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Minister, Dr Zhang, friends and colleagues, it gives me great pleasure to speak to you today on the occasion of the 9th Annual Barry and Martin's Prizegiving. I add my warm congratulations to the deserving recipients of this year's Prize, Meng Lin of Ark of Love in You'an Hospital and Xiao Feng of Hebei Light of Love in Baoding.

I would like to speak briefly today about the UK's experience. Our story, as in every country, has been mixed. But we are proud of the progress we have made, in particular in the past 30 years. Today I would like to pick out some milestones in three areas, healthcare, legal protection and government policy, in the hope that this might show how quickly change can come about, and offer inspiration to you in your own work here in China.

In my first milestone, healthcare, the first major development I want to highlight was not in medical provision but in public awareness and information. The early 1980s saw an enormous public information campaign on HIV and AIDS in Britain. The Government funded a television advertising campaign. In 1987 the British Government delivered a leaflet on AIDS, with the London Lesbian and Gay Switchboard telephone number, to every household in the country. The switchboard phonelines overloaded with the response. This campaign was government-funded, and government-supported, at the very highest levels. This was both symbolically and practically important.

Practical healthcare provision has also developed dramatically in the past 20 years. HIV positive people can access surgical and dental treatment in the UK without obstacles. Confidential voluntary testing and counselling is well established. Hospitalisation and medication is free - not just ARVs, but treatment for all medical conditions, including opportunistic infections. This has been the result of a policy decision to fight stigma and discrimination, to ensure that HIV positives can access the treatment they need.

On my second milestone, legal protection for gay people, the changes have been more recent but no less far-reaching. In the past ten years, a combination of  rights advocacy, and changes in the attitudes of both the government and the general public, has started to pay off in the form of new legal protections. These have made a fundamental difference to the rights of gay people in their everyday lives - in their jobs, their families, their health, their financial security. 

Some changes have involved a lengthy process of whittling down barriers to equal treatment. There are many examples; I'll pick out just a few. In 1997, the new Labour government recognised the rights of same sex couples for immigration permits. In 1999, UK rail companies agreed to give same sex partners the same travel subsidies as heterosexual couples. In the same year, the House of Lords ruled that same sex partners should be treated as family and have the right to succeed a tenancy. And in 2003 the government repealed Section 28, a piece of legislation which had prevented schools from "promoting homosexuality", in order to tackle bullying in schools. 

In parallel with this gradual progress, we have seen once unimaginable changes which reflect a transformation in attitudes - even in the more moderate sections of society. This is especially true for family rights. In 2002, equal rights were granted to same-sex couples applying for adoption. In November 2004 the UK Civil Partnership Act was passed, giving same-sex couples the same rights and responsibilities as married heterosexual couples. The first civil unions were registered in December 2005. Civil unions are now well accepted by society, including its more conservative elements.

My third milestone, developments in British government policy, underpins these new legal protections. From the 1980s onward, we have seen a shift in the way Britain's government, and its departments, have approached protection for gay people. The Foreign and Commonwealth Office, the organisation for which I work, used to prohibit the employment of gay people. The British military did too. In December 2003 a new law, the Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Regulations, made it illegal to discriminate against lesbians, gay men and bisexuals in the workplace. This means that all employers, not just government departments, must protect the rights of gay employees - and in particular HIV-positive people.

That is our legal duty. But government policy has now moved on from our obligations to a more active approach. The Foreign and Commonwealth Office, like other government departments, has realised that the business case for actively seeking to attract a diverse workforce is compelling. We need to employ people from all parts of society, so that we can both represent the best of Britain, and benefit from the widest possible range of talent. We now actively recruit gay, lesbian and bisexual men and women, and ensure that they receive equal treatment.

I have spoken very briefly about the positive developments we have seen in the UK in healthcare, legal protections and British government policy. I've picked out highlights here and I don't want to give the impression that this has been a straightforward process. I want to emphasise that this progress has been delivered through the efforts of many committed individuals, groups and organisations, working with determination, and sometimes at great personal cost, over many years.

I said at the beginning of my speech that our story has been mixed. There is more to do. But we continue to fight in the UK against stigma and prejudice at all levels. 

I hope this story of progress will offer both inspiration and support for your own work in China, in which I also see much to celebrate. You are developing your own systems of healthcare and of social and legal protection which are appropriate to China's own challenges and circumstances. These won't look like the UK's, and nor should they. 

This year China has run an exceptional Olympics, and put Chinese people into space. I think this means that absolutely anything is within your grasp. So there is no doubt that you can win the fight against ignorance, stigma and prejudice, and offer legal and social protections for Chinese gay people, and people with HIV. You are already pushing forward progress. The achievements and commitment of this year's prizewinners is an excellent example. Once more, I congratulate Meng Lin and Xiao Feng, and I wish you continuing success in your work.
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