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Distinguished Experts, Ladies and Gentlemen,
Good morning and welcome to today's Expert Consultation on Access to Medicines as a fundamental element of the Right to Health.
This meeting was mandated by the Human Rights Council last year.

But it was mandated by the conscience of many in the international community long before that.

Not only because access to medicines is an essential element of the right to health as guaranteed under international law.  But perhaps more so, because millions across the world are without access to relief of their pain, treatment of their illness, or hope of healing, not because the necessary medicines do not exist, but because they had the bad luck to be born in the wrong place, the wrong class, or the wrong social group.
Worse still are, the reasons offered to those left to suffer unnecessarily from the ravages of cancer, of AIDS, of malaria, of tuberculosis, of diabetes and a host of other chronic diseases and painful conditions --: reasons like profits, or the functioning of markets; reasons like rigid patent systems; reasons like bad governance and distorted priorities at the national and international levels; reasons like discrimination and exclusion.

This cannot be allowed to continue.
Human rights defenders look to the provisions of international law and ask --- where is the accountability?

Where is the obligation of States to respect, protect and fulfil the right to health under Article 12 of the International Convention on ESC rights? Article 24 of the CRC? Article 25 of the CRPD?

Indeed, under these provisions, everyone is entitled to a system of protection that ensures access to essential medicines for the prevention, treatment and control of diseases.

And human rights law provides standards for such access as well, requiring that they are safe, affordable, of appropriate quality, and made available without discrimination.

And yet, for millions of children, women, and men, these standards are not met.  
But we can get there.

There is much that can be done now to make a difference.

The World Health Organization says that, by 2015, over ten million deaths per year could be avoided simply by scaling up certain health interventions, most of which depend on essential medicines.

This means lifting restrictions, and unnecessary controls.
It means expanding access to off-patent drugs and child dosaging, and strengthened health systems, and rights-respectful trade agreements.

It means better systems of procurement, price and quality control.
It means, finding more effective avenues to policy coherence, to ensure that other objectives, such as those related to international trade or the protection of intellectual property, are pursued in conformity with the international human rights obligations of States.

And it means putting the principle of non-discrimination and attention to vulnerability at the centre of our analysis.  So that decisions about public health priorities, budget allocations, trade policies, or legislation are taken with due regard to the needs and rights of older persons, children, minorities and the poor.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Access to medicines is a matter of human rights.
It is a fundamental element -- according to the Committee on ESCR, a “core obligation” -- of the right to the highest attainable standard of health, as guaranteed by international human rights law.

The outstanding panels of experts who join us today will help us to analyse the gulf between these norms and their implementation, to examine the barriers and challenges that confront us, and to propose means for overcoming those challenges.

We are deeply grateful to all of them for being here today.
This work, on ensuring access to medicines, is in its essence, about freeing people from pain and disease, allowing them to live with hope, and to die with dignity.

For all of these reasons, we wish you success in your deliberations.

I thank You.
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