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Mr President of the UN Human Rights Council, Madam High Commissioner, distinguished Ministers, Dr Tedros, Your Excellencies, fellow panelists, ladies and gentlemen, it is a great honour to be speaking today on what is one of the most pressing issues of our time.

I’m not referring here to the pandemic, although that is a consequence. The most pressing issue of our time is INEQUALITY.  Inequality across South and North countries; inequality within countries along multiple dimensions – economic, social, ecological, political - that has left deep scars. Inequality is the crucible for COVID-19’s effects.

In the work of my own organization, DAWN (Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era), a network of the global South, and the Feminists for a People’s Vaccine campaign that we coordinate along with Third World Network, we have identified inequality in all its forms as the fundamental driver of the world’s critical problems, be they the pandemic or climate change.

Inequality kills, as the 2021 Oxfam report said. 

It also maims and distorts individual lives, communities, nations by destroying our recognition that we will sink or swim together, destroying our ability to feel and express solidarity and commitment to human rights, not just in words but in deeds. Deeds that support NOT the wealthy, the powerful especially powerful corporations, the dominant (whether by race, caste, ethnicity, religion, migrant status, gender power, ability or any other) BUT deeds that promote the human rights of those who are subordinated and oppressed.

Other speakers today have laid out the facts and I will not repeat them. But some require emphasis:
· Extreme poverty increases in LMICs have set back progress by a decade, with fewer jobs and much lower incomes.
· Infection fatality rate in LMICs are double the rate in High-Income Countries; essential health care has been affected.
· Big Pharma and their allies and apologists are denying poor countries and people meaningful access not only to vaccines but to COVID-19 tests, therapeutics, equipment. Their actions are responsible for lives lost, maimed and distorted. 

As I record this video on International Women’s Day, the gendered effects of this inequality are frightening: nearly 50 million more girls and women pushed into poverty, drastic loss of jobs and incomes, increased school dropouts by girls with digital inequality playing a big role, increased child marriages, early and unplanned pregnancies, a not so hidden pandemic of violence against girls and women as well as murders of trans- and gender non-conforming people.

The right to health has been affirmed as a fundamental human right.

So, how have we come to this pass? Due to:

· The stranglehold of intellectual property rights by large profit-driven pharma companies over access to vaccines, tests and therapeutics. While their profits have soared by 100s of millions of dollars, poor and subordinated people die and have their lives and futures blighted. This is why we need the South Africa-India sponsored TRIPS waiver that is now supported by over 100 countries, of whom as many as 64 are co-sponsors. 
· Austerity policies that the IMF has supported in over 100 mainly poor countries in the thick of this pandemic, making economic recovery, social protection, and building back health systems well-nigh impossible. Austerity policies and related debt burdens must STOP! Austerity fuels inequality which kills!
Thank you.


