AUTHENTICATED
U.S. GOVERNMENT
INFORMATION

GPO

Mar. 17 / Administration of William |. Clinton, 1999

been made. By putting the Senate on record
as continuing to support negotiated reductions
in strategic nuclear arms, the bill reaffirms that
our missile defense policy must take into ac-
count our arms control objectives.

We are committed to meeting the growing
danger that outlaw nations will develop and de-
ploy long-range missiles that could deliver weap-
ons of mass destruction against us and our allies.
Next year we will, for the first time, determine
whether to deploy a limited national missile de-
fense against these threats, when we review the
results of flight tests and other developmental
efforts, consider cost estimates, and evaluate the
threat. In making our determination, we will

also review progress in achieving our arms con-
trol objectives, including negotiating any amend-
ments to the ABM Treaty that may be required
to accommodate a possible NMD deployment.
This week the Russian Duma took an encour-
aging step toward obtaining final approval of
START II. We want to move ahead on the
START III framework, which I negotiated with
President Yeltsin in 1997, to cut Russian and
U.S. arsenals 80 percent from cold war levels,
while maintaining the ABM Treaty as a corner-
stone of strategic stability. The changes made
in the NMD bill during Senate debate ensure
these crucial objectives will be fully taken into
account as we pursue our NMD program.

Statement on Proposed Patients’ Rights Legislation

March 17, 1999

Today the Congress is beginning its work on
patients’ rights legislation. This issue is critical
to assuring Americans high quality health care
in the 21st century, so I am pleased that we
are moving forward.

Unfortunately, the proposal by the Chairman
of the Senate Health, Education, Labor, and
Pensions Commiittee falls far short of the legisla-
tion the American people deserve. Because it
applies patients” rights only to those in self-in-
sured plans, this proposal leaves 120 million
Americans in insured and individual plans with-
out the guarantee of critical protections. Millions
of Americans should not be held hostage to the
hope that their State might pass legislation pro-
viding these protections. In fact, while States
have the authority to pass patient protections
for these plans, not one has enacted all of these
protections. That is why we need strong Federal
legislation to ensure that all health plans provide
patients these important rights.

Even for those it does cover, the Chairman’s
proposal leaves out many of the most funda-
mental protections. For example, it does not
have an adequate enforcement mechanism to
ensure that patients are compensated when they
are injured or die as a result of a health plan’s
decisions; it does not assure patients access to
specialists, such as oncologists or heart special-
ists; and it leaves our continuity of care protec-
tions. That is why every major patient, doctor,
and nurse advocacy organization has concluded
that this proposal is simply inadequate.

Today represents the first test of whether this
new Congress is serious about providing Ameri-
cans with a strong, enforceable Patients” Bill of
Rights to assure high quality health care. I urge
the Committee to do everything it can to pass
this test and give Americans the health care
protections they need.

Remarks on Presenting the Presidential Medal of Freedom to

George J. Mitchell
March 17, 1999

The President. Well, thank you very much.
I am very grateful for your warm reception.
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I take it you had a good time inside. [Laughter]
You not only put me out of the White House,
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you put all of yourselves out, too, because we
wanted to be here where we could sit as one,
to participate in this very important ceremony.

I thank you, Taoiseach, Celia. I thank all the
party leaders who are here: Mr. Trimble, Mr.
Mallon, John Hume, Gerry Adams, all the oth-
ers. I thank Mo Mowlam for her tireless work.
And the members of the Irish Government who
are here, I thank all of them.

Mo Mowlam has got a great sense of humor,
so I'm going to tell you a story she told me
upstairs, and I'll never live over it, I know. But
she said one night she spent the night here
with Hillary and me, and she got in rather late.
We stayed up rather later speaking. And then
she went to sleep, and something happened,
and she had to get on the phone early in the
morning, London time, which is in the middle
of the night our time. And the operator called
back and said that she was having trouble find-
ing Secretary Mowlam; she was in Mr. Lincoln’s
bedroom. [Laughter] She said it was quite obvi-
ous the operator did not know who Mr. Lincoln
was or that he had been deceased for quite
some time. [Laughter] But she at least felt that
she was in good company. [Laughter]

I would like to thank the members of our
administration who are here and the rather as-
tonishing number of Members of Congress who
are here. I'd like to ask all the Members of
the United States Congress who are here to
please stand, wherever you are. [Applause]
Thank you. Many have come with their spouses.
Congressman King came with about 15 mem-
bers of his family—[laughter]—represents about
5 percent of the total brood. [Laughter] We're
delighted to see them all.

I'd also like to say a special word of welcome
to Senator Mitchell and to Heather and to all
of George’s family and friends who are here.
As all of you know, in addition to the entertain-
ment, which we’ll talk about in a moment, our
primary purpose here is to give me the oppor-
tunity, in front of the Irish-American community
and so many of our friends from Ireland, north
and south, to present the Presidential Medal
of Freedom to Senator George Mitchell. [Ap-
plause] Thank you.

