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Translation


March 29, 2009

Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s Speech at the Ceremony Awarding the State Medal for the Fight Against Human Trafficking

Honorable State President, Mr. Shimon Peres,

Minister of Justice, Prof. Daniel Friedmann,

Distinguished Award Winners,

Honored Guests,

There is nothing more important to a person than their freedom.  There is nothing more basic and essential than the ability to control one’s fate, run one’s life and be one’s own master, with all that it implies.  One’s freedom, independence, rights and ambitions – all these have long played a central role in the lives of the majority of citizens around the world.

Despite this, and particularly now, as Passover – which is the holiday of freedom – is almost on our doorstep, and when next week we will again remember how “we were slaves”, it is fitting that in the same breath we should remember those for whom slavery and humiliation are routine even at the dawn of the 21st century.

Slaves and serfs in the 21st century is not life on another planet.  If we take a good look, we will find them not far from us.

They are the victims of human trafficking; they are the living examples of modern slavery; they, whose freedom was forcibly and illegally stolen from them, whose dignity was trampled and disregarded, they are also those who look to us, as the children of an advanced and humane society, to condemn their abuse and extend a helping hand to the oppressed.

The victims of trafficking are brought from countries in distress, sold as currency to traders, passed from hand to hand like goods, and they lose their freedom and their basic right to live in dignity.

Most victims of trafficking are women, brought to Israel for prostitution.  They receive humiliating treatment, are prevented from receiving any medical care even when their medical condition is very poor, and they are deprived of time to rest or any compassionate treatment.  In fact, they are treated as objects, and frequently as worthless objects.

Over the past several years, the State of Israel and Israeli society have increased awareness of this important issue.

As is fitting in a law-abiding state which takes responsibility for acts which take place in its boundaries, a list of vigorous and significant steps were taken in Israel with the goal of determinedly fighting the phenomenon of human trafficking: from establishing a designated parliamentary committee and appointing an inter-ministerial coordinator to deal with this matter, through establishing a shelter for the victims of trafficking, to including drafting legislation forbidding human trafficking, which was approved by the Knesset in 2006.

The Israel Police are partners to the actions we are currently taking, in coordination with police departments around the world, as are the Ministry of Justice, the State Prosecutor’s Office, the Ministry of Health, the Ministry for Social Affairs and Social Services, and others.  Thanks to the steps taken by the State, and because of the welcome activity of organizations operating in this field, over the past several years there has been a decrease in the scope of this phenomenon, and a change in public awareness as to the importance of the struggle against human trafficking can be felt.

We have not sat idly by with regard to the disgraceful abuse of women who have become slaves to the prostitution industry in Israel.  In 2005, a law was passed which allows the law enforcement authorities to close down brothels, as a result of which over the past two years the activities of over one hundred such places, which served as bases for the humiliation and oppression of hundreds of women, have been stopped.

My Government approved a special budgetary allocation to the Authority for the Advancement of the Status of Women as part of the inter-ministerial program to extricate women from the cycle of prostitution, initiated and advanced by Marit Danon, Head of the Authority.  The plan is being successfully implemented by various professional bodies.

Happily, we have received important recognition for our work in this field.  The American State Department, which for the past eight years has followed developments with regard to human trafficking around the world, determined that the steps Israel has taken in its fight to eradicate this phenomenon promoted us from the bottom of the rankings to the middle.  We still face challenges and missions as we continue in our fight.

I take this opportunity, without detracting from the merit and contributions of the award winners, to thank the Authority for the Advancement of the Status of Women and Marit Danon, who heads the Authority.  You changed the way we react to this subject on a national and international scale.  I am proud to have been privileged to work with you.

Distinguished Guests,

Two years ago, the Government resolved to award State medals once a year to those people and bodies who serve as role models in the fight against human trafficking.  Awarding the medal demonstrates our appreciation for your deeds and our gratitude for your contribution to the fight against human trafficking.

Thank you.
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