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INTRODUCTION

Out of its concern to affirm the European Community’s commitment to democracy, 
the European Parliament has always espoused the cause of protecting human rights 
and fundamental freedoms.

From the beginning of the 1970s, particularly following the Helsinki Final Act 
(1975), human rights issues were being raised with increasing frequency. Nonetheless, 
it was only after the first direct elections to the European Parliament, in 1979, that the 
development and defence of human rights and fundamental freedoms became one of 
the priorities of the new democratically elected assembly.

The Committee on Political Affairs, founded in 1984, was responsible for human 
rights problems in third countries1. In this work, the Committee was assisted by a 
Subcommittee on Human Rights, likewise set up in 1984. However, as from the first 
parliamentary term, the previous Committee on Political Affairs had already had a 
working group on human rights.

Believing that it was important to draw attention to human rights violations and to 
condemn them publicly, Parliament spoke out more and more frequently. Each year 
from the beginning of the 1980s, the Committee on Political Affairs drew up a report 
on human rights in the world and the development of a common policy on the subject. 
Moreover, the number of resolutions adopted in this field doubled between the first 
and the second parliamentary terms2: the plenary debates were long and animated. 
Parliament felt that there was an urgent need to respond to the alarming human rights 
situation around the world.

1 Rules of Procedure of the European Parliament, 4th edition, June 1987, p. 121. 
2 The archives contain 142 human rights resolutions adopted during the first parliamentary term, and 289 adopted during the 

second.
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CHAPTER I
The European Parliament and Andrei Sakharov

Andrei Dmitrievich Sakharov, a Soviet nuclear physicist and strong defender 
of democracy and human rights, was certainly one of the most important political 
dissidents in the former Soviet Union.

Mr Sakharov was a joint inventor of the Soviet hydrogen bomb, who was concerned 
about the consequences his work might have for humanity and became aware of the 
dangers inherent in the nuclear arms race. Therefore, in 1967, he wrote to the Soviet 
authorities asking them to accept the US proposal to abandon their antimissile defences, 
but these calls were ignored.

In 1968, Mr Sakharov wrote his essay Reflections on Progress, Peaceful Coexistence, and 
Intellectual Freedom. This text, in which he stressed that ‘intellectual freedom is essential 
to human society’, was disseminated clandestinely in the Soviet Union, as a samizdat 
publication.

In 1970, Mr Sakharov participated in the foundation of the Committee on Human 
Rights in the USSR.

The European Parliament followed Mr Sakharov’s life with interest from the 1970s 
onwards. When he was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1975, the European Parliament, 
which was very happy about this, welcomed the news at its plenary sitting of 13 
November 1975. In parallel, Parliament strongly condemned the refusal by the Soviet 
authorities to issue Mr Sakharov with a visa to enable him to travel to Oslo to receive 
the Nobel Prize in person.3

In 1979, Mr Sakharov was arrested by the Russian authorities and ordered to live in 
the city of Gorki4, 400 km from Moscow. Parliament responded immediately, adopting 
a resolution condemning the decision of the Soviet authorities and calling for an 
immediate end to the exile of the Sakharovs5.

The European Parliament was concerned about the health of Mr Sakharov and 
his wife throughout the period of their isolation. Following the publication of an 
official communiqué by Heinrich Böll, winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 
1972, concerning the deterioration in Mr Sakharov’s health, the European Parliament 
adopted a resolution calling on the Soviet Government to ‘lift immediately the exile 

3 Resolution of the European Parliament of 13 November 1975 on the award of the Nobel Peace Prize to Andrei Sakharov, OJ 
C 280, 8 December 1975, p. 42.

4 Now Nijni Novgorod.
5 Resolution of the European Parliament of 15 February 1980 on the arrest of the scientist Andrei Sakharov, OJ C 59, 10.3.1980, 

p. 55.
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imposed on Andrei Sakharov without any justification and in defiance of all principles 
of the rule of law and to give him back his freedom’6. In addition, during the May 1984 
part-session, having got wind of a hunger strike by Mr Sakharov, Parliament adopted 
a resolution reiterating its call for Mr Sakharov and his wife to be allowed to leave the 
Soviet Union7.

At its plenary sitting of 26 July 19848, the European Parliament debated a motion for 
a resolution on Andrei Sakharov. The text had been tabled by Mr Formigoni and others 
(PPE)9 and proposed, inter alia, that a seat be left vacant in the Chamber of the European 
Parliament for Andrei Sakharov and thus, symbolically, for all those, anywhere in the 
world, who suffered for their ideas. Finally, the resolution was adopted without this 
paragraph on the ‘empty seat’10.

6 Resolution of the European Parliament of 10 February 1983 concerning Andrei Sakharov, OJ C 68, 14.3.1983, p. 61.
7 Resolution of the European Parliament of 24 May 1984 on the situation of Andrei Sakharov and his wife, OJ C 172, 2.7.1984, 

p. 125.
8 European Parliament debates of 26 July 1984, No 2-315/109-114.
9 Motion for a resolution of the European Parliament of 24 July 1984 on leaving an empty seat in the Chamber of the European 

Parliament for Andrei Sakharov, PE2 AP PR B2-0379/84 0010.
10 Resolution of the European Parliament of 27 July 1984 on Andrei Sakharov, OJ C 239, 10.9.1984, p. 55. See also European 

Parliament debates of 26 July 1984, No 2-315/109-114.
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Andrei Sakharov, physicist and human rights defender, in 1989. Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Andrei_Sakharov_1989.jpg

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Andrei_Sakharov_1989.jpg
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CHAPTER II
The creation of the Sakharov Prize

1. The proposal by Mr Deniau and the parliamentary report (1984-1985)

During this debate of 26 July 1984, Jean-François Deniau spoke. This new French 
Member did not support the idea of an empty seat but, on behalf of the Liberal and 
Democratic Group (L)11, put forward an alternative idea. Taking up an idea which had 
in fact already been put forward by two of his Italian colleagues, Mr Gawronski and Mr 
Bettiza12, he said that he personally wished that Parliament should take the opportunity 
to create a European Parliament prize to be known as the ‘European Andrei Sakharov 
Prize of the European Parliament’. It would be awarded each year in relation to topics 
which corresponded precisely to the campaigns of Andrei Sakharov13.

In November 1984, Mr Deniau proposed, on behalf of his group (L), establishing 
‘the Sakharov Prize’ of the European Parliament to promote, in particular, freedom 
of debate and inquiry14. The proposed prize was to be awarded each year to a study 
or work dealing with one of the following topics: (i) the development of East-West 
relations in the light of the Helsinki Final Act15, (ii) protection of freedom of scientific 
inquiry, (iii) defence of human rights, (iv) government practices in the light of the letter 
of Constitutions16.

The European Parliament referred the text to the Committee on Political Affairs as 
the committee responsible and, for an opinion, to the Committee on Youth, Culture, 
Education, Information and Sport17. At its meeting of 19 December 1984, the Committee 
on Political Affairs decided to draft a report on the basis of this motion for a resolution18 
and, in January 1985, Mr Deniau was appointed rapporteur for it19. The Committee on 
Youth decided not to deliver an opinion.

The report proposed the conditions for the award of the prize. In order for the 
Sakharov Prize to become a genuine European symbol, the Committee on Political 
Affairs attached three prerequisites to it. Firstly, the idea was to recognise not a person 
but a work written about a specific subject. Secondly, the winner of the prize would have 
to be chosen by a two-thirds majority within the Committee on Political Affairs, and 

11 See annex II – political groups in the European Parliament since July 1984.
12 Jas Gawronski and Vincenzo Bettiza, Italian Members belonging to the Liberal and Democratic Group (L). It has not proved 

possible to find any trace of this original idea in the archives of the European Parliament. 
13 Speech by Mr Deniau, European Parliament debates of 26 July 1984, No 2-315/111-112.
14 Motion for a resolution tabled on behalf of the Liberal and Democratic Group on a ‘Sakharov Prize’, PE2 AP PR B2-0945/84.
15 Final Act of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe, Helsinki 1975. www.osce.org.
16 Motion for a resolution B2-0945/84.
17 Minutes of the sitting of 13 November 1984, OJ C 337, 17.12.1984, p. 13.
18 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 19 December 1984, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 POLI-19841219 0010.
19 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 23 January 1985, p. 8, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 POLI-19850123 0010.
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lastly, it should be the President of the European Parliament in person who presented 
the prize.

The Committee on Political Affairs adopted the motion for a resolution in its entirety 
on 31 October 1985 by 9 votes to 2 with 3 abstentions.20

On 12 December 1985, the rapporteur presented his explanatory statement orally 
in plenary. He stressed the importance of the creation of a specifically European prize 
devoted to the cause of freedom of thought and bearing the name of Andrei Sakharov. 
Mr Deniau took the view that the duty and responsibility of the freely elected European 
Parliament was to defend fundamental freedoms and to stress the strength of a human 
being, who had the choice as to whether to say yes or no.21

Why was the name Sakharov chosen? As Mr Deniau mentioned, both in the report 
and in his speech in plenary, Andrei Sakharov was a European citizen who was the 
personification of freedom of thought and expression and who had decided, because 
of his convictions and his conscience, to renounce all the material advantages and all 
the honours which were open to him. According to the rapporteur, the choice of a 
figure such as Sophocles, Erasmus or Montaigne – all illustrious examples of freedom 
of thought – would not convey as effectively the role and meaning of the work of the 
European Parliament.22

Some members of the Communist and Allies Group (COM) tabled amendments23 
seeking, in particular, to give the prize the name of Nelson Mandela to promote 
the defence of political freedoms and to help combat racism. During the debate, the 
Socialist Group (S), represented by Mr Saby, expressed itself in favour of the name of 
the Sakharov Prize, saying that it would not be right to oppose one struggle to another. 
To the socialists, the struggle for human rights was one and indivisible. On behalf of the 
PPE Group, Mr Habsburg said that Andrei Sakharov had become an important symbol 
of integrity and courage, being persecuted not only for his opinions but also because 
he was Jewish. Mr Verbeek, of the Rainbow Group (ARC), who opposed the resolution, 
considered that the prize should be genuinely open to all, be given an impartial name 
and be awarded by an independent jury.24

Only the amendment tabled by Mr Seefeld of the Socialist Group was adopted when 
the vote was taken in plenary. It inserted in the resolution the condition that a prize 
bearing the name of Mr Sakharov could only be created if Mr Sakharov himself agreed.25

On 13 December 1985, the European Parliament adopted the motion for a resolution 
in its entirety, by rollcall vote, by 94 votes to 31 with 15 abstentions26.

20 Report on behalf of the Committee on Political Affairs on the creation of a Sakharov Prize, p. 3, PE2 AP RP/POLI.1984 A2-
0137/85 0010.

21 European Parliament debates of 12 December 1985, No 2-333/281-282.
22 Report A2-0137/85, p. 5; European Parliament debates of 12 December 1985, No 2-333/281-282.
23 Amendments nos 1-8, PE2 AP RP/POLI.1984 A2-0137/85 0020. 
24 European Parliament debates of 12 December 1985, No 2-333/282.
25 Amendment no 9, PE2 AP RP/POLI.1984 A2-0137/85 0020.
26 OJ C 352, 31.12.1985, pp. 282, 304, 323.
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Jean-François Deniau, a French MEP between 1984 and 1986, originally suggested the creation of the Sakharov Prize. © European Union – EP
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2. The creation of the prize (1986-1988)

2.1. Development of the award procedure

On 26 February 1986, the Committee on Political Affairs held its first exchange of 
views on the award of the Sakharov Prize27.

At its meeting of 23 April 1986, the Political Affairs Committee appointed Jas 
Gawronski, of the LDR Group, rapporteur, to draw up a note on the procedure for 
awarding the Sakharov Prize. The note was to serve as a basis for discussion.28

Mr Gawronski’s note drew on the resolution adopted on 13 December 1985, which 
had stated that candidates must submit a study or work concerning one of the topics 
indicated. This meant that charity work and political activities were excluded. Among 
the proposed details, Mr Gawronski suggested that the works should be written in a 
Community language, preferably English or French, and by authors residing in one 
of the Member States. The Subcommittee on Human Rights would then select three 
works that it would submit to the Committee on Political Affairs, which, acting by a 
two-thirds majority, would make a recommendation to the President of the European 
Parliament. The prize, to be worth 1 000 ecus, and a collection of selected works by Mr 
Sakharov, would be presented to the prize-winner at a brief public ceremony at the 
European Parliament in Strasbourg or held by the Committee on Political Affairs in 
Brussels.29

In October 1986, a number of amendments were proposed by members of the 
Committee on Political Affairs (Mr Penders of the PPE group and Mr Gawronski 
himself) concerning, inter alia, the length of the work (approximately 10 000 words, 
and not more than 15 000), the amount of the prize (5 000 ecus) and the setting in which 
it was to be presented (a plenary sitting).30 During the meeting of the Committee on 
Political Affairs of 16 December 1986, the amended note was adopted unanimously, 
and on 19 January 1987, the Chair of the Committee on Political Affairs, Mr Formigoni, 
forwarded it to the President of the European Parliament31.

2.2. Agreement of Mr Sakharov

At the meeting of 4 February 1987, the Bureau discussed the action to be taken on the 
resolution concerning the creation of the Sakharov Prize and considered it desirable to 
make sure in advance that Mr Sakharov was in agreement32.