I really don’t know if this is going to mean
anything to George anymore; he’s gotten so
many honors lately. He can’t walk two blocks
down any street without someone throwing some
sort of trophy at him—[laughter]—Irish-Amer-
ican of the Year, Honorary Degree from Dub-

lin’s Trinity College. He even got an honorary
knighthood from the Queen of England. George
Lucas offered to give him “the Force”—[laugh-
ter]—but he said “the Force” was already with
him. [Laughter]

Few Americans have served with such distinc-
tion in so many different capacities: prosecutor,
judge, Senator, Presidential envoy, chair of
Northern Ireland’s historic peace talks. His, as
most of you know, is a great American story.
His father, born to Irish immigrants, adopted
by Lebanese immigrants; his mother herself
born in Lebanon. She worked a night shift at
a textile mill; his father cleaned the buildings
at Colby College. They stressed education and
hard work, and George supplemented his schol-
arships with jobs as a steward, dorm proctor,
construction worker, night watchman, truck driv-
er, and insurance adjustor. Now we all know
why he fought so hard for the working people
of our country. At one time or another, he did
everything that they do all day, every day.

I've heard George say on more than one occa-
sion that his favorite part of being a Federal
judge was administering the citizenship oath to
new American citizens. He said he was very
moved when one of them told him, “I came
here because in America, everybody has a
chance.”

Well, this son of immigrants has done his
dead-level-best to make sure that in our country
everybody does have a chance. And he replaced
a remarkable man, Senator Edmund Muskie, in
the Senate and in just 8 years became the ma-
jority leader.

In our time together, he pushed through cru-
cial laws that enabled us to turn around our
horrendous deficit, get our budget in order, and
start to grow our economy again, to give tax
breaks to working people, to broaden voter reg-
istration, to give 20 million people, now, access
to the family and medical leave law, to put
100,000 police on the street, protect religious
freedom, clean up the environment, stand up
for our veterans. That’s just a few of the things
that he did.

When he announced his retirement, it was
a bittersweet moment, for friends and colleagues
wished him well but also knew we would miss
him dearly in this town. And I devised a
scheme, the dimensions of which George would
only later appreciate. [Laughter] I think it is
the only time in our long relationship where
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I outsmarted him, instead of the other way
around. [Laughter]

I asked him to take a small, part-time commit-
ment as my special economic adviser to North-
ern Ireland. [Laughter] Then the British and
Irish Governments stepped in and asked him
to chair talks on disarmament and then on
bringing a comprehensive peace after a genera-
tion of bloodshed. The small, part-time commit-
ment became more all-consuming than being
Senate majority leader. I got even with him
for leaving me. [Laughter]

He drew up principles of nonviolence, aimed
at preventing further tragedies while the talks
proceeded. In building common ground among
longtime antagonists he was a patient listener
when he needed to be and a decisive leader
when he had to be. He earned the respect of
all parties for fairness, integrity, and judgment.
And he built the trust necessary to move toward
an agreement.

Through more than 100 trips across the Atlan-
tic—shall I say that again? Through more than
100 trips across the Atlantic, he continued to
press ahead in the cause of peace. Northern
Ireland learned what his sister and brothers
knew from endless nights of cribbage, what his
college basketball teammates saw from their te-
nacious starting guard, what his fellow legislators
learned on the Senate floor and on the tennis
court, and what I learned as his friend and
colleague: Don’t be fooled by the calm de-
meanor; this guy is a ferocious competitor, de-
termined to succeed.

During the course of this endeavor, George
and Heather’s son, Andrew, was born. George
thought of Andrew, and also of the 61 children
born in Northern Ireland on the same day. He
wanted to champion their future as well, to give
them the same chance for a good life he wanted
for his own son.

What motivated George brought to mind for
me a letter I read last summer at Omagh when,
together, we met with survivors of the bombing
there. It was sent to our then-Ambassador to
Ireland, Jean Kennedy Smith, who is also with
us tonight, and thank you, Jean. I want to read
this to you so you will understand from a per-
sonal point of view why I'm giving this medal
to George tonight and why I want every person
who is a part of this process to leave here to-
night determined to get over this last hurdle
and to remember that we do not have a day
to waste. Easter is coming again. Good Friday
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is coming again. We have to give an accounting
of ourselves. So remember this:

“Dear Ambassador, you may not know me.
You may not even get this letter. But after yes-
terday’s tragedy, I wanted to do something. I'm
29 years old, an Irishman to the very core of
my being. But throughout my life, there has
never been peace on this island. I never realized
how precious peace could be until my wife gave
birth to our daughter, Ashleen, 20 months ago.
We don’t want her to grow up in a society
that is constantly waiting for the next atrocity,
the next batch of young lives snuffed out by
hatred and fear.

