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Ladies and gentlemen. Important guests. Vivienne and Kathleen. Other GAPA people. Gogos [grandmothers]!
I am a gogo [grandmother], like you! I am very honoured and proud to be an Honorary GAPA Gogo! I have two grandchildren: Robert is 9 and Rene, 6. My grandchildren are fortunate to have both their parents and all in the family are healthy. They do not to have AIDS in their house.

But, like you, I know what it means to have AIDS in the house. We at the University of Cape Town did the original study, or research, to learn about this problem: how gogos like you are coping; what problems they experience; and how they can be helped. The study was done in Gugulethu, Langa and Khayelitsha in the late 1990s.

What we found helped us to design a project that could help gogos like you – first in Khayelitsha. At that time gogos affected by AIDS were isolated; they did not want to talk about their problems; they had nowhere to turn for help and support. We ran the project for six months as a trial [intervention], to test the design, and Kathleen [Brodrick] managed it. We found the project worked: it was meeting gogos’ needs. 
At the end of the six months, Kathleen's temporary job with us came to an end and I encouraged her to find funding to continue the project, which she did. Later, I&J [a corporate] became an important partner and yet others came on board. And so GAPA was born; Kathleen helped to grow it from that time; and the rest is history!

I am immensely proud of GAPA and of all its members. It has been a source of enormous satisfaction to me over the 10 years watching GAPA develop, and grow from strength to strength. I have been here to visit many times, and have shared in the joy and pride of all that has been achieved. I have talked and written about GAPA’s success story to many, many people: in South Africa, Africa and elsewhere in the world.

A highlight for me was travelling to the Commonwealth Heads of Government Summit in Malta a few years ago, with Mama Alicia [Mrs Mdaka – a gogo]. It was her first aeroplane trip and first time out of the country. Ah, mama! There you were, dressed in a beautiful traditional Xhosa outfit. You impressed all these important people from all over the world with your personal story of what it is to be a gogo coping with AIDS. You told your story simply and honestly, without bitterness, anger or blame. Each of you gogos has a similar but unique story to tell, as was evident in the recent GAPA photo exhibition in Cape Town.

GAPA was the first NGO in the Western Cape – in South Africa – dedicated to supporting gogos affected by AIDS. The story of GAPA has since been heard all over the world. And the GAPA model has been replicated at many sites in this and other countries.

Moving on from 10 years ago: The problems grandmothers experienced then are still with us; but now gogos have support and they know they are not alone. They are helping themselves and helping others – which makes them strong and they feel good. 
But over the 10 years another problem has emerged: an increasing number of older people are now HIV positive, or have already developed AIDS. Now, it is no longer only some of gogos’ adult children and grandchildren who have AIDS; indeed, with increased awareness and anti-retroviral therapy (ART) more widely available, the rate of HIV infection in younger people and children is slowly dropping and infected people are surviving longer. But among older people, the rate of infection is increasing.

Many gogos, without knowing, may have been infected with the virus in their 40s and 50s, and the disease only manifests when they are in their 60s. Many may have no idea they carry the virus and they should certainly not feel they are at blame for being infected.

I say therefore: Gogos, come forward and be tested! With knowledge of your status, you have the power to do something, if infected. There will be no blame or shame. Indeed, ask to be tested. And if you are HIV positive, and it is indicated, insist you are given ART. There is no such thing as someone being too old for ART. If infected, and it is indicated, it is your right to be treated! 

Another thought or message for you today is this: This week, an important Africa-wide conference on human rights and older people is being held in Cape Town – as I speak, and I was there this morning. I say to you now: Stand up for your rights! Know your rights and exercise them! Stand up for yourself – but also together with other older people who are standing up. Organise yourselves in a group, a movement: like, Gogos Claiming Their Rights! Debate and identify older people’s rights among yourselves – here at GAPA. Then go out and represent yourselves, with other groups, as a united group, or movement: to the government, to society, in your communities, and in your family. 
Indeed, a global movement on the rights of older people is under way right now. The movement, made up of NGOs worldwide, is being co-ordinated at the United Nations (UN) in New York. The work being done there is fanning out to all countries, and governments and organisations everywhere are being made increasingly aware of older people’s rights. The movement is heading towards a call for a UN convention on the rights of older people, which will mean that states that subscribe to the convention will be obliged to enforce and adhere to it. I say to you: Be part of this global movement!

Learn all you can about your and all older people's rights – and then insist they are respected. Fight for them to be honoured! You must not lose out, ever. Claim your place and space. Insist on access to what you are entitled: as a pensioner, as a patient, as a consumer and as a citizen. Do not let others abuse, or exploit, or marginalise you, or show you disrespect. Be strong, and fight back, by knowing and demanding your rights.

By arming yourself with knowledge of your rights, you empower yourself and others like you! You will go a long way to protecting yourself against discrimination, exploitation, abuse, and so on. Being active about your rights will reduce a risk of your becoming a victim (of abuse, or denial of your rights). Together, gogos, go out there and claim your rights and what is your due!

With that: I conclude by saying I am delighted to be with you today, to celebrate this incredibly proud occasion.

My admiration for Vivienne, Kathleen, Althea and others here at GAPA, and you, gogos, is boundless!

Congratulations to GAPA and to all of you. Let us celebrate!

Dr Monica Ferreira
President

International Longevity Centre–South Africa

1