27 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 26 February 1986, p. 7, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 POLI-19860226 0020.
28 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 23 April 1986, p. 7, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 POLI-19860423 0010.
29 Notice to Members of 12 June 1986, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 SCDH-19860625 0050.
30 Amendments to the note on the ‘Sakharov Prize’, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 SCDH-19860625 0060.
31 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 16 December 1986, p. 4, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 POLI-19861216 0010. Letter of 

19 January 1987 from Mr Formigoni to Mr Pflimlin, President of the European Parliament, PE2 OD PV/BURE BURE-19870204 
0050.

32 Minutes of the Bureau of 4 February 1987, p. 4, PE2 OD PV/BURE BURE-19870204 0010.
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Lord Bethell, a former vice-chair of the Subcommittee on Human Rights (1984-
1986), immediately contacted Mr Sakharov, forwarding to him a message from the 
new President of the European Parliament, Lord Plumb. A favourable reply from 
Mr Sakharov in April 1987 approved the establishment of a prize bearing his name. 
Moreover, he supported the creation of the prize, stating that he considered it useful, 
‘since it will once again attract attention to the human rights problem and will encourage 
people who have made a contribution to this end’. Mr Sakharov also wished to be 
informed about the works by various proposed candidates.33

On 12 May 1987, having learned of Mr Sakharov’s favourable reply, the Bureau 
agreed in principle that the Sakharov Prize should be established. It also decided that 
the practical arrangements for the holding of the competition should be governed by 
rules to be adopted by the Bureau, on a proposal by the Committee on Political Affairs. 34

2.3. Development of the Statute of the Sakharov Prize

Following the meeting of the Committee on Political Affairs of 25 May 1987, the 
committee’s secretariat drew up a note outlining the main subjects raised during the 
discussion. The note stated that the term ‘work’ must be interpreted in the broadest 
possible sense, as referring to all the activity undertaken in the fields identified by the 
resolution of 13 December 1985. The prize could be awarded to organisations as well as 
to individuals.35 At the meeting of 23 June 1987 in Berlin36, the Committee on Political 
Affairs decided to instruct its Chair, Mr Ercini, to prepare a draft Statute for the award 
of the prize, which should be duly substantiated and legally well-founded. The draft 
would be submitted to the Committee on Political Affairs at its meeting in September 
in Copenhagen and then to the Bureau of the European Parliament.

However, the subject was not included in the agenda in Copenhagen. It was only 
on 24 November 1987 that discussion of the Sakharov Prize resumed within the 
Committee on Political Affairs37. On that occasion, the members received a document 
drawn up by Mr De Gucht, Chair of the Subcommittee on Human Rights, concerning 
the procedures for awarding the Sakharov Prize, and a draft Statute drawn up by the 
European Parliament’s Legal Service38. In his document, Mr De Gucht observed that 
it was vital to reach an agreement quickly so that the first Sakharov Prize could be 
awarded in 1988. In fact, according to Mr Gawronski’s proposal, the prize was already 
to be awarded for the first time in 1987. The committee decided, at its meeting of 24 
November 1987, to make 4 January 1988 the deadline for receipt of observations on 
these two documents.

33 Letter of 10 April 1987 from Mr Sakharov to Lord Bethell [English Translation], PE2 OD PV/BURE BURE-19870512 0140.
34 Minutes of the Bureau of 12 May 1987, p. 14, PE2 OD PV/BURE BURE-19870512 0010. 
35 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 25 May 1987, p. 3, and notice to the members of the Committee on Political 

Affairs of 26 May 1987, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 POLI-19870525 0010 and 0020.
36 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 23 June 1987, p. 5, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 POLI-19870623 0010.
37 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 24 November 1987, p. 7, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 POLI-19871124-PM 0010.
38 Notices to Members of the Committee on Political Affairs of 29 October 1987 (available only in Greek) and 11 November 1987, 

PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 POLI-19871124-PM 0050 and 0060.
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Amendments to the draft Statute were proposed by members of the Committee 
on Political Affairs and of the Subcommittee on Human Rights, and by the European 
Parliament’s human rights adviser. Suggestions were made with a view to a solution 
which would be broader and more flexible than in the document drafted by the Legal 
Service. Firstly, the prize should not be reserved solely for individuals or organisations 
based in Europe. No geographical restriction should be imposed, as limiting the prize 
to the EEC would be contrary to the aims of the resolution39. Secondly, it should be 
possible to select not only ‘written works’ but also notable activities or achievements 
in the field of human rights.

Other changes concerning the power of nomination, the selection procedure and 
the organisation of voting were made. It was proposed that only Members of the 
European Parliament should be permitted to propose candidates, but opinions differed 
as to the number of Members that should be required to nominate a candidate. The 
political group coordinators in the Committee on Political Affairs finally proposed that 
25 Members should be required, and this proposal was accepted. At its meeting of 
23 March, the Committee on Political Affairs decided to forward all these observations 
to the Legal Service so that it could draw up a draft definitive Statute, in accordance 
with the guidelines given to it by the Committee on Political Affairs. The text would 
then have to be forwarded to the bureau of the Committee on Political Affairs and 
finally sent to the President of the European Parliament.

The final draft Statute drawn up by the Legal Service was submitted on 20 April 
1988. On 18 May, following its adoption by the committee’s bureau, Mr Planas, Chair40 
of the Committee on Political Affairs, forwarded it to the President of the European 
Parliament. The President decided that the draft should be put to the enlarged Bureau 
for a final decision.41

On 2 June 198842, the enlarged Bureau decided to set up a working group43 to devise a 
procedure for awarding the prize. After having received information from the working 
group on the application of the Statute44, the enlarged Bureau adopted the Statute on 
6 July 1988 and decided that the deadline for proposing candidates for 1988 should be 
15 September 1988. However, a final important amendment was made to the Statute: 
the Committee on Political Affairs was to consider the candidacies and propose three 
candidates in alphabetical order, from among whom the enlarged Bureau would choose 
the final prize-winner.45

39 Notice to the members of the Committee on Political Affairs of 11 November 1987, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 POLI-19871124-PM 
0060.

40 Acting.
41 Letter of 18 May 1988 from Mr Planas, acting Chair of the Committee on Political Affairs, to Lord Plumb, PE2 P2 265/DHOM 

DHOM-1987-090 0030.
42 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 2 June 1988, p. 9, PE2 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19880602 0010.
43 Comprising the Vice-Presidents Mr Alber (PPE), Mr Barón Crespo (S) and Mr Musso (RDE).
44 Document of the Working Group on the Sakharov Prize of 16 June 1988, PE2 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19880706 0060.
45 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 6 July 1988, pp. 10-11, PE2 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19880706 0010.
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2.4. Run-up to the first award of the Sakharov Prize

On 3 March 1988, Lord Plumb, President of the European Parliament, wrote to 
Mr Sakharov to provide information about the procedure in progress: at the time, the 
Committee on Political Affairs was still drafting the Statute. This was to be sent to Mr 
Sakharov once it had been adopted. Lord Plumb expected the first prize to be awarded 
in December 1988 and therefore invited Mr Sakharov, if circumstances so permitted, to 
present the prize to the winner in person at a public ceremony in Strasbourg.46

In his letter of 7 July 1988 to Mr Ercini, Chair of the Committee on Political Affairs, 
Lord Plumb asked him to take all necessary steps to enable the prize to be presented 
for the first time in December 198847. On the same date, the secretariat of the Bureau 
informed Members of the European Parliament of the 15 September 1988 deadline, 
adding that every candidacy must have the support of at least 25 Members48.

46 Letter of 3 March 1988 from Lord Plumb to Mr Sakharov, PE2 P2 265/DHOM DHOM-1987-090 0030.
47 Letter of 7 July 1988 from Lord Plumb to Mr Ercini, PE2 P2 272/COMP POLI.1984-040 0090.
48 Notice to Members of 7 July 1988, PE2 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19880706 0220.
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CHAPTER III
The Statute of the Sakharov Prize

Between its first adoption, on 6 July 1988, and the substantial amendments to it 
adopted on 15 May 2003, the Statute of the Sakharov Prize remained virtually unaltered 
for 15 years. On 22 November 1989, the amount of the prize was raised from 5 000 to 
15 000 ecus, after which it remained unchanged for 10 years. On 30 July and 26 October 
1999, Elmar Brok, the new Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, wrote to Mrs 
Nicole Fontaine, the newly elected President of the European Parliament, to propose 
to the Conference of Presidents that the amount be revised, now that it had remained 
the same for a decade.49 At its meeting of 9 March 200050, the Conference of Presidents 
decided to recommend that the Bureau increase the amount of the prize to 50 000 euros, 
and on 7 September of the same year51 instructed the Secretary-General to increase it to 
50 000 euros with effect from the year 2000.

In addition, by letter of 26 June 200152, Mr Brok proposed several major amendments 
to the Statute of the Sakharov Prize. The aim of these was to ensure a large majority for 
the winner of the annual prize, underlining Parliament’s support for the cause. They 
also sought to update the text of the Statute in the light of current ‘political realities’.

The Conference of Presidents held over its consideration of these proposals until 
2002, and then until 200353. Finally, at its meeting of 15 May 200354, it adopted most of 
the amendments with immediate effect. However, the minimum number of Members 
required in support of a candidacy remained 25, rather than the 32 proposed. The 
amendments to point 7 concerning the procedure for voting in the Committee on 
Foreign Affairs were also rejected55.

The following table makes it possible to compare the original text of the Statute (first 
column) and the amended version of May 2003 (second column):

49 Letter of 30 July 1999 from Mr Brok, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy, to Mrs Fontaine, 
President of the European Parliament, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19991028 0025. Mr Brok observed that the sum of 50 000 
euros would be more compatible with the prestige and dignity of the prize, would compensate for the decline in its value due 
to inflation and maintain a certain comparability with prizes awarded by other bodies.

50 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 9 March 2000, p. 27, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20000309 0010.
51 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 7 September 2000, p. 25, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20000907 0010. See also the 

minutes of the Bureau of 2 October 2000, p. 7, PE5 OD PV/BURE BURE-20001002 0010.
52 Letter [of 26 June 2001] from Mr Brok to Mrs Fontaine, President of the European Parliament, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-

20010705 0080.
53 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 5 July 2001, p. 40, and 4 July 2002, p. 27, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20010705 0010 

and CPRG-20020704 0010.
54 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 15 May 2003, p. 30, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20030515 0010.
55 It was proposed that if a candidate received a two-thirds majority of the votes cast in the Committee on Foreign Affairs, only 

the name of that candidate should be forwarded to the Conference of Presidents. If none of the candidates secured a two-
thirds majority, the names of the three candidates who obtained the most votes would be forwarded to the Conference of 
Presidents (old procedure), PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20010705 0080.
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Statute of the Sakharov Prize for freedom 
of thought

Statute of the Sakharov Prize for freedom 
of thought

adopted on 6 July 1988 adopted on 15 May 2003

1.  A Sakharov Prize for freedom of thought 
(hereinafter called ‘the prize’) is hereby 
created. It shall be awarded each year by 
the European Parliament.

1. The European Parliament will annually 
award the Sakharov Prize for freedom of 
thought.

2.  The prize shall be awarded for a study or 
a work on one of the following topics:

–  the development of East-West relations in 
the context of the Helsinki Final Act and, 
in particular, the third ‘basket’ thereof on 
cooperation in humanitarian and other 
fields,

–  safeguarding the principle of free 
scientific inquiry,

–  the defence of human rights and respect 
for international law,

–  the practice of governments in relation to 
the letter of their constitutions.

Study or work may also be taken to mean 
any intellectual or artistic achievement 
not in written form.

The prize may also be awarded in 
recognition of work, activities or 
achievements in the sector described 
above.

2.  The prize is awarded for a particular 
achievement in one of the following 
fields:

–  defence of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms, particularly the right to free 
expression,

–  safeguarding the rights of minorities,
–  respect for international law,
–  development of democracy and 

implementation of the rule of law.

‘Achievement’ means any intellectual or 
artistic composition or active work in the 
above fields.

(deleted)

3.  The amount of the prize shall be 5 000 
ECU56. The study or work for which the 
prize is awarded may be published under 
the auspices of the European Parliament.

56 Increased to 15 000 ecus on 22 November 1989 and 50 000 euros on 7 September 2000.

3.  The prize is EUR 50 000. The European 
Parliament has the right to publish any 
work for which the prize is awarded.

4.  The prize may be awarded either to 
natural persons or to associations or 
organisations, regardless of whether or 
not they have legal personality.

The prize shall be awarded without 
regard to the nationality or domicile of 
the persons concerned.

4.  The prize may be awarded to 
natural persons or to associations or 
organisations, regardless of whether or 
not they have legal personality.

The nationality, place of residence or seat 
of the candidates is immaterial.
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6.  Applications must secure the support of 
at least 2557 Members, or a political group, 
of the European Parliament. Individual 
Members may support only one 
candidate. Each proposal must be signed 
and include supporting evidence.585960

57 The number of Members was raised to 37 on 14 June 2006 and 40 following the accession of Bulgaria and Romania [in 2007], 
see the minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 14 June 2006, pp. 24-25, and the Statute of the Sakharov Prize, PE 422.585/
BUR.

58 The changes made to the name of this committee: Committee on Political Affairs 1961-1992, Committee on Foreign Affairs 
and Security 1992-1994, Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy 1994-1999, Committee on Foreign Affairs, 
Human Rights, Common Security and Defence Policy 1999-2004, Committee on Foreign Affairs since 2004.

59 Since 1994, the Conference of Presidents.
60 Article 7 was amended on 14 June 2006: ‘Nominations which meet the formal criteria set out above shall be assessed in a 

joint meeting of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and the Committee on Development. Following that assessment, the two 
committees shall proceed jointly to an indicative vote producing a list of three candidates, in alphabetical order, from which 
the Conference of Presidents shall select one winner’, PE 422.585/BUR.

