmat, Chairperson of the Treatment Action Campaign, to the AIDS in Context International Conference on HIV/AIDS, University of the Witwatersrand –  7th April 2001. 
______________________________________________________________________ 

Good morning 

I brought 4 cups cappuccinos unfortunately I forgot that David [McCoy] was on the panel so he felt discriminated against on the grounds of sexual orientation and I suppose sex. But then Nono said: “I wonder what he put in it?”  But I notice that most of them have drunk some of it and so I’m not going to tell what was put in it. But to tell them that I also took one of them .So may we all enjoy this session. 

Now, I want to speak a little bit about tradition: First, tradition is not Edwin Cameron’s old ladies club, (on a Sunday night they watch movies) or it’s disruptions - and I see he has a number of these old ladies club sitting next to him! Some of the others aren’t here…  But, tradition is a critical tool in social mobilisation and in transformation. It can play a socially conservative and even reactionary role in this process, or, we can selectively reclaim those elements of tradition that promote dignity, freedom and justice. 

This conference constitutes a selective reclaiming of tradition. The work of the History Workshop and the intellectuals and academics associated with this institution created a framework for the recovery of a progressive social history in South Africa. The History Workshop (HW) challenged the invisibility and absence of black people or poor people and black working class movements from official history. 

For almost two decades HW fashioned the concepts, representations, ideas and sometimes misrepresentations that stimulated and supported the work of the labour movement, community organisations, rural bodies, literacy classes, youth and women’s organisations.  But as the structuralist philospher Louis Althusser noted – Lenin privileged error in the development of knowledge and always insisted on correcting the perceived errors of others.  Shula Marks, Phil Bonner (Batons and BareHeads), Helen Bradford (A Taste of Freedom), Charles van Onselen, Belinda Bozzoli, Eddie Webster and Luli Callinicos, to name a few, rigorously challenged the prevailing orthodoxy of reactionary and liberal scholars who denied black people dignity in history through racist and paternalistic conceptions.  I proudly associate myself with the best work in this tradition and learn from the mistakes that we all make.   It is fitting that in the 20th year of the HIV/AIDS epidemic that History Workshop should have gathered this range of scholars, activists and intellectuals to interrogate our work.   We call on History Workshop to include an HIV/AIDS satellite conference in all its planned conferences for the next ten years.  There is much historical research to do - not to divert from all it’s other, very important historical projects in the transitionary period that we need, but to ensure that HIV/AIDS remains on the agenda. 

I am scared and that is why I’m speaking to you today. I’m scared that without history, without courage and responsibility and above all without rigorous criticism, we will not stop this epidemic. Last year in November I received a message that a TAC activist and volunteer who had AIDS and was ill and was dying. Her name was Queenie Qiza from Gugulethu in Cape Town. She left three children behind. She lived in a shack and had no income. She asked me to come and visit. Work pressures were a convenient excuse to avoid looking a dying comrade in the face. I was scared of my own failures and facing the possible failure of the Treatment Action Campaign. I lacked the courage to face my own fears. All of us make terrible mistakes in this epidemic and this is just one that I have made. Queenie joined TAC within weeks of the formation of the organisation. She believed that we could stop the epidemic over the next generation. On the night she died, she signed 35 postcards to President Mbeki asking him to implement programmmes to prevent mother to child transmission of HIV/AIDS. Queenie Qiza died prematurely, but with dignity. This is a fact that our historians must record. 

TAC was formed on International Human Right Day (10 December 1998) after period of discussion about it. Less then 20 activists gathered on the steps of St George’s Cathedral in Cape Town for a fast. We had two demands, AZT for pregnant women and HIV/AIDS treatment plan from the government. We demanded that the drug companies lower their prices. On the 18th and 20th of March, this year we held our first National Treatment Congress. Mobilising more that 500 delegates (60 of them got diarrhea through the food!) and 169 organisations were represented including representatives from all the major trade unions, religious bodies, HIV organisations and so on. 

Over the last few days we learnt that the two sites per province of the mother-to-child transmission programme were again delayed as the Government’s “research protocol” was returned by the Medicines Control Council. The conditional registration of Nevirapine by the Medicines Control Council has not been completed. Government “believed” that Nevirapine was registered for mother to child transmission. Prof. Helen Rees was reported as saying that “the media was responsible for the misunderstanding between Government and the MCC”. Dr Simelela referred a decision taken by our Minister of Health and all the Ministers of Health in our country back to the Cabinet to decide whether we are going to use Nevirapine. So what is it that drives us in this discussion? 

What is critical for us to do is to ask Dr Simelela and to ask Dr Helen Rees not to leave here today without giving us an undertaking that tomorrow or at the earliest possible opportunity they will sit down together, bring Boehringer Ingelheim and the Minister together - because children are dying prematurely and unnecessarily. As we speak, people are dying unnecessarily and prematurely. If these people who are dying were like all of you sitting here, like myself, if they were all middle class people like ourselves -  we would take a very different approach. 

These are poor people who are disenfranchised in the country. We ask both Dr Rees and Dr Simelela to take courage and we beg them to lead now. We will not hesitate to assert our rights tomorrow. TAC believes that we can stop the epidemic in the next generation. Research into microbicides for women and gay men will reduce new infections and they show promise but we must invest in the resources  - and I think the Government has begun doing that. The development of a vaccine is critical but any scientist with integrity will say that this will not happen over the next decade. But we must invest every energy, all the resources and the passion to get that vaccine. TAC requests that before a vaccine gets tested anywhere there must be a guarantee of full free treatment for life of anyone who is infected during the period of the vaccine trials. Anything else will be experimentation on human beings.  We are confident that the vaccine will come.