“Ashleen’s name means ‘vision’ or ‘dream,
and we have a dream of what Ireland might
be like when she grows up. Ireland could be
a place where dreams would come true, where
people would achieve things never imagined be-
fore, where people would not be afraid of their
neighbors. We know America has done much
for Ireland and all we ask is that you keep
trying. Please keep Ireland in mind because
Ashleen and all Irish children need to be able
to dream.”

Well, my thanks go to the Taoiseach, to Prime
Minister Blair, to Mo Mowlam, the leaders of
the parties, our Government, but especially to
my good friend George Mitchell, who never
meant to sign on for quite the job he got but
who did it as an act of love and devotion.

George, thank you for your service to our
Nation. Thank you for your wisdom. Thank you
for being so tenacious. Thank you for your
friendship and for being a truly fine human
being.

Major Everhart, read the citation.

[At this point, Maj. Carlton D. Everhart, USAF,
Air Force Aide to the President, read the cita-
tion. The President then presented the medal,
and Mr. Mitchell made brief remarks.]

The President. Thank you, George, for your
service and your remarks tonight.

You know, when you stay in this work as
long as Senator Mitchell and I have, you're not
often moved by what other people in public
life say. And even sometimes when you're
moved, you doubt the ability of one person’s
words to move another. Tonight I think I can
speak for all of us when I say we were genuinely
moved by what George Mitchell said.

And T believe I can speak for all of us who
are not parties and will have no direct say, that
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we hope and pray that they were moved and
emboldened and redetermined by Senator
Mitchell's words. 1 will say what I have said
from the beginning: The United States will sup-
port all sides in Ireland that take honest steps
for peace. And I hope and believe that the nec-
essary steps can be taken before we pass another
Good Friday.

Thank you very much.

Now, enough of this really too serious stuff.
Now we're going to have Saint Patrick’s Day
fun. Let me begin by thanking the performers
who already have been entertaining you here
and in the White House. Let me mention them
all, and then I think we should give them a
round of applause: the Irish Fire band and danc-
ers from the O’Hare School of Irish Dance;
the Culkin School of Traditional Irish Dance
and The Next Generation Band; the harpists,
Ellen James and Michael O’Hanlan; the Prince
George’s County Police Pipe Band; and the U.S.
Marine Band Irish Ensemble. Thank you very
much. Hillary and I appreciate it. [Applause]

There is another great performance ahead:
Both Sides Now, music and spoken words cele-
brating the people of Northern Ireland. You will
hear the great music from our friends Phil
Coulter and James Galway, two of Ireland’s and
the world’s great musicians. Last December they
performed together in Oslo on a great day, the
day John Hume and David Trimble received
the Nobel Peace Prize. They are joined by some
familiar faces, Roma Downey and Aidan Quinn.
We thank them for being here. And you will
hear from the musicians of Different Drums
of Ireland, whose sounds represent a melding
of Ireland’s traditions.

Finally, you will hear from a truly beautiful
and remarkable young woman, Claire Gallagher.
She lost her sight in the terrible bombing at
Omagh, but she did not lose the vision and
strength of her spirit and soul. And her mission
for peace is powerful and clear. Claire came
here tonight with her parents, her siblings, her
teacher, and we are genuinely honored to have
her. Hillary was so moved by her before in
Northern Ireland, and I can’t say enough about
my respect for what she has done to carry on
with what will still be a genuinely remarkable
life.

I thank all of our performers in advance. And
again, I say I hope the music and the spirit
embodied by the Irish who are here will also
help to give us the strength and resolve to fulfill
the final promises of the Good Friday accord.

Thank you, and God bless you.

NoOTE: The President spoke at 8:45 p.m. in a pavil-
ion on the South Grounds at the White House.
In his remarks, he referred to Prime Minister
Bertie Ahern of Ireland; Celia Larkin, who accom-
panied Prime Minister Ahern; First Minister
David Trimble and Deputy First Minister Seamus
Mallon of the Northern Ireland Assembly; Social
Democratic and Labour Party leader John Hume;
Sinn Fein leader Gerry Adams; Queen Elizabeth
II, Prime Minister Tony Blair, and Secretary of
State for Northern Ireland Marjorie Mowlam of
the United Kingdom; “Star Wars” creator George
Lucas; and actors Roma Downey and Aidan
Quinn. The transcript released by the Office of
the Press Secretary also included the remarks of
Mr. Mitchell.

United States-Africa Ministerial Joint Communique

March 18, 1999

From March 15-18, 1999, the United States
hosted the first-ever meeting of African and
American Ministers to enhance the U.S.-Africa
partnership in order to foster greater economic
development, trade, investment, political reform,
and mutual economic growth in the 21Ist cen-
tury. The President, eight members of the Cabi-
net, and four agency heads met for the first
time with the African delegations. Eighty-three

Ministers from forty-six sub-Saharan African na-
tions, representatives from four North African
nations, and the heads of eight African regional
organizations participated in this historic and
successful meeting. African Ministers also met
with members of the U.S. Congress.

In an effort to consolidate and build upon
the significant progress achieved in Africa in
recent years, Ministers and senior U.S. officials
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