10.  The decision on the award of the prize 
shall be final.

10.  The decision on the prizewinner is final 
and may not be challenged in the courts.

5.  If a work or study is submitted in support 
of an application, it shall be written in one 
of the official languages of the European 
Community.

The work, activities or achievements 
referred to in Article 2, third 
subparagraph, must be described in 
sufficient detail to enable their accuracy 
to be established and verified beyond 
doubt.

5.  If a written work is submitted in support 
of an application, it must be in one of the 
official languages of the European Union.

An achievement within the terms of 
Article 2 must be substantiated and 
verifiable.

6.  Only personal applications shall be 
considered. In order to be considered, 
applications must secure the support 
of at least twenty-five Members of the 
European Parliament. 

7.  Applications which meet the criteria 
set out above shall be assessed within 
the Political Affairs Committee58. The 
committee may take the advice of Mr
Sakharov. Following that assessment, 
it shall propose three candidates, in 
alphabetical order, from which the 
enlarged Bureau59 shall select the final
winner.

8.  The prize shall be given to the winner 
by the President of Parliament at a public 
ceremony which shall be held during one 
of Parliament’s part-sessions.

9.  The procedures for awarding the 
prize shall be governed by internal 
implementing provisions, laid down by 
the Political Affairs Committee, which 
shall be communicated, on request, to any 
candidate.

7.  Applications which meet the criteria set 
out above shall be assessed within the 
Foreign Affairs Committee. Following 
that assessment, it shall propose three 
candidates, in alphabetical order, from 
which the Conference of Presidents shall 
select the final winner.60

8.  The President of Parliament will present 
the prize at a ceremony during a plenary 
session of Parliament.

9.  The procedures for the award of the 
prize shall be governed by internal 
implementing provisions to be laid down 
by the Committee on Foreign Affairs, 
Human Rights, Common Security and 
Defence Policy. Those provisions may be 
communicated to any candidate at his or 
her request.
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CHAPTER IV
The financing of the Sakharov Prize

In its resolution of 13 December 1985 on the creation of a Sakharov Prize61, the 
European Parliament declared ‘its readiness to provide the necessary funds from its 
own budget to finance the prize and the administration involved’.

In the initial years, the Sakharov Prize was paid for using the budget heading 
reserved for the financing of cultural initiatives of European interest, as proposed by 
the Bureau at its meeting of 4 February 198762. Since 1995, the remarks on the heading 
have indicated that it is primarily intended to finance the Sakharov Prize.63

The following little table shows how the budget headings covering expenditure 
associated with the Sakharov Prize have developed (the prize money itself, the travel 
and subsistence expenses of the winner and his family, the cost of the medal and other 
ancillary expenses).

Budget63 Item Heading

1988-1993 2942 Financing of cultural projects of European interest (under Other 
grants)

1994- 1996 2943 Financing of cultural projects of European interest, particularly 
the Sakharov Prize (under Cultural Projects)

1997-2005 2725 Financing of cultural projects of European interest, particularly 
the Sakharov Prize (under Organisation of seminars, symposia 
and cultural activities)

2006– 3245 Financing of cultural projects of European interest, particularly 
the Sakharov Prize (under Organisation of seminars, symposia 
and cultural activities)

61 Resolution of the European Parliament on the creation of a Sakharov Prize, OJ C 352, 31.12.1985, p. 304.
62 Minutes of the Bureau of 4 February 1987, p. 4, PE2 OD PV/BURE BURE-19870204 0010.
63 Cf. Parliament’s estimates of revenue and expenditure for the financial years 1988 to 2012.
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CHAPTER V
Thirty years of the Sakharov Prize

1. Annual procedure

In accordance with the Statute of the Sakharov Prize, the European Parliament
awards the Sakharov Prize each year. The annual procedure is as follows.

In June or July, the Conference of Presidents64 adopts the timetable proposed by the 
secretariat of the Bureau for the award of the Sakharov Prize. The timetable adopted 
is immediately communicated to Members. In general, the deadline for proposing 
candidates to the Committee on Foreign Affairs65 is in mid-September. Then the 
Committee on Foreign Affairs considers the candidacies in the second half of September 
or in October. After the vote in committee, a list of three names, placed in alphabetical 
order, is submitted to the Conference of Presidents. The latter chooses the final winner 
in October or November.

The award ceremony is held during the December part-session in Strasbourg. 
The President of the European Parliament presents the prize to the winner or his 
representative. The formal sitting is followed by a press conference attended by the 
winner and the President of the European Parliament.

64 The enlarged Bureau until 1994.
65 The Committee on Political Affairs until 1992.
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2. The winners of the Sakharov Prize over the years

1988

In 1988, seven candidates were proposed to the secretariat of the Committee on 
Political Affairs: Larisa Bogoraz, the International Human Rights Association, Nelson 
Mandela, Anatoly Marchenko, Nathan Sharansky, Mordechai Vanunu and Roald 
Zelichenok66.

At its meeting of 27 September 1988, having held a vote by secret ballot, the 
Committee on Political Affairs adopted a list of three candidates which it forwarded to 
the President, Lord Plumb67:

• Nelson Mandela, symbol of the struggle against apartheid, convicted of ‘treason’ 
and sentenced to life imprisonment. In 1988, he had been in prison for 25 years 
and had systematically refused to be released conditionally, as he believed that 
freedom was not something to be obtained by barter: only a free man could 
negotiate.

• Anatoly Marchenko, a Soviet dissident and member of the Moscow Helsinki 
Group (1975), who had spent more than 20 years in prison or internal exile and 
who had died in December 1986 at the age of 48, in Chistopol prison, as a result of 
a hunger strike. In his book My Testimony68, Mr Marchenko was the first person 
to report on the camps and prisons in the post-Stalin period.

• Roald Zelichenok, a Soviet refuznik and author of many scientific works whose 
life had become very difficult after applying for an emigration visa in 1978 and 
who had been arrested in 1985 for ‘slander’. He committed himself to pressurising 
the Soviet authorities to find a solution to the problems associated with the 
emigration of Jews.69

As the Statute of the Sakharov Prize stipulates, the Committee on Political Affairs 
may seek the opinion of Mr Sakharov on candidacies70. In an undated document71, in 
Russian, signed by Mr Sakharov and addressed to the Sakharov Prize Committee, the 
physicist proposed that the prize be awarded posthumously to Anatoly Marchenko72. 
Mr Sakharov stressed that the life and work of Mr Marchenko bore witness to the non-
violent struggle for justice and a search for transparent and complete truth.

At its meeting of 26 October 198873, the enlarged Bureau decided to award the prize 
jointly to Nelson Mandela and Anatoly Marchenko. It also reiterated its wish for the 
laureates to receive the prize at the December 1988 part-session. Unfortunately, however, 
66 Notice to the members of the Committee on Political Affairs of 19 September 1988, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 POLI-19880927 

0040.
67 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 27 September 1988, p. 5, PE2 AP PV/POLI.1984 POLI-19880927 0010; letter 

of 29 September 1988 from Mr Ercini, Chair of the Committee on Political Affairs, to Lord Plumb, President of the European 
Parliament, PE2 P2 272/COMP POLI.1984-040 0090.

68 My Testimony, New York: Dell Publishing, 1969.
69 Brief biographical note on the three candidates shortlisted by the Committee on Political Affairs with a view to the decision 

of the enlarged Bureau on the award of the Sakharov Prize for 1988, PE2 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19881026 0050.
70 Statute of the Sakharov Prize for freedom of thought, adopted by the enlarged Bureau on 6 July 1988, SG 04EV B1920/ACT-

MAN MAN-250 0010.
71 Undated letter from Mr Sakharov to the Sakharov Prize Committee, PE2 P2 272/COMP POLI.1984-040 0091.
72 Until 2011, Mr Marchenko was the only winner to be awarded the Sakharov Prize posthumously.
73 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 26 October 1988, p. 8, PE2 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19881026 0010.
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there was not enough time for this, as the process of contacting the prizewinners and 
their representatives would take several weeks74. Furthermore, neither the laureates’ 
representatives nor Mr and Mrs Sakharov were able to confirm that they could attend 
the December part-session.

On 1 December 1988, the enlarged Bureau decided, on a proposal from the President, 
Lord Plumb, that the full prize money would be awarded to both laureates75.

At its meeting of 18 January 198976, the enlarged Bureau noted Lord Plumb’s 
announcement that the Sakharov Prize would be presented to the laureates’ 
representatives at the February 1989 part-session. The minutes of the meeting of the 
enlarged Bureau of 27 January 198977 specified a date and time for the ceremony: 
15 February 1989 at 15.00.

Acting on a proposal from the Committee on Political Affairs, the President also 
invited Jean-François Deniau – the former MEP who had originally proposed the 
creation of the Sakharov Prize78 – to the ceremony. As the invitation did not reach him 
in time, Mr Deniau sent Lord Plumb a telegram79 stating how sorry he was that he 
would not be able to attend and thanking all his colleagues who had successfully put 
his initiative into practice.

At a formal sitting in Strasbourg on 15 February 1989, the inaugural Sakharov Prize 
– a gilded bronze medal, a commemorative scroll and a cheque for 5 000 ecus – was 
presented to members of the two laureates’ families. Mr Marchenko’s widow, Larisa 
Borgoraz – herself a human rights activist – received the prize on behalf of her husband. 
Their two sons also attended the ceremony. The prize awarded to Nelson Mandela – 
who at the time was incarcerated at Pollsmoor Prison – was presented to his 14-year-
old grandson, Mandla Mandela80.

The President of Parliament had of course invited Mr Sakharov, by means of an 
official invitation in writing and during the President’s visit to Moscow. Parliament 
was keen for Mr Sakharov to present the inaugural prize bearing his name to the 
laureates81. Mr Sakharov’s strenuous programme of engagements, however, including 
official meetings and an election campaign in Moscow, meant that he was unable to 
attend the inaugural award ceremony.

In his address at the formal sitting, the President of the European Parliament, Lord 
Plumb, stated that the inaugural award ceremony was ‘a most unusual event from 
74 See correspondence between the President’s Cabinet and the various addressees, PE2 P2 265/DHOM DHOM-1987-090 0010.
75 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 1 December 1988, p. 12, PE2 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19881201 0010.
76 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 18 January 1989, p. 3, PE2 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19890118 0010.
77 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 27 January 1989, p. 5, PE2 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19890127 0010.
78 Letter of 29 September 1988 from Mr Ercini, Chair of the Committee on Political Affairs, to Lord Plumb, President of the 

European Parliament, PE2 P2 272/COMP POLI.1984-040 0090. See also: minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 18 January 1989.
79 Telegram of 15 February 1989 from Mr Deniau to Lord Plumb, PE2 P2 265/DHOM DHOM-1987-090 0010. 
80 This was a deliberate move to show that the prize had been awarded to Nelson Mandela in a personal capacity, and not in his 

capacity as leader of his political movement.
81 Letter of 31 October 1988 from Lord Plumb, President of the European Parliament, to Mr Sakharov, PE2 P2 265/DHOM 

DHOM-1987-090 0010. The archives show that Lord Plumb visited Moscow in September 1988. He met Mr Sakharov and his 
wife, Elena Bonner, and personally handed them an invitation to the award ceremony. Letter of 1 September 1988 from Lord 
Bethell to Robert Ramsay, Head of the President’s Cabinet, PE2 P2 215/VISI VISI-19880906 0520. 
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Parliament’s point of view’. The President gave a brief summary of the history of the 
prize before moving on to describe the laureates and introduce their representatives. 
He expressed regret at the fact that Mr Sakharov was unable to attend the historic 
occasion, but stated that ‘[e]ven if he is not present he has conveyed his hope that he 
could be with us on a future occasion, perhaps as a fellow parliamentarian’.82

Nelson Mandela, who was released from prison in February 1990, came to address 
a formal sitting of the European Parliament on 13 June 1990. He outlined the political 
situation in South Africa and emphasised that his country had not yet undergone the 
‘profound and irreversible changes’ necessary to put an end to the apartheid system, 
and stated that the struggle had to continue. Mr Mandela thanked the European 
Parliament for having awarded him the Sakharov Prize in 1988, stating: ‘We take this 
as a challenge that we should remain true to the vision we all share of a world free of 
war and free of poverty and suffering. We take it as a challenge above all to have the 
courage to fight for justice and peace.’83

The Nobel Peace Prize 1993 was awarded jointly to Nelson Mandela and F.W. de 
Klerk.

In 1994, Nelson Mandela was elected President of South Africa for a five-year term.

82 European Parliament debates of 15 February 1989, No 2-374/152-153. In December 1986, Mr Sakharov was allowed to leave 
Gorki and returned to Moscow with his wife. In November 1988, he was at last authorised to make his first trip to the West 
– the US. In March 1989, he was elected to the Congress of People’s Deputies of the Soviet Union, the new parliament in 
Moscow. He died of a heart attack just nine months later, on 14 December 1989.

83 European Parliament debates of 13 June 1990, No 3-391/188-191.
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Letter from Andrei Sakharov, Laureate of the Nobel Peace Prize, to the Sakharov 
Prize Committee

Translation

Subject: Proposal

I hereby propose that the Sakharov Prize be posthumously awarded to 
Anatoly Tikhonovich Marchenko.