Condoms must be distributed in their billions in the region. There are good things that the government has done, like condom distribution. I would like to ask Dr Simelela  - I’m not sure what the condom distribution was for last year but before it was 240 to 300 million condoms the government distributed? When this government came to power 20 million condoms [annually] were being distributed by the previous regime, which shows the progress that has now been made. But if we divide that by the number of sexually active people in our country there are about 20 sexual encounters per person per year! So you have to choose - Dr Rees’ birthday, to have sex on Professor David McCoy and Dr Simelela’s birthday, Thabo Mbeki’s birthday and of course David Rasnick’s birthday! 

But with condom distribution comes responsibility; respect and responsibility in all sexual relations is a critical element that we must encourage. Such programs can assist in changing the sexual behavior. Not the boring ABC of the government. Nor, in the over-educated language in designer Love Life Ads. But, in real respectful language that people use to have sex. 

We can stop this epidemic. Early treatment of opportunistic infections will allow many people with HIV to live longer. This should be part of a treatment plan that commits the government to phase in the use of anti- retrovirals in the public sector over the next three years. We have asked the government for a treatment plan. Today again I ask Dr Simelela and Dr Rees to commit to HIV specific Treatment Plan before the 16th June this year. TAC militants have used songs about fluconazole and Pfizer - this is part of our treatment literacy. We have songs on AZT, Nevirapine and soon we will have songs on Co- trimoxazole. We have the will. We need the leadership from government. 

Bayard Rustin (whom historians will know as the black gay man and chief organiser of the march on Washington lead by Dr Martin Luther King junior) said protest confers dignity on a people whose dignity is denied. TAC believes that it is an individual’s responsibility to study ethics, science law, politics and economics, medicine and history – it is the duty of every HIV/AIDS activist positive or negative, literate or illiterate and it is the key to stopping the epidemic.  Our education takes place on pickets, marches and in workshops. We use handwritten posters, printed propaganda, the internet, phones, songs, pen and paper and faxes. Correct us when we make mistakes. Better even - make mistakes with us! 

I noticed Costa Gazi walking in as we were speaking and we welcome him. He is an enigmatic figure for me. He makes statements without having the best information available. For instance, he accused TAC of being responsible with government for the murder of babies because of the delay in the court case. These are very difficult charges and I believe we are responsible, all of us are responsible, for the continuing  dying of babies. Not because of the delay of the court case, but, because of our own civility in dealing with each other. 

Together with our allies, Medicine Sans Frontrier and Act Up, Oxfam and many other international organisations we’ve challenged the giants Pfizer, Glaxo Smith Kline, Bristol Meyer Squibb, Abbot, and Roche. We will never forget that millions of people have died and will continue to die because they profiteer from medicines. They have blood on their hands and that’s not my hyperbole - that’s Professor Singer, Prof. Bioethics from Princeton (or one of those strange colleges in the United States). TAC showed that, whether in a court case in Pretoria on the streets of Sao Paulo or Calcutta or New York  - this was a battle to stop a holocaust against the poor. 

Drug companies regard intellectual property rights as God given rights. Despite being an atheist I ask, did God not give life before he gave us intellectual property rights? This is the simple message that condenses all the inequalities of rich and poor, developed and undeveloped countries, men and women, into the ravages of the single epidemic. I am confident we will win. This requires your support and intervention. 

I ask the Chairperson of the Wits Council Mr. Justice Cameron to declare your investment in any and all-pharmaceutical companies. As an institution, examine every academic contract you have with them. Call a meeting with their directors and ask them to withdraw from the court case against the South Africa government. Ask them to be responsible investors, responsible companies. Ask them to lower prices and allow generic competition. Use your power as a shareholder to make them accountable. This is the only way to achieve sustainable access to life saving medicines over long term, that is, if all of us take responsibility. They act in your name. This is an appeal to all drug company shareholders and in particular institutional shareholders. 

We face a greater tragedy than the act and omissions of the drug companies. That is the failure of our government and state officials to act with courage, humility and urgency. Everyone of us has the duty to speak out when our government is wrong and to assist the government every way possible when it is right. So we ask you to join us at the court case on the 18th April because there the government is right.  But let us say clearly that accusations of lack of patriotism will not deter us from a critique of “patriotic” wrong. 

We do not fear the accusations of racism for our accusers know that they are perpetuating racism. Racism is entrenched in our society at every level. Government economic policies that house black people in boxes; health policies that drive nurses and doctors to despair and deny poor and black people decent services; robbing black children and pensioners of income support. These are the policies that feed racism because it protects the vested interest of the financial institutions and big business. 

We have no truck with the opportunism of the Democratic Alliance or the buffoons Tony Leon, Peter Marais who lead them. They only discovered the causal connection between HIV/AIDS when our President doubted it. We do not act out of opportunism. The road ahead is difficult. We need infrastructure. David McCoy will eloquently explain to you the problems. But I fear sometimes that David McCoy of Health System Trust provides excuses to our government instead of encouraging them to take action. Because, very often, government uses their very good research as an excuse not to proceed with action in particular areas. 

To the government we say courage and humility is an important tradition of our liberation struggle. 

“Lead and we will follow”
ENDS

