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Mr. President of the General Assembly, 

Mr. Secretary-General, 

Dear Friends: 

1. As a country profoundly committed to deepening the protection and 

promotion of all human rights, Portugal is honoured to pay tribute, here at the 

United Nations, to the work and legacy of late President Jorge Sampaio, who 

dedicated his life to the service of our common humanity by defending 

democratic values and principles, promoting intercultural dialogue, protecting 

the more vulnerable and advocating for global causes of social transformation 

in line with the purposes of the United Nations. 

Jorge Sampaio contributed to various of the main challenges that the 

international community currently faces: the fight against pandemics like 

tuberculosis, the promotion of a public health approach to the world drug 

problem, the advancement of intercultural and interreligious dialogue, and the 

protection of human rights, including the right to education. 

  



 

2. In the sixties, during the dictatorship in Portugal and while still a student, 

Jorge Sampaio became an activist in the struggle for democracy. Then, as a 

lawyer, he defended political prisoners. Soon he became a notorious political 

leader engaged in the democratic opposition and eventually, after the Carnation 

Revolution of 1974, he became a key figure in the democratic transition.  

Sampaio’s integrity, unwavering belief in social justice and commitment to 

public service led him to hold several political positions, as Secretary of State for 

Cooperation, member of the Parliament, Secretary-General of the Socialist 

Party and Opposition leader. Then, in 1989, he was elected Mayor of Lisbon 

and re-elected in 1993. Culminating his political career, he was elected twice as 

President of Portugal (1996-2006). 

  

3. In May 2006, Jorge Sampaio was appointed by Kofi Annan as the first UN 

Secretary-General’s Special Envoy to Stop Tuberculosis. His nomination was 

then extended by Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon every year until December 

2012. He worked towards building heightened awareness of tuberculosis as a 

leading cause of death at a time when around 5.000 people were dying of 

tuberculosis every day. Indeed, he succeeded at raising international visibility 

of the scale of the disease and its impact on the achievement of the Millennium 

Development Goals. 

Between 2006 and 2012, President Sampaio worked closely with the World 

Health Organization and the Stop Tuberculosis Partnership in order to 

implement the Global Plan to Stop Tuberculosis 2006-2015 that set out actions 

required to treat and cure 50 million tuberculosis patients and to save 14 million 

lives. His comprehensive vision shaped the fight against tuberculosis as a public 

health problem, a poverty-related disease and a human rights issue in close 

connection with the Millennium Development Goals agenda. Over his tenure, 

he promoted an integrated approach to tuberculosis control, connecting it with 

the treatment of other comorbidities such as HIV and, at the same time, 

encouraging policy-makers and health workers to move beyond silos. One of 



 

his most remarkable achievements was precisely the first HIV/Tuberculosis 

Global Leaders' Forum held on June 2008, here in New York, at the United 

Nations, that brought together Heads of Government, public health and business 

leaders, heads of UN agencies and activists. 

In April 2007, Ban Ki-moon appointed Jorge Sampaio as the first UN High 

Representative for the Alliance of Civilizations. The UN Secretary-General 

used then to say that Jorge Sampaio was the only one within the UN system 

to hold two different positions. 

As the UN High Representative for the Alliance of Civilizations from 2007 

to 2013, Jorge Sampaio promoted cultural diversity across the globe as a key 

driver for peace, prosperity and social cohesion. By providing a forum for 

dialogue and cooperation aimed at fighting hatred and violence, the Alliance 

of Civilizations mobilized concerted action aimed at improving cross-cultural 

understanding and cooperation among countries, peoples and communities. 

Sampaio’s vision for the Alliance was underpinned by the need to bring a 

multidisciplinary and multi-perspective approach to its four areas of 

intervention (education, media, migration and youth) combined with a multi-

layered action at local, national, regional and global levels. 

National Plans for Intercultural Dialogue and Cooperation were then 

developed by Member States of the Alliance in close connection with 

grassroots associations. Regional Strategies were also put in place, notably 

for South Eastern Europe, the Mediterranean World and Latin America. 

Furthermore, a number of consultation and decision-making constituencies 

were set up, such as the Group of Friends (high political level) and the Focal 

Points (working level) of the Alliance, who met on a regular basis. At the top, 

there were annual Global Forums of the Alliance bringing together all 

stakeholders. 

  



 

4. From 2012 onwards, Jorge Sampaio focused his efforts on two main areas 

of the global agenda which remained close to his heart along his life: higher 

education and drug policy. In 2012, he joined the Global Commission on Drug 

Policy and participated actively in advocacy actions to promote health-based 

approaches to drug use worldwide, as well as in the framework of the UN 

Drug Conventions fighting against a persistent punitive approach to drug use. 

In 2013, President Sampaio launched the Global Platform for Syrian Students, 

a multi-stakeholder initiative aimed at providing emergency scholarships to 

Syrian students that would allow them to resume their university studies. As 

a strong advocate of the right to education for all at all levels, and notably 

higher education in crisis situations, Jorge Sampaio was particularly aware of 

the role education can play to provide protection to students being persecuted 

or at risk, to contribute to their self-reliance and thus as a catalyst for 

socioeconomic recovery in warn-torn countries. 

As Jorge Sampaio once expressed: “Education is the most powerful driver for 

change. It enables individuals to transform their lives and it empowers 

communities. Without education there is no progress and our sense of 

humanity is harmed.” 

More recently the Global Platform for Syrian Students expanded its scope and 

enlarged the field of action in order to become a true catalyst for higher 

education in emergencies. So a Rapid Response Mechanism for Higher 

Education in Emergencies is being set up, in addition to the scholarship 

programs that are run since 2014. As of now, around 750 annual scholarships 

were awarded allowing around 320 Syrian youngsters and other students from 

conflict-affected societies, in forced mobility or at risk, to resume their studies 

and complete their graduation, at bachelor, master or PhD level. 

  

5. Jorge Sampaio’s global engagement was underpinned by his detailed 

knowledge of international affairs and his sophisticated political skills that 



 

allowed him to navigate the complexity of world politics. His work was 

streamlined by the following four key elements. First, a strong human rights-

based approach aimed at achieving equality and dignity for all, putting always 

people first. Second, the need to improve collaborative problem-solving, 

enhancing cooperation among organizations and stakeholders, and exploring 

synergies and partnerships to find solutions for common problems. Third, 

promoting evidence-based change in policy framework and strategies. Four, 

using dialogue and critical thinking to enhance trust and understanding among 

people and to solve conflicts. As President Sampaio wrote, and we chose for 

this session’s motto, “solidarity is not an option, it is a duty”: a moral duty, 

because we are equal in dignity and rights; a political obligation, because only 

together we can address and solve our problems.    

Portugal will continue supporting the scholarship program launched by Jorge 

Sampaio, assuring its continuation and striving for its expansion. We will also 

pursue international efforts towards the implementation of the Rapid 

Response Mechanism for Higher Education in Emergencies, and will 

continue working to integrate higher education opportunities into 

international humanitarian response. However, this should not be seen just as 

a Portuguese agenda. Sampaio’s extraordinary legacy and leadership by 

example will remain an inspiration for the United Nations in the promotion of 

a culture of peace, justice and human development, a spirit of tolerance and 

respect for all. 

Thank you.   

  

  

  

 