It was in Marchenko’s renowned book entitled ‘My Testimony’ that the camps 
and prisons of the post-Stalin period were discussed for the first time. The 
book helped to give rise to the human rights movement in the Soviet Union 
and endow it with a �rm moral belief in the non-violent struggle for justice 
and aspirations for the truth to be revealed in its entirety. The book led the 
repressive apparatus to unleash their wrath upon its author. The remainder of 
Marchenko’s life, until his tragic death in Chistopol prison, saw him pay dearly 
for his indefatigability and strong moral code. One of the charges levelled 
against Marchenko during his �nal conviction was that he had spoken out in my 
defence.

Marchenko’s heroic life and his works represent an enormous contribution to the 
causes of democracy, humanism and justice.

(Closing formula and signature)
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Letter from Andrei Sakharov, Laureate of the Nobel Peace Prize, to the Sakharov 
Prize Committee

Translation

Subject: Proposal

I hereby propose that the Sakharov Prize be posthumously awarded to 
Anatoly Tikhonovich Marchenko.

It was in Marchenko’s renowned book entitled ‘My Testimony’ that the camps 
and prisons of the post-and prisons of the postand prisons of the post Stalin period were discussed for the first time. The 
book helped to give rise to the human rights movement in the Soviet Union 
and endow it with a firm moral belief in the non-violent struggle for justice 
and aspirations for the truth to be revealed in its entirety. The book led the 
repressive apparatus to unleash their wrath upon its author. The remainder of 
Marchenko’s life, until his tragic death in Chistopol prison, saw him pay dearly 
for his indefatigability and strong moral code. One of the charges levelled 
against Marchenko during his final conviction was that he had spoken out in my 
defence.

Marchenko’s heroic life and his works represent an enormous contribution to the 
causes of democracy, humanism and justice.

(Closing formula and signature)
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1989

The third term of the directly-elected European Parliament began in 1989. On 
14 September 1989, the Secretary-General informed the House that the nomination 
deadline for the 1989 Sakharov Prize would be 6 October84.

Five nominations were made by MEPs and political groups in 198985:
• Doina Cornea, a teacher and leading light in the opposition movement during 

the Ceauşescu regime in Romania. Nominated by Alexander Langer and Maria 
Amélia Santos, on behalf of the Green Group, and Sir Christopher Prout, Lord 
Bethell and other members of the ED Group.

• Alexander Dubček, Czechoslovakian politician and father of the Prague Spring 
movement which began in 1968. Nominated by Jean Defraigne and António 
Capucho, on behalf of the LDR Group, and Luigi Alberto Colajanni, on behalf of 
a number of members of the GUE Group.

• Gyula Horn, the Hungarian politician and Foreign Minister who had called for 
Hungary’s borders to be opened in 1989. Nominated by Egon Klepsch, Giovanni 
Goria, Marcelino Oreja and Leo C. Tindemans, on behalf of the PPE Group, and 
Vincenzo Mattina, Wim van Velzen and other members of the S Group.

• Tadeusz Mazowiecki, who in 1989 was elected in Poland as head of the first 
non-communist government in a Warsaw Pact country. Nominated by Anne 
McIntosh and other members of the ED Group, and by members of the PPE, 
EDA and LDR groups.

• Chico Mendes, a Brazilian activist who fought to preserve the Amazon rainforest 
and the rights of the rubber tappers and indigenous peoples of the Amazon. He 
had been assassinated in 1988. Nominated by Luigi Alberto Colajanni, on behalf 
of the GUE Group.

The Committee on Political Affairs considered the nominations on 7 November 
198986. Four were declared admissible, those of Doina Cornea, Alexander Dubček, 
Gyula Horn and Tadeusz Mazowiecki87. Mr Goria, the Chair of the Committee on 
Political Affairs, informed Mr Barón Crespo, the President of Parliament, of the names 
of the three nominees selected by the Committee on Political Affairs88. The nominees 
with the highest number of votes were Doina Cornea, Alexander Dubček and Gyula 
Horn.

The Committee on Political Affairs decided not to ask Mr Sakharov for his opinion, 
but did call on President Barón Crespo to inform the three nominees that the committee 
had put forward89.

84 Notice to Members of 14 September 1989, PE3 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19890913 0220.
85 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 16 October 1989, p. 7, PE3 AP PV/POLI.1989 POLI-19891016 0010.
86 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 7 November 1989, p. 6, PE3 AP PV/POLI.1989 POLI-19891107 0010.
87 The nomination of Chico Mendes by the GUE Group was inadmissible since the same group of signatories had also nominated 

Alexander Dubček. 
88 Letter of 9 November 1989 from Mr Goria, Chair of the Committee on Political Affairs, to Mr Barón Crespo, President of 

Parliament, PE3 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19891122 0110.
89 Ibid.
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On the basis of the proposals by the Committee on Political Affairs, the enlarged 
Bureau decided at its meeting of 22 November 198990 to award that year’s Sakharov 
Prize to Alexander Dubček. At the same meeting, the enlarged Bureau also decided 
to increase the prize money to 15 000 ecus and to present the laureate with a large 
European Parliament gold medal.

The award ceremony for the 1989 Sakharov Prize was held on 17 January 1990, in 
the presence of Mr Dubček and his wife. Three people addressed the formal sitting: 
Parliament’s Secretary-General Enrico Vinci, who read out the text concerning the 
award of the prize, President Barón Crespo and the laureate, Alexander Dubček.

One important person was not at the ceremony, however. The man after whom the 
European Parliament’s Prize for Freedom of Thought was named had died the previous 
month in Moscow. Mr Sakharov had made it clear that he wished to attend the award 
ceremony, but because he was unsure whether he would be able to make it, he had 
prepared a message in advance. President Barón Crespo wound up his address by 
reading out the moving message that Mr Sakharov himself had written on 10 December 
1989, just four days before he died91.

Mr Dubček was awarded the Sakharov Prize at time of historic political change in 
Czechoslovakia. On 22 November 1989, the day the European Parliament had decided 
to award him the prize, Mr Dubček was still a citizen deprived of his human rights in his 
country. The Velvet Revolution was already under way, however, and just a few days 
later, on 28 November, the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia decided to relinquish 
its hold on political power in the country. At the end of December, Mr Dubček was 
elected President of the new Federal Assembly. Václav Havel was elected President of 
the Republic.

So when Mr Dubček addressed the European Parliament92 as the winner of the 1989 
Sakharov Prize, he was also speaking in his new capacity of president of his country’s 
parliament. His thoughts at this historic time were with the people of Czechoslovakia, 
who had taken their destiny into their own hands: ‘now, as I receive the Sakharov 
Prize, my thoughts are for those who have earned the right to the renewal and change 
currently taking place. Even during the most difficult moments of their history, the 
nations which make up my country have never ceased to feel that they are part of 
humanity’s great struggle for freedom.’ In the 20 years between the Prague Spring and 
the Velvet Revolution ‘the ideals of freedom, sovereignty and social justice remained 
alive’.

Mr Dubček had a busy schedule during his visit to the European Parliament93. He 
met the President of Parliament, Mr Barón Crespo, as well as the Commission President 

90 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 22 November 1989, p. 21, PE3 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19891122 0010.
91 Speech by Mr Barón Crespo, European Parliament debates of 17 January 1990, No 3-385/174-176. Mr Sakharov wrote: ‘I am 

convinced that the “breath of freedom” which the Czechs and Slovaks enjoyed when Dubček was their leader was a prologue 
to the peaceful revolutions now taking place in Eastern Europe and in Czechoslovakia itself. Again they are setting us an 
example! And again their enemies are afraid!’

92 Speech by Alexander Dubček, European Parliament debates of 17 January 1990, No 3-385/176-178.
93 INFO MEMO 2 of 11 January 1990, European Parliament, Directorate-General for Information and Public Relations, SG 04EV 

B1920/ACT-MAN MAN-250 0090.
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Jacques Delors and the President of the Council, Gerard Collins. Mr Dubček also visited 
the Council of Europe, attended a lunch with the European Parliament’s delegation for 
relations with the Federal Assembly of Czechoslovakia, and met the enlarged Bureau 
and the political affairs and external relations committees.

Mr Dubček died in November 1992 as a result of injuries he had sustained in a car 
accident. His death came just a few months before Slovakia regained its independence.
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1990

In 1990, five nominations were received before the deadline from political groups or 
MEPs94:

• Fang Li Zhi, Chinese astrophysicist, nominated by Luigi Alberto Colajanni 
on behalf of the GUE Group, for his activism in defence of human rights and 
freedom of opinion and expression in China following the events of June 1989 in 
Tiananmen Square.

• László Tőkés, a bishop of Hungarian ethnicity of the Reformed Church of 
Romania, nominated by Egon Klepsch on behalf of the PPE Group, for his efforts 
to uphold the human rights of the Hungarian minority in Transylvania and to 
establish democracy.

• Ibrahim Rugova, Kosovar writer and a founding member of the Democratic 
League of Kosovo, nominated by Alexander Langer on behalf of the Green 
Group, for his work in favour of democracy and human rights in Yugoslavia.

• The Catholic University of El Salvador, or the rector of the University, nominated 
by Rosaria (Rosy) Bindi and other members of the PPE Group, for efforts in 
favour of peace, national reconciliation and human rights.

• Aung San Suu Kyi, symbol of non-violent opposition to the military regime and 
leader of the movement for human rights and democracy in Burma, nominated 
by Mechthild von Alemann, on behalf of the LDR Group.

At its meeting of 17 December 199095, the Committee on Political Affairs considered 
the nominations put forward by political groups and MEPs. Three nominations which 
had been received after the deadline were not accepted: those of Adam Demaçi, who 
had been nominated by Mr Vandemeulebroucke on behalf of the ARC Group, and 
Chico Mendes and Aziz Nesin, who had been nominated by Mr Ephremidis, on behalf 
of the Left Unity (CG) Group. The latter two nominations were also rejected on the 
grounds that they were put forward by the same signatories.

The Committee on Political Affairs submitted the names of the three candidates 
that had obtained the most votes to the Bureau: László Tőkés (15 votes), Fang Li Zhi 
(9 votes) and Aung San Suu Kyi (9 votes)96.

On 22 January 199197, the enlarged Bureau decided to award the 1990 Sakharov Prize 
to Aung San Suu Kyi.

On 30 May 199198, the President of the European Parliament informed the enlarged 
Bureau that it was by no means certain that Aung San Suu Kyi had received the 
letter informing her that she had been awarded the Sakharov Prize. The President of 
Parliament had in fact sent a number of letters to the Burmese authorities, but they 

94 Notice to the members of the Committee on Political Affairs of 19 October 1990, PE3 AP PV/POLI.1989 POLI-199001217 0020.
95 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 17 December 1990, p. 3, PE3 AP PV/POLI.1989 POLI-19901217 0010.
96 Letter of 19 December 1990 from Mr Crampton, acting Chair of the Committee on Political Affairs, to Mr Barón Crespo, 

President of Parliament, PE3 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19910122 0030.
97 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 22 January 1991, p. 6, PE3 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19910122 0010.
98 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 30 May 1991, p. 5, PE3 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19910530 0010.

58

30 YEARS OF THE SAKHAROV PRIZE: THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT UPHOLDING FREEDOM OF THOUGHT



refused to cooperate in any way99. The President pointed out that he was nevertheless 
determined to continue his efforts to secure the release of Aung San Suu Kyi from 
house arrest.

On a proposal from the President, the enlarged Bureau unanimously decided to 
present the prize to one of Aung San Suu Kyi’s close relatives100.

In line with the wishes of the laureate’s family101, the Sakharov Prize was presented 
to Kim Aris, Aung San Suu Kyi’s younger son, at a formal sitting held on 10 July 1991, 
in the presence of his father and Aung San Suu Kyi’s husband, Michael Aris.

In his address, President Barón Crespo emphasised a number of the impressive 
aspects of Aung San Suu Kyi’s personality. The daughter of an assassinated national 
hero, her loyalty to her people and her commitment to the basic values of democracy 
and human rights are key features of her life. Instead of choosing to live with her family 
outside her country, she devotes her life to the struggle for freedom and democracy 
in Burma. She is deeply committed to non-violence and, under terrible pressure, has 
learned to live without fear.102

The Sakharov Prize was awarded to Aung San Suu Kyi in 1990, the year in which 
her party, the National League for Democracy, scored a resounding victory in the 
elections in Burma. The party was not able to take power in the country, however, 
which remained in the hands of the military junta.

On 14 May 1992, Aung San Suu Kyi wrote to Mr Klepsch, President of the European 
Parliament103, thanking the European Parliament for awarding her the Sakharov Prize 
and expressing her belief that all the honours bestowed upon her were honours for the 
people of her country. The prize money was donated to the Burmese fund for health 
and education.

Over the years, various presidents of Parliament tried to invite Aung San Suu Kyi to 
the European Parliament during her rare periods of freedom to receive the Sakharov 
Prize in person104.

Finally, in June 2012, she was allowed to visit Oslo to receive the Nobel Peace Prize, 
which she had been awarded in 1991.

99 European Parliament debates of 10 July 1991, No 3-407/195-196. 
100 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 30 May 1991, p. 5, PE3 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19910530 0010.
101 Letter of 11 June 1991 from Mr Barón Crespo, President of Parliament, to Mr Aris, SG 04EV B1920/ACT-MAN MAN-250 0080.
102 European Parliament debates of 10 July 1991, No 3-407/195-196.
103 Letter of 14 May 1992 from Aung San Suu Kyi to Mr Klepsch, President of the European Parliament, PE3 AP RP/POLI.1992 

A3-0056/93 0570.
104 See for example the letter of 20 September 1995 from Mr Hänsch to Aung San Suu Kyi, PE4 P1 C40/MEMB ESPA-1994-070 

0110, and the letter of 22 April 2003 from Mr Cox to Aung San Suu Kyi, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20030605 0240.
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1990 Sakharov Prize poster. © European Union, 1990 – EP
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1991

A week after the Sakharov Prize ceremony for Aung San Suu Kyi, the enlarged 
Bureau set a deadline of 30 September for the submission of nominations for the 1991 
prize105.

