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I would like, first of all, to thank President Chen for honouring us with his presence and, of course, the Taiwan Foundation for Democracy and its chairman, Mr. Wang, for choosing Reporters Without Borders for this human rights in Asia prize. I am happy to be here with you to express my appreciation to you and to briefly talk about the significance of our organisation’s struggle.

Reporters Without Borders has been fighting day after day for more than 20 years to defend press freedom all over the world. This freedom is still flouted in a third of the world’s countries. Journalists are threatened, imprisoned, tortured and killed. At this very moment, more than 140 journalists are in prison just for doing their job or criticising their government. More than 80 journalists were killed last year, almost half of them in Iraq. We must not forget that more than 130 journalists have lost their lives in Iraq since the start of the war there in March 2003.

Reporters Without Borders’ response is to intercede with the authorities responsible for these violations and to provide support to the journalists who are victims. We send lawyers when they are brought to trial, we support the families of imprisoned journalists, we supply protective equipment to freelancers working in war zones, and we provide material assistance to news media that are the victims of censorship or of war. Each year, we distribute more than 100 assistance grants. In 2006, we monitored and intervened in more than a thousand cases in which the rights of the press and of journalists had been violated.

The need is urgent. The situation is grave. This is why this gesture of appreciation for our work is important not only for us, of course, but also for those we defend.

Reporters Without Borders has received other prizes – prizes awarded by the European Parliament, the King of Spain and the US news media, for example – but the prize that you are giving us today has a special value for us, a special symbolic impact.

Why?  Because press freedom gets an especially rough ride in Asia. And because these violations of freedom of expression are defended – proclaimed almost – by too many regimes in the name of their national cultural characteristics.

Obviously, our histories are different, our cultures are different and none of these traditions is superior to any other. But this is no justification for censorship, imprisonment or repression. This does not justify throwing a man or a woman in prison because of what they think or write or because of the positions they take.

In Asia, Taiwan is an example – I would even say one of the best examples – of democracy, respect for press freedom, and a strong and independent press. Your country shows the way. I do not mean there are no problems – I will return to this in a moment – but they are the same problems that one finds in other democracies. Problems for which solutions are found, or will be found.

Taiwan is an example of democratisation in the Chinese area, at a time when everyone is wondering about the future of the People’s Republic of China, at a time when everyone’s concerns are focused on Beijing. We hear people, politicians and self-styled specialists explain that freedom is not compatible with Chinese culture, traditions and history, but Taiwan is the proof that all this is false.

Those who are blinded by the Chinese market, the euros and dollars that it can yield, should be reminded that more than 80 journalists and Internet users are currently being held by the Chinese authorities. And that, although the market has opened up in recent years, the press and the Internet are still kept under surveillance, are still controlled and cordoned off.

But new doors are opening in China. This very week, Reporters Without Borders conducted its first official visit to that country. It saw the start of a dialogue with a government that is, as you can imagine, eager to show goodwill towards the international community before the 2008 Olympic Games. For the first time, we were able to raise the issue of imprisoned journalists and Internet users in face-to-face talks with government and Communist Party officials. Promises were made to us. We will see if they are kept.

We must all seize the opportunity offered by the holding of the Olympic Games in Beijing and the Universal Exhibition in Shanghai to get people released and to obtain more freedom of expression - without making any concession to principles, but with a desire to obtain concrete results.

The countries of Asia are today facing a choice, a choice of system. They can continue, as many of them have, with authoritarian or even totalitarian regimes – I am thinking of the People’s Republic of China, obviously, but also of Vietnam, Laos, North Korea, Burma and Singapore, to cite just a few examples – or they can opt for democracy, pluralism and press freedom. Taiwan has chosen its camp. It is our camp too.

But as I said, this does not mean that democracies are above all criticism, that everything is perfect, that there are no problems. In Taiwan, as in other democracies, the authorities often get annoyed with the opposition press. They find it extreme, exaggerated and biased. It is true, the press is not always perfect, far from it. Journalists can be wrong. They are not above the law, any more than other citizens are. But they are indispensable. Their criticism is democracy’s oxygen. This is why they must be protected and respected. Even when their criticism seems unfair. This is the price of democracy.

They must be respected, I say, not only by the authorities of individual countries but also by the ruling bodies of the United Nations, because they should set an example. And this is not always the case.

Reporters Without Borders has always supported and will continue to support Taiwanese journalists who are excluded, repudiated even, by the United Nations system including the World Health Organisation. It is unacceptable that they are not allowed to hold jobs in these organisations. It is unacceptable. We will not accept it, not today nor tomorrow.

That is what I wanted to say to you. I thank you once again. Thanks to this prize, we are going to be able to talk louder and with more impact. In particular, thanks to you, we are going to launch a Chinese-language version of our website, in order to be able to provide more help to all those in the world who are in prison for the sole crime of having different views from the authorities in their countries.

The last time I came to your country was in 1989, just after the tragic Tiananmen Square events. Along with you, we were supporting the youth of China that wanted more freedom. Thank you for giving me the chance today to tell you that we have remained loyal to that struggle and to those values. My thanks to the Chairman, Vice-Chairman and President of the Taiwan Foundation for Democracy, and to the President of Taiwan, for telling us by means of this prize that this struggle is also your struggle.

I am proud and moved. On behalf of ourselves and on behalf of all those we defend.

Robert Ménard

