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Geneva, 12 April 2005 - Chairperson, distinguished delegates, UNAIDS thanks you for 
the opportunity to address the Commission on the protection of human rights in the context 
of AIDS. As UNAIDS Executive Director, Dr Peter Piot, has made clear, AIDS poses such an 
exceptional threat to humanity that it demands fundamental changes on many fronts.   One 
the most important fronts is human rights.  
 
The AIDS epidemic is exceptional for three reasons, all of which profoundly implicate human 
rights.  First, there is no plateau in sight.  This is true even though HIV – which is not easily 
contagious – has, in 25 years, spread across the world to infect some 65 million people.  An 
estimated 40 million people live with HIV today, including some 20 million women and 2 
million children, and the number of people living with HIV is rising in every region of the 
world.   
 
Since 1996, this disease has been treatable, but the rights to life and health have not 
prevented millions of deaths from AIDS.  Last year 3 million people died, including 510,000 
children.  In 2004, the number of people in developing countries receiving anti-retroviral 
treatment rose to some 700,000 people, but 5.8 million people, including 500,000 children, 
are still urgently in need of treatment to save their lives.   
 
Secondly, AIDS is exceptional because it sets off a chain of devastation in hard hit countries 
that is debilitating agriculture, education, health, commerce, government and entire 
communities.  Fourteen million children have been orphaned by AIDS.  Some of the greatest 
gains against the epidemic have come from people living with HIV who have demanded from 
governments the protection of their rights, but AIDS is capable of making rights holders less 
able to claim their rights, and duty bearers less able to protect them. Lack of human rights 
protection contributes to AIDS, and in turn AIDS contributes to lack of human rights 
protection, including the right to development which it threatens profoundly. 
 
Thirdly, AIDS is exceptional because at the heart of its spread are issues that still cause 
discomfort, denial, stigma, discrimination and sometimes violence. These are: (1) sex, 
including uninformed, irresponsible and predatory sex, as well as sexual violence that 
continue with impunity; (2) discrimination and harmful traditions practised against women; (3) 
behaviour that is deemed illegal or immoral and the marginalization of those involved – drug 
use, sex out of marriage and men having sex with men; (4) controversy around sex 
education in schools and sexual and reproductive health services for minors; and (5) the 
continued neglect of the poor.   
 
UNAIDS asks the Commission on Human Rights to lead States through the difficult human 
rights challenges raised by these issues. How to ensure that people who engage in an 
activity that has been made illegal do not forfeit their rights to health, non-discrimination, and 
freedom from violence?  How to protect the rights of minors to HIV-related information, 
education and means of prevention (condoms, testing, services) to address the fact that 



they, particularly girls, are experiencing the highest rates of infection?  How to ensure that 
the routine offer of HIV testing does not become routine and involuntary testing, violating the 
rights to privacy and physical integrity?  How to ensure the rights of prisoners to 
comprehensive HIV prevention and treatment, including access to prevention tools, 
substitution therapy, and antiretroviral treatment?  How to ensure that States can use the 
flexibilities in multilateral trade rules to promote access to affordable antiretrovirals and other 
essential medicines, including for importation and local production of generic medicines so 
that the poor realize their right to health? 
 
In the UN Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS, States committed themselves to protect 
human rights in the context of HIV/AIDS, but there is urgent need for the actual 
programmatic implementation of those rights. UNAIDS asks the Commission on Human 
Rights to push forcefully to protect the rights to health, education, information, privacy and 
non-discrimination in the form of the widespread distribution of HIV education, information 
and testing services, and male and female condoms; campaigns and laws against sexual 
violence and gender inequality inside and outside marriage; the economic empowerment of 
women; the end of HIV-related discrimination in health, employment and travel; and 
equitable access to HIV treatment for all, including women and children. 
 
UNAIDS joins you in advocating that human rights must be enjoyed by all people and all 
groups and must be protected, respected and fulfilled in ways that empower them all to 
avoid infection, and if infected, to remain alive and productive.  This is both right, and 
necessary to stop the exceptional threat of AIDS.  UNAIDS thanks the Commission, the 
Special Rapporteurs and Representatives for your work in helping to protect human rights in 
a world with AIDS.  We ask that you push for their implementation with ever greater urgency.  
Thank you. 
 
 
 
 