Seven nominations were put forward by political groups or Members106:
• Adem Demaçi, Kosovo Albanian writer and Chairman of the Kosovar Human 

Rights Council, nominated by the PPE, LDR, Green and ARC groups, and by 
Alexander Langer (Green) and others. Mr Demaçi spent 28 years in prison for his 
untiring efforts to defend the rights of Albanians in Kosovo and to reconcile the 
rights of Albanians with those of other ethnic minorities in Kosovo.

• Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin, nominated jointly by the GUE/NGL Group 
for their work in bringing democracy to the Soviet Union.

• Nancy Gracey, the co-founder of the organisation FAIT – Families against 
Intimidation and Terrorism in Northern Ireland, nominated by the CG Group 
for her work against paramilitary violence.

• Eduard Shevardnadze, the Soviet foreign minister, nominated by the LDR 
Group107.

• Laszló Tökés, the bishop from Transylvania (Romania), nominated by the PPE 
Group for his vital contribution to change in Romania and his work to safeguard 
minority rights.

• Terry Waite, the adviser to the Catholic Church in Britain and negotiator for the 
release of hostages in Libya, who was himself held hostage for several years in 
Lebanon, nominated by the Socialist Group.

• Wei Jingsheng, the editor of the journal ‘Explorations’, who had been imprisoned 
in China since 1979 on account of his work to promote human rights in that 
country, nominated by the DE Group.

At its meeting on 6 November 1991108, the Committee on Political Affairs voted on 
the award of the 1991 Sakharov Prize. The following nominees received the most votes: 
Adem Demaçi (7 votes), Laszló Tökés (12 votes) and Terry Waite (14 votes).

Following a vote by secret ballot, the enlarged Bureau109 decided to award the 1991 
Sakharov Prize to Adem Demaçi, who received 9 of the 17 votes cast, as against 8 for 
Terry Waite.

For the first time, the award ceremony for the Sakharov Prize was held during the 
December part-session. This scheduling, which had been discussed several times since 
the early exchanges of views on the introduction of the prize, subsequently became the 
tradition.

105 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 18 July 1991, p. 14, PE3 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19910718 0010.
106 Notice to the members of the Committee on Political Affairs of 8 October 1991, PE3 AP PV/POLI.1989 POLI-19911014 0020.
107 No arguments provided in support of this nomination.
108 Minutes of the Committee on Political Affairs of 6 November 1991, p. 5, PE3 AP PV/POLI.1989 POLI-19911106 0010. The 

nominations of Mrs Gracey and Mr Shevardnadze are not recorded in the minutes.
109 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 21 November 1991, p. 5, PE3 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19911121 0010.
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In his speech, Mr Barón Crespo paid tribute to ‘the integrity of a man who for 
over three decades’ had ‘opposed an authoritarian and intolerant regime’ and who 
had served a long prison sentence for political reasons. Mr Demaçi gave his speech in 
Albanian and, as was noted by the President, this was the first time that a speech had 
been made in that ancient language in the European Parliament.110

Mr Demaçi began by emphasising the importance of free speech as the first step 
towards democracy, saying that ‘without freedom of speech there is no dialogue, 
without dialogue truth cannot be found, and without truth progress is impossible’. He 
described the very difficult living conditions that existed, among places, in Kosovo, 
which had ‘become an immense prison where Albanians lack even minimal security’ 
and in Croatia, despite the Hague Peace Conference on Yugoslavia. In the name of all 
the young people killed in the wars in Yugoslavia and ‘in the name of mothers and 
fathers, not just Albanians, but also Serbs and Montenegrins, Croats and Bosnians, 
Hungarians and Macedonians’, he wished to convey a message of peace and unity 
among peoples.111

110 Speech by Mr Barón Crespo, European Parliament debates of 10 December 1991, No 3-412/83-84.
111 Speech by Mr Demaçi, European Parliament debates of 10 December 1991, No 3-412/84-85.
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1992

Six nominations were made in 1992 by political groups or MEPs112:
• The Cuban Committee for Human Rights (CCHR), nominated by Carlos Robles 

Piquer (PPE) and others.
• Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino, the two Italian judges murdered by 

the Mafia, who had become symbols in the fight against that organisation. The 
nominations for a posthumous award of the prize were made by the GUE Group, 
Cristiana Muscardini (NI) and others.

• Alija Izetbegovic, the first President of Bosnia-Herzegovina, who had striven to 
resolve the crisis in Yugoslavia by democratic means. Nominated by the PPE 
Group.

• The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, the group of Argentinian women who had 
in 1977 started an ethical peaceful protest movement against the military 
dictatorship at the site at which their children were imprisoned, and who were 
committed to education for peace. Nominated by the Socialist and CG Groups.

• Rigoberta Menchu, the native K’iche’ woman from Guatemala and defender of 
the rights of indigenous peoples. Nominated by the Green Group on the occasion 
of the United Nations Year of Indigenous Peoples.

• María Elena Cruz Varela, the Cuban writer who had founded the ‘Criterio 
Alternativo’ group, whose aim was to promote the defence of democratic and 
human rights. Nominated by the LDR Group.

Parliament received many letters from the public in support of Las Madres de la 
Plaza de Mayo113.

In the vote held at the meeting of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy114, Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo received the most votes (19). Mr Izetbegovic 
and Ms Cruz Varela each received 9 votes. The names of these three nominees were 
forwarded to the expanded Bureau115.

At its meeting of 19 November 1992116, the expanded Bureau decided to award the 
1992 Sakharov Prize to Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo.

The award ceremony was held on 17 December 1992 in Strasbourg, with the prize 
being presented to Mrs Hebe Pastor de Bonafini, the President of Las Madres de la 
Plaza de Mayo. The ceremony was also attended by Mrs Cerruti and Mrs Ramirez 
Abella, the Vice-Presidents of the movement, and by Mrs d’Alessandro, President of 
the group ‘Solidarity with the mothers of the Plaza de Mayo’ (Solma).

112 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and Security Policy of 17 September 1992, PE3 AP PV/POLI.1992 
POLI-19921105 0020 (the Committee on Political Affairs was renamed the Committee on Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
in 1992).

113 Letters – see SG 04EV B1920/ACT-MAN MAN-250 0060.
114 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and Security Policy of 5 November 1992, p. 4, PE3 AP PV/POLI.1992 POLI-

19921105 0010. 
115 Letter of 9 November 1992 from Mr Barón Crespo, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, to Mr 

Klepsch, President of the European Parliament, PE3 P2 272/COMP POLI.1992-050 0130.
116 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 19 November 1992, p. 6, PE3 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19921119 0010.
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In his speech at the ceremony, President Klepsch emphasised the courage of the 
mothers who, for 15 years, had stood up to their oppressors, and every Thursday had 
demonstrated on the Plaza de Mayo with white handkerchiefs in their hands on which 
are written the names of their relatives who had disappeared. The President noted that 
the commitment shown by these mothers was not just about defending the human 
rights of their relatives, but also those of people throughout the world.117

Mrs de Bonafini thanked the European Parliament for awarding them the Sakharov 
Prize, which they accepted on behalf of their children ‘who were the first to struggle for 
freedom’, saying that they also wished to share it with all their support groups. They 
also wanted to share the prize with mothers who had disappeared while looking for 
their children. Mrs de Bonafini spoke of their peaceful struggle against death and for 
life, and said that the Sakharov Prize reinforced their beliefs and that in accepting it 
they were making a commitment to continuing the struggle.118

117 Speech by President Klepsch, European Parliament debates of 17 December 1992, No 3-425/298.
118 Speech by Mrs de Bonafini, European Parliament debates of 17 December 1992, No 3-425/298-300.
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Hebe Pastor de Bonafini delivering her acceptance speech on behalf of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo. © European Union, 1992 – EP



1993

Six nominations were made in 1993 by the political groups or MEPs119:
• Xanana Gusmão, the leader of the resistance to the illegal occupation of East Timor 

by Indonesia, who had been sentenced to life imprisonment by the Indonesian 
authorities. Nominated by Yves Galland on behalf of the LDR Group, by the East 
Timor Intergroup and by António Coimbra and Josep Verde i Aldea (PSE) and 
others.

• Cedric Mayson, the human rights defender and supporter of a free and democratic 
South Africa. Nominated by Terence Wynn (PSE) and others.

• Volmer do Nascimento, the Brazilian political activist and defender of social 
rights in the field of protecting street children. Nominated by the Green Group.

• Oslobođenje, the Sarajevo newspaper and its team of Muslim, Croat and Serb 
journalists, representing the free and multi-ethnic press in a country at war and 
deeply divided. Nominated by Ferruccio Pisoni, on behalf of the PPE Group, by 
Alexander Langer (V) and others, and by Eisso P. Woltjer (PSE) and others.

• Gendun Rinchen, the Tibetan human rights activist who had been imprisoned 
in Lhasa by the Chinese authorities in 1993 while gathering testimonies on 
human rights violations in Tibet to forward to European Community diplomats. 
Nominated by Michel Hervé (PSE) and others. The nomination was also 
supported by Mrs Bonner, the widow of Andrei Sakharov.

• Salman Rushdie, the Indian author. Nominated by Michael N. Elliott (PSE) and 
others.

In the vote held at the meeting of the Committee on Foreign Affairs120, the newspaper 
Oslobođenje received 22 votes, Mr Xanana Gusmão 8 votes and Mr Gendun Rinchen 
7 votes. The enlarged Bureau was notified of the outcome of the vote121.

At its meeting on 13 October 1993122, the enlarged Bureau decided to award the 1993 
Sakharov Prize to the newspaper Oslobođenje.

The award ceremony was held on 14 December 1993 on the fourth anniversary of 
the death of Andrei Sakharov. Mrs Elena Bonner attended the ceremony, and in a short 
speech President Klepsch paid tribute to her personal courage and commitment to 
freedom, democracy and human rights123.

The 1993 Sakharov Prize was presented to Mr Zlatko Dizdarević, representative 
of the newspaper Oslobođenje. In the words of President Klepsch, the prize was 
awarded to the newspaper for its active commitment to the free expression of opinion. 

119 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and Security Policy of 15 September 1993, PE3 AP PV/POLI.1992 
POLI-19931006 0020.

120 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and Security Policy of 6 October 1993, p. 6, PE3 AP PV/POLI.1992 POLI-19931006 
0010. 

121 Letter of 7 October 1993 from Mr Barón Crespo, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, to Mr Klepsch, 
President of the European Parliament, PE3 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19931013 0020.

122 Minutes of the enlarged Bureau of 13 October 1993, p. 12, PE3 OD PV/BURE BUEL-19931013 0010.
123 Speech by President Klepsch, European Parliament debates of 14 December 1993, No 3-440/100.
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Oslobođenje had become a symbol of tolerance and multi-ethnic cooperation and of 
freedom of expression and of the press.

The newspaper was awarded the Sakharov Prize in the 50th year of its existence. 
During the war it had continued to appear every day, despite its offices being in 
permanent danger and lacking material resources.

Mr Dizdarević emphasised that all the work which had been done for Oslobođenje 
had been ‘aimed at defending and preserving a Bosnia-Herzegovina that is multi-ethnic, 
multinational, cosmopolitan and tolerant’. He added that it was continuing to fight to 
prevent the partition of its peoples, which its staff was doing ‘as Sarajevans, Bosnians 
and Herzegovinians, as individuals whose past is one of a communal life, with all its 
wealth of variety and diversity’.124

124 Speech by Mr Dizdarević, European Parliament debates of 14 December 1993, No 3-440/100-101.
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1993 Sakharov Prize poster. © European Union, 1993 – EP



1994

Six nominations were made in 1994 by political groups and MEPs125:
• Sebastian Arcor Bergnes, the Vice-President of the Cuban Committee for Human 

Rights (CCHR), who had been a political prisoner in Cuba since 1992. Nominated 
by the PPE Group.

• Xanana Gusmão, the leader of the movement against the illegal occupation of 
East Timor by Indonesia, who had been imprisoned in 1993. Nominated by the 
ELDR Group.

• Taslima Nasreen (Nasrin), the Bangladeshi doctor, journalist and author, who 
in her writings had condemned Islamic fundamentalism and the repression 
of women. She had taken refuge in Sweden after a fundamentalist group had 
pronounced a death sentence against her. Nominated by the PSE, ELDR and 
ARE Groups and by the members of the Committee on Women’s Rights.

• Samuel Ruiz, Bishop of San Cristóbal de Las Casas in one of the poorest regions 
of Mexico, a defender of the rights of indigenous peoples and the very poor. 
Nominated by Friedrich Wolf (V), Wilfried Telkämper (V) and others.

• Wei Jingsheng, the dissident and defender of democracy and human rights in 
China, and a symbol of the peaceful protest movement in China. Nominated by 
Edith Müller (V) and others.

• Leyla Zana and Mehdi Zana, peaceful defenders of the human rights of the 
Kurdish people in Turkey. In 1991, Mrs Zana had become the first Kurdish 
woman elected to the Turkish Parliament, but had been in preventive detention 
since 1994. Mr Zana had been imprisoned as a result of the testimony he had 
given before the European Parliament’s Sub-Committee on Human Rights in 
1992. Nominated by Claudia Roth and Alexander Langer (V) and others.

