
Your Excellency, 
Distinguished Guests, 
Dear Friends, 
 
The Stockholm Human Rights Award connects to an old Swedish 
tradition of establishing major international awards in order to 
lure the world’s most brilliant minds to come here and inject 
festivitas into our dark and cold winter. For more than a hundred 
years, mid-winter Stockholm has been the setting for various 
prizes in many different disciplines. But only the Stockholm 
Human Rights Award highlights accomplishments in the area of 
the law. 

This year marks the second time for the Stockholm Human 
Rights Award. For those of you who were not here last year, let 
me just say that this prize was instituted in 2009 as a joint 
initiative by the International Bar Association, the Swedish Bar 
Association and the International Legal Assistance Consortium 
– ILAC. The Stockholm Human Rights Award will be given 
annually to an individual or an organisation for outstanding 
services to human rights and the rule of law. 
 

* * * 
 
It is not by coincidence that the first two recipients of the 
Stockholm Human Rights Award are from South Africa. Last year 
we had Richard Goldstone and this year we have the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights Ms Navi Pillay. 

If we were to nominate a World All Star team of international 
HR jurists, that team would probably have more members from 
South Africa than from any other nation. 

As a matter of fact, the system of apartheid, as a presumably 
unintended side-effect, produced an elite corps of exceptionally 
qualified human rights lawyers. 

SA under apartheid was – as far as authoritarian, undemocratic 
and repressive regimes go – unusual in the sense that at the same 
time as it was a highly unjust and brutal society, it was also, by 
and large, a legalistic society. 



Good lawyers could – and did – make a difference. This was 
certainly not the case in other, contemporary repressive regimes, 
like Chile or Argentina, or China or the Soviet Union. 

In Nelson Mandela’s autobiography “Long walk to Freedom” 
from 1994 he describes how he and his co-defendants in the so 
called Treason Trial in the early sixties were unexpectedly 
acquitted and released after a trial that had lasted for almost five 
years. Mandela writes that the acquittal was “largely as a result of 
a superior defence team and the fair-mindedness of these 
particular judges”. Mandela goes on to say: “The court system 
was perhaps the only place in South Africa, where an African 
could possibly receive a fair hearing and where the rule of law 
might still apply”. 

So, there was a narrow space for the use of the law as a tool in 
the SA liberation struggle – and there was a group of brave 
lawyers who honed their legal skills in using this narrow space in 
an amazingly effective way. 

Navi Pillay is very much a product of this extraordinary 
development and part of this group of eminent lawyers. She was 
the first woman to open a law firm in her home province of 
KwaZulu-Natal. In the 70s and 80s, she was very much on the 
legal frontlines – as a defence attorney for many members of 
ANC, the Unity Movement and the Black Consciousness 
Movement. For example, in 1973, Navi Pillay brought a 
successful case against the commanding officer of Robben Island 
Prison, which established certain fundamental rights on behalf of 
the political prisoners on Robben Island (among them the future 
president Nelson Mandela). 

The funding for this legal struggle came to a large degree from 
Sweden – through various secret channels. At the time of the 1994 
democratic elections in South Africa, Sweden had contributed 
some SEK 2.5 billion (approx. USD 360 million) to the South 
African liberation struggle. The Swedish government was actually 
the ANC’s main donor in the non-military field. I had the 
privilege of being part the transfer mechanism – by covertly 
channelling Swedish government money through my law firm – 
to finance the work of the anti-apartheid lawyers and to sustain 



the families of the political prisoners. By using the lawyer–client 
privilege we would destroy the scent for the SA police and others 
who tried to investigate the source of the money. It is interesting 
to note that under today’s international money laundering 
regulations, these money transfers would not have been possible. 

In the 90s, after the fall of apartheid – this group of top-notch 
activist lawyers was swiftly recruited into the new government 
under Nelson Mandela and appointed to top judicial positions. In 
1995, Navi Pillay was appointed a judge on the Supreme Court of 
SA – the first woman of colour to be elevated to the Bench. 
Subsequently several of these lawyers – including – and most 
prominently – Navi Pillay – went on to some of the very top 
positions on the international legal scene. Other names who 
deserve to be mentioned in this context are Richard Goldstone, 
Arthur Chaskalson, John Dugard and Alex Boraine, just to 
mention a few. 

Anne Ramberg will tell you more about Navi Pillay’s 
extraordinary career and accomplishments. I just wanted to draw 
attention to how the system of apartheid actually became a 
breeding-ground for some exceptional lawyers and how it 
prepared Navi Pillay for her outstanding legal career. 

In her own modest words: Speaking of her experience as the 
president of the International Criminal Tribunal of Rwanda – at 
the occasion of receiving an honorary doctorate by the Rhodes 
University in South Africa in 2005 – Navi Pillay said the 
following: 

“I thought that nothing I had learnt and experienced in South 
Africa had prepared me for the task ahead, until I heard the 
comments of my international colleagues: that I must have gained 
my strengths and learnt strategies in the trenches of South Africa. 
Of course there is truth in that. Our experience in South Africa has 
taught us to place high value on respect for human rights and 
justice for all.” 

Your Excellency – we are proud and honoured that you have 
agreed to receive the Stockholm Human Rights Award. 


