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Good evening. It is moving to be surrounded by so many old friends and to welcome new ones 

here tonight. This celebration is important not only to mark this milestone for Physicians for 

Human Rights but to recognize your skills, your passion, and your support over the years.  It is a 

true honor to share this evening with all of you.  

 

Our story is about the doctors, nurses, and scientists who, with compassion and commitment to 

human dignity, did not ignore the horrors of our time:  the mother terrorized daily by the fear 

that her child may step on an unseen landmine; the displaced woman who risks being raped 

whenever she gathers wood for cooking; the man rounded up in an anti-terror sweep dreading 

the next visit of his torturer; or the child watching his parents die of AIDS because they can’t 

afford life-saving medication.   

Those we honor tonight, and so many, many others in the past two decades are, like the 

surgeon E.L. Doctorow depicted in his recent novel, “trying to staunch the flow of human 

disaster.”   

 

They know that compassion alone is not enough to curb these atrocities. Twenty years ago, our 

founder Dr. Jonathan Fine had an insight that would have profound impact on how the health 

and science communities fulfilled their professional responsibilities: they had to document 



human rights violations, to organize their unique voices and to develop the political strategies 

needed to transform the world.  

 

That is what you and so many others over the past two decades have done. We have created a 

movement for health and human rights that is today a powerful force for justice, tackling 

seemingly insurmountable infringements of human rights.  

 

PHR epidemiologists revealed the impact of landmines on individuals and populations, 

stimulating an international campaign that led to a treaty banning  the weapon; our 

developmental psychologists, pediatricians and psychiatrists illuminated adolescent 

development, helping ultimately to end the juvenile death penalty in the United States; our 

forensic scientists exhumed evidence from mass graves in Rwanda and Bosnia that contributed 

to verdicts of genocide against perpetrators; and our asylum network members helped refugees 

escape persecution and find a place of safety.  

 

We are proud of these results, and how they have strengthened the human rights movement -  

one that is so urgently needed today. Only this week we witnessed the President of the United 

States tout secret detention and interrogation techniques that both he and we know are 

torture.   We hear leaders condemn the attacks in Darfur as genocide, but recede into the 

complacency of half measures.   We witness donor nations provide aid to train nurses and 

doctors to treat infectious diseases that overwhelm Africa and yet aggressively recruit those 

very same health workers away from the countries that cannot afford to lose them.  

 

All this shows what a difficult business this is – confronting cruelty and indifference, and 

beyond that, standing with those who are suffering and demanding not just generosity but 

justice.  We need to remember what Dr. Jonathan Mann, one of the greats in our field, taught 

us. He said that “a commitment to human rights starts within each of us as a conceptual leap.” 

He meant that under understanding that protection of civilians in times of war and access to 



health care should be understood as rights rather than privileges represents a challenge to the 

status quo. 

 

But it is that challenge, and a vision of a day when health and well-being are indeed rights, not 

gifts, for rich and poor, men and women, whites and blacks, that energizes us. The vision 

sustains our work against torture and depredations against innocents caught in the middle of 

violent conflicts. It fuels our Health Action AIDS Campaign, designed to enable the poor and the 

disenfranchised people of this world to have opportunities for a healthy life. And it animates 

PHR’s newest initiative, to stop the hidden and needless deaths of the half million women who 

die in childbirth, simply because their lives and their rights are not sufficiently valued. 

 

We know the hurdles we face but are not daunted by them -- not because we know that 

success is inevitable, nor because there is dignity in the struggle, nor even because we are 

satisfied in speaking truth to power.   We do this because we can, together, achieve a 

measure of justice and save lives.   And that is good reason to celebrate. Thank you so much 

for being here.    