At its meeting on 12 October 1994126, the Committee on Foreign Affairs had decided 
only to submit nominations of individuals to the Conference of Presidents. Hence, 
rather than submitting a joint nomination for Mr and Mrs Zana, only the nomination of 
Leyla Zana would be submitted. Most votes were cast for Taslima Nasreen (19 votes), 
Sebastian Arcos Bergnes (13 votes) and Leyla Zana (12 votes). The names of the three 
nominees were forwarded to the Conference of Presidents127.

Following an exchange of views, the Conference of Presidents128 decided to award 
the 1994 Sakharov Prize to just one nominee, rather than two129, and thus decided, 
following a fresh vote, to award the prize to Mrs Taslima Nasreen. Nevertheless, the 
President of the European Parliament was called upon to contact the Cuban authorities 

125 Communication to the Members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy of 27 September 1994, PE4 
AP PV/POLI.1994 POLI-19941004 0030. The documentary archives contain two additional nominations, one of which was 
received late (joint nomination of Mrs Taslima Nasrin and Mrs Leyla Zana by the GUE Group) and the other with insufficient 
signatures (nomination of Pope John Paul II by the group of non-aligned Italian Members).

126 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy of 12 October 1994, p. 4-5, PE4 AP PV/POLI.1994 
POLI-19941012 0010.

127 Letter of 20 October 1994 from Abel Matutes, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy, to Mr 
Klaus Hänsch, President of the European Parliament, PE4 P1 B30/COMP POLI.1994-090 0190.

128 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 17 November 1994, p. 18, PE4 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19941117 0010.
129 Proposal made at the meeting by the Presidents of the four political groups.
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with a view to their releasing Sebastian Arcos Bergnes, and the Turkish authorities 
with a view to their releasing Leyla Zana.

The formal sitting for the award of the Sakharov Prize took place on Thursday, 
15 December 1994.

Mr Hänsch, the President of the European Parliament, welcomed the Sakharov Prize 
winner, Mrs Nasreen, whom he called a ‘symbol of the fight for freedom of expression’ 
and who was standing before Parliament ‘as a representative of the many writers 
and intellectuals currently imprisoned throughout the world because their ideas are 
regarded as subversive’.130

Mrs Nasreen said she felt deeply honoured and moved to be awarded the prize 
bearing the name of Andrei Sakharov who was ‘an exceptional human being and an 
example of intellectual independence’ who had remained ‘true to his conscience’, 
adding that as a writer she could not isolate herself from her country or from the world 
in which she lived. In witnessing all the suffering around her, she had been unable to 
remain silent, and had ‘paid a price for not being silent’, having to leave her country 
after being threatened by Islamic fundamentalists. She emphasised that the fact the 
European Parliament had awarded her the prize would give her encouragement in her 
struggle for ‘freedom of speech’, and for ‘dignity and equal status for women’.131

130 Speech by President Hänsch, European Parliament debates of 15 December 1994, No 4-455/251.
131 Speech by Mrs Taslima Nasreen, European Parliament debates of 15 December 1994, No 4-455/251-252.
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Taslima Nasreen addressing the European Parliament at the Sakharov Prize ceremony. © European Union, 1994 – EP



1995

Six nominations were made in 1995 by political groups or MEPs132:
• The San Patrignano Community in Italy, which sought to provide assistance to 

drug dependents and the disabled. Nominated by the UFE Group.
• The San Egidio Community in Italy, which had sponsored numerous initiatives 

in the field of assistance to marginalised members of society. Nominated by 
Pierluigi Castagnetti (PPE) and others.133

• Palden Gyatso, the former political prisoner in Tibet. Nominated by Maria 
Adelaide Aglietta (V), Ernesto Caccavale (UFE), Gianfranco Dell’Alba (ARE), 
James Moorhouse (PPE) and others.

• Sergei Kovalev, a biophysics expert and close associate of Andrei Sakharov, who 
had been exiled in 1975. Elected as a member of parliament in 1990, he had been 
dismissed from office in 1995 after going on a fact-finding visit to Chechnya to 
document human rights violations. Nominated by the PPE Group.

• Naguib Mahfouz, the Egyptian author and winner of the Nobel Prize for 
Literature in 1988, who was an opponent of religious fanaticism and intolerance 
and a defender of human rights. Nominated by the ELDR Group.

• Ken Saro-Wiwa, the Nigerian writer and human rights defender and President 
of the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People. Nominated by Glenys 
Kinnock (PSE) and others.

• Leyla Zana, the Kurdish activist from Turkey, who became the first Kurdish 
woman to be elected to the Turkish National Assembly (in 1991) and was a 
campaigner for respect for human dignity. She had been in preventive detention 
in Ankara Central Prison for crimes of opinion since 1994134. Nominated by the 
PSE, ARE, Green and GUE/NGL Groups.

At its meeting on 17 October 1995135, the Committee on Foreign Affairs had 
considered the nominations and held a vote which had produced the following result: 
Sergei Kovalev (22 votes), Naguib Mahfouz (5 votes), Leyla Zana (31 votes). The results 
of the vote were forwarded to President Hänsch136.

The Conference Presidents decided137 after two successive rounds of voting, to award 
the 1995 Sakharov Prize to Mrs Leyla Zana.

President Hänsch sent Mrs Zana an official letter notifying her of the decision138, 
and invited her to Strasbourg to receive the Sakharov Prize in person. Mrs Zana, who 

132 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy of 26 September 1995, PE4 AP PV/
POLI.1994 POLI-19951017 0020.

133 This nomination was withdrawn.
134 The sentence was ratified on 26 October 1995.
135 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy of 17 October 1995, p. 6, PE4 AP PV/POLI.1994 

POLI-19951017 0010.
136 Letter of 18 October 1995 by Mr Matutes, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, to Mr Hänsch, President of the European 

Parliament, PE4 P1 B30/COMP POLI.1994-050 0210.
137 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 9 November 1995, p. 10, PE4 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19951109 0010 (available only 

in French).
138 Letter of 21 November 1995 from Mr Hänsch, President of the European Parliament, to Mrs Leyla Zana, PE4 P1 C50/TIER 

0TUR-1994-010 0200.
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had ‘to her great joy’ already heard the news, issued a statement to the press from 
the Ankara Central Prison on 10 November 1995. She wrote: ‘Those in favour of war 
and violence could put us behind bars for some time yet, but they will be unable to 
stem the development and the internationalisation of our peaceful fight to enable the 
Kurdish and Turkish peoples to live together on equal and brotherly terms in Turkey, 
within the framework of democracy and the mutual respect for rights and the separate 
identity of each people’.139

As had been decided at the Conference of Presidents140, the formal sitting for the 
award of the Sakharov Prize took place at the part-session in January 1996. Although 
the President of the European Parliament sent letters and telegrams to the Turkish 
authorities, they refused to allow Mrs Zana to leave prison in Ankara to accept the 
prize she had been awarded in person. The award was collected on her behalf by her 
husband, Mehdi Zana.

Mrs Danielle Mitterrand, who had actively supported Leyla Zana in her campaigning, 
was a special guest at the award ceremony.

Leyla Zana had conveyed a long message to the European Parliament in writing141. 
In that message she expressed her gratitude for the efforts that Parliament had tried 
to make to secure her release and said she was moved to have been awarded the prize 
bearing the name of Andrei Sakharov, who during the course of his life had repeatedly 
alerted public opinion to the fate of the Kurds in Iraq, in Iran and in Turkey. However, 
she criticised the decision MEPs had taken to ratify the Customs Union with Turkey142 
even though the Turkish Government had not met their demands for fundamental 
democratic reforms.

In his speech, President Hänsch paid tribute to Mrs Zana, who was a symbol of the 
peaceful struggle to ensure the rights and dignity of the Kurdish People. He pointed out 
that Parliament had on many occasions debated the issue of the rights of the Kurds in 
Turkey, including when assenting to the agreement on customs union on 13 December 
1995. He explained that Parliament had given its assent because it ‘wanted to extend 
a hand of friendship to those in Turkey who are committed to democratic reforms, 
who seek conciliation within Turkey and who want to go on opening their country to 
Europe and its values’.143

After finally being released in June 2004, Mrs Zana gave her acceptance speech 
to the European Parliament in person at a formal sitting in Brussels on 14 October 
2004144. Nearly ten years had passed since she had been awarded the Sakharov Prize. 
As President Borrell Fontelles said in his speech145, there had been some positive 

139 Press statement by Mrs Leyla Zana, winner of the European Parliament’s 1995 Sakharov Prize, PE4 AP PV/POLI.1994 SCDH-
19960124 0030.

140 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 16 November 1995, p. 12, PE4 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19951116 0010.
141 Message from Mrs Leyla Zana on the occasion of the presentation of the Sakharov Prize, PE4 P1 C20/RPUB RENC-19960117 

0020.
142 See the resolution of the European Parliament of 13 December 1995, OJ C 17 of 22 January 1996, p. 43.
143 Speech by President Hänsch, European Parliament debates of 17 January 1996, No 4-473/151-153.
144 Speech by Mrs Leyla Zana, European Parliament debates of 14 October 2004.
145 Speech by President Borrell Fontelles, European Parliament debates of 14 October 2004.
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developments in Turkey in the intervening years, but there was still a long way to go 
in terms of full respect for the rights and freedoms of all the inhabitants of Turkey.

Leyla Zana chose to give her speech in Turkish and in Kurdish. As had been the 
case in 1991, when she had spoken in Kurdish during her oath-taking ceremony in the 
Turkish National Assembly, she wanted to draw attention to the fact that ‘peoples, 
languages and cultures can co-exist in a brotherly fashion’. She expressed her desire 
for a peaceful solution under which the name and identity of the Kurdish people were 
recognised within Turkish sovereign territory.
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1996

Five nominations were made in 1996 by political groups or MEPs146:
• Silvia Baraldini, the Italian activist resident in the United States who had 

campaigned, among other things, to improve conditions for Afro-Americans, 
and had been in prison in the United States since 1983.147

• Leonel Morejón Almagro, the National Delegate of the Cuban Council, which had 
been created in 1995 with the main objective of promoting a process of peaceful 
transition towards the rule of law in Cuba.

• Alexander Nikitin, a retired Russian navy officer, who had been imprisoned in 
1996 on account of the report he had produced for the Norwegian environmental 
foundation Bellona on the potential risk of radioactive contamination from 
Russia’s Northern Fleet.

• Samuel Ruiz García, Bishop of San Cristóbal de Las Casas, defender of the 
dignity of indigenous people in Mexico, former Chair of the Bishops’ Committee 
on Indigenous Persons and a mediator in the Chiapas conflict.

• Wei Jingsheng, a Chinese dissident, condemned in 1979 to 15 years’ imprisonment 
and arrested again in 1994 for having openly given his opinions on human rights 
in China in interviews and articles published in the foreign press.

During its meeting of 2 October 1996148, the Committee on Foreign Affairs listened 
to presentations of the nominees149.They then voted and drew up a shortlist of the 
three nominees who had obtained the highest number of votes: Mr Morejón Almagro 
and Bishop Samuel Ruiz García both had 23 votes and Mr Wei Jingsheng 4 votes. Mr 
Hänsch was informed of the result150.

The Conference of Presidents examined the nominations on 24 October 1996151. It 
took into consideration a letter sent by representatives of the EDN Group to the chairs of 
the political groups152. The letter stressed the fact that, to avoid ‘political gameplaying’, 
the prize should be awarded to a nominee who ‘could be endorsed by a large majority 
of people’. Mr Wei Jingsheng was proposed as the nominee most likely to meet with 
consensus. He received 348 votes153 against 229 votes for Mr Morejón Almagro.

146 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy of 17 September 1996, PE4 AP PV/
POLI.1994 POLI-19960924 0020. This document does not contain any information as to the political groups or Members who 
proposed the nominations.

147 There is no reference to this nominee in the minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs at which the nominations were 
discussed.

148 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy of 2 October 1996, p. 4, PE4 AP PV/POLI.1994  
POLI-19961002 0010 (available only in French).

149 Arie M. Oostlander (PPE) gave the presentation on Morejón Almagro, a representative of the Cuban Council, Per Gahrton (V) 
gave the presentation on Alexander Nikitin, Olivier Dupuis (ARE) the presentation on Wei Jingsheng and Jannis Sakellariou 
(PSE) the presentation on Samuel Ruiz García.

150 Letter [of 23 September 1996] from Mr Fernández-Albor, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence 
Policy, to Mr Hänsch, President of the European Parliament, PE4 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19961024 0030.

151 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 24 October 1996, pp. 13-14, PE4 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19961024 0010. 
152 Letter of 8 October 1996 from Mr Bonde, Mr Souchet and Mr van der Waal to the Chairs of the political groups in the European 

Parliament, PE4 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19961024 0040.
153 Each Chair voted on behalf of his or her political group and had as many votes as the group had members. 
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In a letter dated 12 November 1996154, Mr Hänsch informed Mr Wei Jingsheng of the 
decision by the Conference of Presidents to award him the 1996 Sakharov Prize and 
invited him to attend the official award ceremony, to be held on 11 December 1996.

As had happened with several previous prizewinners, Mr Wei Jingsheng was 
refused permission by the Chinese authorities to go to Strasbourg. Mrs Shanshan Wei-
Blank therefore represented her brother at the ceremony.

In his speech155, Mr Hänsch said that in awarding the Sakharov Prize to Wei Jingsheng 
the European Parliament was paying tribute to ‘his struggle for freedom of opinion and 
of the press, respect for human rights and for the introduction of democracy in China’. 
The President outlined his tireless fight which had begun with a dazibao156 posted on 
the ‘Democracy Wall’ in Peking and which was never ending, as Mr Wei Jingsheng was 
not afraid to make his ideas known either in his own country or abroad. This struggle 
had cost him long years in prison, but as he himself said: ‘I offer up this life to the 
struggle for democracy in China’.

Mrs Shanshan Wei-Blank thanked the European Parliament on her brother’s behalf 
and added that her brother saw the Sakharov Prize as ‘an act of encouragement and 
support on the part of the European people, not just for himself but for the entire human 
rights movement in China’157.

Mr Wei Jingsheng was released from prison in 1998 and expelled from his country. 
President Gil-Robles welcomed him at the European Parliament in Brussels in June 
1998.

154 Letter of 12 November 1996 from Mr Hänsch, President of the European Parliament, to Mr Wei Jingsheng, SG 04EV B1920/
ACT-MAN MAN-250 0020.

155 Speech by Mr Hänsch, European Parliament debates of 11 December 1996, No 4-492/198-200.
156 Wall poster entitled ‘The Fifth Modernization’: produced after the four ‘modernisations’ implemented by Deng Xiaoping, this 

one proposed that democracy be introduced into China.
157 Speech by Mrs Shanshan Wei-Blank, European Parliament debates of 11 December 1996, No 4-492/200.
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1997

In 1997, four people were nominated by the political groups or by Members158:
• Eleni Foka, a Cypriot primary school teacher who had been working in Turkish 

occupied northern Cyprus since 1974. Nominated by members of the PSE, PPE, 
UPE, ELDR, GUE/NGL, V and NI groups.

• Salima Ghezali, an Algerian teacher and journalist, editor of the French-speaking 
‘La Nation’ newspaper, founder of the association for the emancipation of 
women, a defender of freedom of speech and democracy in Algeria. Nominated 
by members of the PSE, ELDR, GUE/NGL and V Groups.

• Franjo Komarica, Bosnian Bishop of Banja Luka, who promoted reconciliation 
and a multi-ethnic society. Nominated by members of the PPE Group.

• Elizardo Sánchez Santa-Cruz, a former Cuban university professor who was 
forbidden to teach on account of his dissident ideas. He denounced human rights 
violations and was imprisoned for more than 10 years. Nominated by members 
of the PSE, PPE, UPE, ELDR and ARE Groups.

During its meeting of 8 October 1997159, the Committee on Foreign Affairs considered 
the nominations. The President, Mr Gil-Robles, was informed of the results of the 
vote160: Mrs Salima Ghezali received 24 votes, Bishop Franjo Komarica 19 votes and 
Mrs Eleni Foka 7 votes.

The Conference of Presidents examined the nominations during its meeting on 
23 October 1997161. Mrs Salima Ghezali was declared the winner of the 1997 Sakharov 
Prize, by 354 votes to 180 votes for Bishop Komarica and 56 votes for Mrs Foka.

The award ceremony was held in Strasbourg on 17 December 1997.

During his speech, Mr Gil-Robles, President, recalled that Mrs Ghezali had spoken 
in spring 1996 at a meeting of the European Parliament’s Subcommittee on Human 
Rights. Since then, Mrs Ghezali had continued to fight for the right to freely exercise 
her profession as a journalist in her country, despite the newspaper she edited, ‘La 
Nation’, being closed down. Salima Ghezali represented all women who fight to defend 
people’s liberties and lives, but in awarding her the Sakharov Prize, the President said, 
the European Parliament also wanted ‘to encourage dialogue’ with her country.162

Mrs Salima Ghezali described in a few words the dramatic conditions prevailing 
in her country after five years of war, and the fate of the millions of men, women and 
children who were living in fear, ‘because a double terror denies them the first freedom, 

158 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy of 26 September 1997, PE4 AP PV/
POLI.1994 POLI-19971008 0020.

159 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy of 8 October 1997, p. 3, PE4 AP PV/POLI.1994 
POLI-19971008 0010 (available only in French). Mrs Pack (PPE) gave the presentation on Bishop Komarica, Mr Swoboda 
(PSE) gave the presentation on Mrs Ghezali, Mr Dupuis (ARE) the presentation on Mr Sánchez Santa-Cruz and Mrs Daskalaki 
(UPE) the presentation on Mrs Foka.

160 Letter of 10 October 1997 from Mr Spencer, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy, to Mr 
Gil-Robles, President of the European Parliament, PE4 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19971023 0060.

161 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 23 October 1997, pp. 15-16, PE4 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19971023 0010.
162 Speech by President Gil-Robles, European Parliament debates of 17 December 1997, Nº 4-511/216.
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the freedom to live’. In a situation like that, ‘fundamental democratic questions, such as 
women’s rights, freedom of the press, intellectual freedom and freedom of expression, 
political and cultural rights, have no chance of escaping from the ghettos in which they 
have been contained in the style of Machiavelli, while the overwhelming majority of 
the population see them as the monopoly of a minority insensitive to their lot’.163

While she thanked the European Parliament for awarding her the Sakharov Prize, 
Mrs Ghezali asked it to ‘urgently’ take a political initiative in favour of peace in her 
country.

163 Speech by Mrs Salima Ghezali, European Parliament debates of 17 December 1997, Nº 4-511/217-219.
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1998

In 1998, there were eight nominations from political groups or Members164:
• Accept, a Romanian human rights organisation active in the defence of 

homosexual rights. Nominated by Joost Lagendijk (V) and others.
• Akin Birdal, Chair of a Turkish human rights association. Nominated by Pauline 

Green (PSE) and others.
• His Holiness the Dalai Lama, a great defender of the rights of Tibetans. Nominated 

by James Moorhouse (PPE) and others.
• Ukshin Hoti, a Kosovar university lecturer and political prisoner. Nominated by 

Olivier Dupuis (ARE) and others.
• José Rainha, one of the leaders of the Brazilian landless workers movement. 

Nominated by Alonso José Puerta (GUE/NGL) and others.
• Marta Beatriz Roque Cabello, Cuban intellectual and human rights activist. 

Nominated by Pat Cox (ELDR) and others.
• Ibrahim Rugova, head of the Democratic League of Kosovo since its foundation 

in 1989. Nominated by Wilfried A. E. Martens (PPE) and others.
• Mordechai Vanunu, Israeli political prisoner. Nominated by Wilfried Telkämper 

(V) and others.165

The Committee on Foreign Affairs considered the nominations during its meeting 
on 12 October 1998166. The nominees for which the highest number of votes were cast 
were Akin Birdal (22), Ibrahim Rugova (16) and Ukshin Hoti (6). The President, Mr Gil-
Robles, was informed of the results167.

The Conference of President held a vote during its meeting of 22 October 1998168 and 
decided to award the 1998 Sakharov Prize to Mr Ibrahim Rugova.

The 50th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the 
United Nations General Assembly on 10 December 1948, was commemorated in 1998. 
The year 1998 was also the 10th anniversary of the Sakharov Prize, which was awarded 
for the first time in 1988. These two events were celebrated by the European Parliament 
during the week of the December part-session in Strasbourg. The European Parliament 
hosted an exhibition on human rights.169

The award ceremony for the 1998 Sakharov Prize was held on 16 December 1998 in 
Strasbourg. Mr Rugova, that year’s prizewinner, was present.

164 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy of 17 September 1998, PE4 AP PV/
POLI.1994 POLI-19981012 0030.

165 This nomination no longer appears in the Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs of 12 October 1998.
166 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs of 12 October 1998, pp. 4-5, PE4 AP PV/POLI.1994 POLI-19981012 0010 (available 

only in French).
167 Letter of 13 November 1998 from Mr Spencer, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy, to 

Mr Gil-Robles, President of the European Parliament, PE4 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19981022 0020.
168 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 22 October 1998, p. 10, PE4 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19981022 0010.
169 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 5 March 1998 and 18 June 1988, PE4 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19980305 0010 and 

CPRG-19980618 0010; Minutes of the Bureau of 1 July 1998, p. 19, PE4 OD PV/BURE BURE-19980701 0010. See also the letter 
of 4 May 1998 from Mrs d’Ancona, Chair of the Committee on Civil Liberties and Home Affairs, and Mr Spencer, Chair of the 
Committee on Foreign Affairs, Security and Defence Policy, to Mr Gil-Robles, President of the European Parliament, PE4 P2 
B30/COMP POLI-1994-080 0160.
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Mr Gil-Robles paid tribute to the prizewinner for that year who had ‘chosen the path 
of non-violence and negotiation in the search for a political solution guaranteeing basic 
freedoms for the people of Kosovo’170.

To mark the fact that this was a commemorative year, previous prizewinners had 
been invited to attend the ceremony. Some were able to attend, others were not. Leyla 
Zana, whose prison sentence had been extended, was one of those unable to attend.

Mr Jean-François Deniau, author of the 1985 report that had led to the creation of 
the Sakharov Prize, had also accepted the European Parliament’s invitation to attend.

In his speech as the winner of the Sakharov Prize171, Mr Rugova spoke of the 
situation in Kosovo. In his view, only Kosovo’s independence could guarantee peace 
and stability in that part of Europe. He hoped that one day Kosovo would also take its 
place in the European Parliament, which had been one of the first major international 
institutions to react to the situation in Kosovo and had given the people of the country 
the strength to stand firm.

Ibrahim Rugova was elected as President of Kosovo in March 2002. He died of lung 
cancer in January 2006.

170 Speech by President Gil-Robles, European Parliament debates of 16 December 1998, Nº 4-530/200-202.
171 Speech by Mr Ibrahim Rugova, European Parliament debates of 16 December 1998, Nº 4-530/202-203.
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1999

In September 1999, the European Parliament was just starting its fifth parliamentary 
term. Six nominations were put forward by political groups or Members172:

• Angelina Acheng Atyam, ‘Concerned Parents Association’, co-founder of the 
Ugandan association campaigning against the use of child soldiers, spokesperson 
for thousands of families whose children had been abducted by the LRA (Lord’s 
Resistance Army) and used as soldiers. Nominated by Francesco Rutelli (ELDR) 
and others.

• Akin Birdal, Chair of the Turkish human rights association. Nominated by Ozan 
Ceyhun (Verts/ALE) and others.

• Xanana Gusmão, head of the independence movement in East Timor and a 
symbol of his people’s fight for freedom. Nominated by Enrique Barón Crespo 
(PSE), Heidi Hautala (Verts/ALE), José Pacheco Pereira (PPE-DE), Mário Soares 
(PSE), Francis Wurtz (GUE/NGL) and others.

• Khemaïs Ksila, Vice-President of the Tunisian Human Rights League, imprisoned 
for having published a communiqué denouncing human rights violations in 
Tunisia.173 Nominated by Monica Frassoni (Verts/ALE) and others.

• Mr Martin Lee, Chair of the Democratic Party in Hong Kong. Nominated by 
Geoffrey Van Orden (PPE-DE) and others.

• Radio B2/92, the independent Belgrade radio station. Nominated by Ursula 
Stenzel (PPE-DE) and others.

The Committee on Foreign Affairs considered the nominations during its meeting 
on 11 October 1999174 and held a vote. The nominees with the highest number of votes 
were Angelina Acheng Atyam of the ‘Concerned Parents Association (14), Xanana 
Gusmão (33) and Radio B2/92 (9). The names of the three nominees were forwarded to 
Nicole Fontaine, President of the European Parliament175.

Following a discussion on the nominations and a vote, the Conference of Presidents 
decided to award the 1999 Sakharov Prize to Mr Xanana Gusmão, who was supported 
by the chairs of the PSE, PPE-DE, UEN, Verts/ALE and GUE/NGL Groups176.

The official award ceremony was held in Strasbourg on 15 December 1999.

Mr Gusmão had been held in prison for seven years. He was released on 7 September 
1999, just three months before he was awarded the Sakharov Prize. On 30 August, East 
Timor voted overwhelmingly in favour of independence in a referendum run by the 
United Nations.

172 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and Defence Policy of 17 
September 1999, PE5 AP PV/AFET.1999 AFET-19991011 0050.

173 Khemaïs Ksila and Akin Birdal, both in prison in their own countries when they were nominated for the Sakharov Prize, were 
released on 22 and 24 September 1999 respectively. See Notice to Members, PE5 AP PV/AFET.1999 AFET-19991011 0040.

174 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and Defence Policy of 11 October 1999, p. 4,  
PE5 AP PV/AFET.1999 AFET-19991011 0010.

175 Letter of 18 October 1999 from Mr Brok, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and 
Defence Policy, to Mrs Fontaine, President of the European Parliament, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19991028 0020.

176 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 28 October 1999, pp. 9-10, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-19991028 0010.
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In his acceptance speech as winner of the Sakharov Prize177, Mr Gusmão thanked 
the Members of the European Parliament, on behalf of his people, for the attention 
and solidarity that they had shown by adopting numerous resolutions supporting 
his people in exercising their right to self-determination. As his country prepared for 
independence after more than two decades of Indonesian occupation, support would 
still be needed for the country’s reconstruction and development. He added, ‘This prize 
shows the European Parliament’s recognition of my people’s courage in fighting for a 
free homeland where freedom of thought is guaranteed as a right that is inherent to the 
human condition’.

In May 2002, Xanana Gusmão was elected as the first President of the Democratic 
Republic of East Timor.

177 Speech by Mr Gusmão, European Parliament debates of 15 December 1999 (not published in the OJ).
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2000

In 2000, there were eight nominations by the political groups or by Members178 :
• Mumia Abu-Jamal, radio reporter and former member of the Black Panthers, 

sentenced to death in 1982 and in prison in Pennsylvania. Nominated by Lucio 
Manisco (GUE/NGL) and Per Gahrton (Verts/ALE) and others, to ‘reconfirm in 
the most incisive and concrete manner the commitment of the European Union 
to the campaign against capital punishment in the United States and in the other 
countries where this barbaric institution still exists’.

• Angelina Acheng Atyam, co-founder and Vice-President of the ‘Concerned 
Parents Association’ (CPA) campaigning against the recruitment of child soldiers. 
Nominated by Enrique Barón Crespo (PSE), Pat Cox (ELDR) and others.

• Andrei Babitsky, Russian journalist detained in Russia, active in the fight for the 
truth about the wars against Chechnya. Nominated by Lord Bethell (PPE-DE) 
and others. Mrs Elena Bonner wrote to Mrs Fontaine to support his nomination 
for his heroism179.

• ¡Basta Ya! (‘Enough is Enough’), citizens’ initiative campaigning for human 
rights, democracy and tolerance in the Basque Country. Nominated by Gerardo 
Galeote Quecedo (PPE-DE), José Ignacio Salafranca Sánchez-Neyra (PPE-DE) 
and others.

• Immaculée Birhaheka, Director of the PAIF (Promotion and Support of Women’s 
Initiatives) Association in the Democratic Republic of Congo, a Congolese 
women’s rights and anti-discrimination activist. Nominated by Glenys Kinnock 
(PSE), Caroline Lucas (Verts/ALE) and others.

• Radhia Nasraoui, lawyer specialising in human rights in Tunisia and the defence 
of victims of human rights violations. Nominated by Hélène Flautre (Verts/ALE), 
Daniel Cohn-Bendit (Verts/ALE) and others.

• Alexander Nikitin, former naval captain in the northern Soviet fleet, environmental 
anti-nuclear activist. Arrested in 1996, accused of high treason and disclosure 
of State secrets, he was acquitted in 2000. Nominated by Elisabeth Schroedter 
(Verts/ALE) and others.

• Ngawang Sangdrol, Tibetan nun in prison in Tibet since 1992, human rights 
activist. First arrested at the age of 13, she continued her peaceful protest for 
the freedom of the Tibetan people. Nominated by Olivier Dupuis (TDI), Thomas 
Mann (PPE-DE), Reinhold Messner (Verts/ALE) and others.

The Committee on Foreign Affairs considered the nominations180 and, following a 
vote, drew up a list of the nominees with the highest number of votes. There were 
four names on this list as the last two nominees had received the same number of 
votes: ¡Basta Ya! (37 votes), Mrs Angelina Acheng Atyam (8 votes), Mr Andrei Babitsky 

178 Notice to Members No 16 of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and Defence Policy of 
27 September 2000, PE5 AP PV/AFET.1999 AFET-20001003 0020.

179 E-mail of 10 October 2000, PE5 P1 C20/RPUB PRIX-1999-010 0020.
180 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and Defence Policy of 10 October 2000, p.5-6, 

PE5 AP PV/AFET.1999 AFET-20001010 0010.
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(6 votes) and Miss Ngawang Sangdrol (6 votes). Mrs Fontaine was informed of the 
results181.

The Conference of Presidents discussed the nominations and decided, following 
a vote, to award the 2000 Sakharov Prize to ¡Basta Ya!, the citizens’ initiative for 
democracy in the Basque Country182.

This was the first time the Sakharov Prize had been awarded to human rights 
defenders within the European Union.

The official award ceremony was held on 13 December 2000. Mr Fernando Savater, 
a Spanish philosopher and writer, and spokesperson for ¡Basta Ya!, received the Prize 
from Mrs Fontaine, President of the European Parliament.

In her speech, Mrs Fontaine said that in awarding the Prize to ¡Basta Ya! the European 
Parliament was paying tribute to all victims of terrorism. It was rewarding the physical 
and moral courage of all those ‘who take action, faced with the senseless violence with 
which the Spanish Basque country is confronted’ and gave them its ‘unqualified and 
most determined’ support183.

Fernando Savater thanked the European Parliament on behalf of ¡Basta Ya!, which he 
described as being ‘simply a group of citizens of varying backgrounds’ who had taken 
to the streets and raised their voices, ‘because we are convinced that, when democracy 
is in danger, the citizens cannot hide behind their anonymity’184.

181 Letter of 11 October 2000 from Mr Brok, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and 
Defence Policy, to Mrs Fontaine, President of the European Parliament, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20001026 0030.

182 Minutes of the meeting of the Conference of Presidents of 26 October 2000, pp. 18-19, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20001026 0010. 
The PPE, PSE and GUE/NGL Groups voted for ¡Basta Ya!, the ELDR Group for Mrs Atyam, the Verts/ALE and TDI Groups 
for Miss Sangdrol and the EDD Group for Mr Babitsky.

183 Speech by Mrs Fontaine, European Parliament debates of 13 December 2000 (not published in the OJ).
184 Speech by Mr Fernando Savater, European Parliament debates of 13 December 2000 (not published in the OJ).
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Sakharov Prize poster from the year 2000. © European Union, 2000 – EP



2001

In 2001, there were nine nominations from political groups or at least 25 Members185 :
• Angelina Acheng Atyam, co-founder and Vice-President of the ‘Concerned 

Parents Association’ (CPA) who had been striving for the release of thousands of 
child soldiers ever since her daughter had been abducted in 1996. Nominated by 
Emma Nicholson of Winterbourne (ELDR), Pat Cox (ELDR) and others.

• Sihem Bensedrine, journalist, editor and spokesperson for the National Council 
for Freedom in Tunisia (the CNLT), human rights activist. Nominated by 
Harlem Désir (PSE), Olivier Dupuis (TDI), Hélène Flautre (Verts/ALE), Cecilia 
Malmström (ELDR), Roseline Vachetta (GUE/NGL) and others.

• Father Francisco De Roux, founder of the ‘Laboratorio de Paz’ association in 
Colombia, associated with the peace process in the crisis region of Magdalena 
Medio. Nominated by Antonio Di Pietro (ELDR), Pat Cox (ELDR) and others.

• Izzat Ghazzawi, Chairman of the Palestinian Writers Union, and Nurit Peled-
Elhanan, Israeli university lecturer, both working for peace based on recognition 
of the rights of both peoples and mutual respect between them. Mr Ghazzawi’s 
son was killed by the Israeli army and Mrs Peled-Elhanan’s daughter died in 
an attack by a Palestinian suicide bomber. Nominated by Francis Wurtz (GUE/
NGL), Monica Frassoni (Verts/ALE), Luisa Morgantini (GUE/NGL), Pasqualina 
Napoletano (PSE), Emilio Menéndez del Valle (PSE) and others.

• Dom Zacarias Kamwenho, Archbishop of Lubango, President of the Inter-church 
Committee for Peace in Angola (COIEPA), one of the symbols of the Angolan 
people’s demands for peace, freedom and justice. Nominated by José Ribeiro e 
Castro (UEN), Mário Soares (PSE), José Pacheco Pereira (PPE-DE), José María 
Gil-Robles Gil-Delgado (PPE-DE), Gerard Collins (UEN), François Bayrou (PPE-
DE), Nelly Maes (Verts/ALE), Ioannis Koukiadis (PSE), Ole Krarup (EDD), Bernd 
Posselt (PPE-DE), Íñigo Méndez de Vigo (PPE-DE), Marie-Thérèse Hermange 
(PPE-DE) and others.

• Patrick Leahy, United States Senator since 1974, a leading force in Congress for 
human rights and in reforms to criminal justice and the death penalty. Nominated 
by Mariotto Segni (UEN) and others.

• Li Hongzhi, founder and leader of Falun Gong, a spiritual movement banned in 
China since 1999. Nominated by Nelly Maes (Verts/ALE) and others.

• Ngawang Sangdrol, Tibetan nun held in prison in Tibet, human rights activist. 
Nominated by Thomas Mann (PPE-DE) and others.

• Morgan Tsvangirai, opposition leader in Zimbabwe, head of the Movement for 
Democratic Change (MDC). Nominated by Johan Van Hecke (PPE-DE), Geoffrey 
Van Orden (PPE-DE) and others.

At its meeting on 2 October 2001, the Committee on Foreign Affairs186 shortlisted 
the following nominees after two rounds of voting: Mrs Sihem Bensedrine, Mr Izzat 

185 Notice to Members No 14/01 of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and Defence Policy of 
13 September 2001, PE5 AP PV/AFET.1999 AFET-20010917-1 0030.

186 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and Defence Policy of 2 October 2001, pp. 
1-2, PE5 AP PV/AFET.1999 AFET-20011002 0010.
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Ghazzawi and Mrs Nurit Peled-Elhanan, and Dom Zacarias Kamwenho. Mrs Fontaine, 
President of the European Parliament, was informed of the result187.

The Conference of Presidents had a long discussion on the list of nominees shortlisted 
by the Committee on Foreign Affairs188. Several group chairs were in favour of awarding 
the prize jointly to Mr Izzat Ghazzawi and Mrs Nurit Peled-Elhanan, whose nomination 
had received an absolute majority of votes in the Committee on Foreign Affairs, and to 
Dom Zacarias Kamwenho, a man of peace from an African country ravaged by war for 
more than 25 years.

The discussion revolved around the question of whether the Sakharov Prize could 
be awarded to two nominees. The President recalled that, with the sole exception of the 
first year in which it was awarded, the prize had only ever been given to one nominee 
at a time. The way in which Article 7 of the Statute is worded does, in fact, indicate 
that the prize can only be awarded to one person or organisation (‘one winner’ in the 
singular).

Following a vote, the Conference of Presidents decided to award the 2001 Sakharov 
Prize to Mr Izzat Ghazzawi and Mrs Nurit Peled-Elhanan, and to Dom Zacarias 
Kamwenho. This was the first time that the European Parliament conferred the 
Sakharov Prize on three prizewinners.

The award ceremony was held in Strasbourg during the sitting of 12 December 2001, 
and was attended by the three prizewinners and their relations.

Addressing the Palestinian and Israeli winners of the prize, Mrs Fontaine emphasised 
their courage and dignity, the fact that in the face of ‘the worst injustice of all, the loss 
of a child’, their response had not been hatred but to promote peace and dialogue 
between their two peoples. As for Archbishop Kamwenho, he symbolised the hope of 
the Angolan people for peace, justice and reconciliation.189

The prizewinners took the floor to speak one after another190. Mrs Peled-Elhanan 
stressed that children, who were just figurines in political games, had to be saved as 
a matter of urgency. Mr Ghazzawi called for the healing that can come once we are 
‘able to understand each other’s needs’. ‘Tolerance’ was the key word in Archbishop 
Kamwenho’s speech: national reconciliation, founded on dialogue, would be ‘able to 
break the never-ending cycle of war’.

Izzat Ghazzawi died in 2003 in Ramallah.

187 Letter of 4 October 2001 from Mr Brok, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and 
Defence Policy, to Mrs Fontaine, President of the European Parliament, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20011018 0020.

188 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 18 October 2001, pp. 15-18, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20011018 0010.
189 Speech by President Fontaine, European Parliament debates of 12 December 2001 (not published in the OJ).
190 Speeches by Mrs Nurit Peled-Elhanan, Mr Izzat Ghazzawi and Mr Zacharias Kamwenho, European Parliament debates of 12 

December 2001 (not published in the OJ).
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2001 Sakharov Prize poster. © European Union, 2001 – EP



2002

In 2002, there were six nominations by the political groups or by at least 25 
Members191 :

• Sihem Bensedrine and Saad Eddin Ibrahim, human rights activists in Tunisia 
and Egypt. Ms Bensedrine, also nominated in 2001, was Director of the online 
journal ‘Kalima’ and Secretary General of the ‘Observatoire pour La Défense de 
la Presse, de l’Édition et de la Création’ (OLPEC). Mr Ibrahim, a professor of 
sociology, was one of the leading advocates of democratic reform in Egypt, and 
had been sentenced to seven years’ hard labour. Nominated by Emma Bonino 
(NI), Pasqualina Napoletano (PSE), Harlem Désir (PSE), Olivier Dupuis (NI), 
Hélène Flautre (Verts/ALE) and Roseline Vachetta (GUE/NGL).

• Commander Ahmad Shah Massoud (1953–2001), who had promoted peace and 
freedom in Afghanistan. Nominated by Cristiana Muscardini on behalf of the 
‘Alleanza Nazionale’ delegation in the UEN Group.

• Grigory Pasko, investigative journalist in Russia, who wrote articles on nuclear 
safety in the Pacific fleet. Sentenced to four years in detention. Nominated by 
Matti Wuori (Verts/ALE), Daniel Cohn-Bendit (Verts/ALE), Monica Frassoni 
(Verts/ALE) and Bart Staes (Verts/ALE).

• Oswaldo José Payá Sardiñas, promoted non-violent democratic change and 
national reconciliation in Cuba, founder of the Christian Liberation Movement 
(MCL). Nominated by Graham Watson (ELDR) and Cecilia Malmström (ELDR) 
and by Concepció Ferrer (PPE-DE) and Arie M. Oostlander (PPE-DE).

• Kailash Satyarthi, founder and leader of the ‘Global March Against Child Labour’ 
and other movements that sought to end child labour completely. Nominated 
by Luigi Vinci (GUE/NGL), Francis Wurtz (GUE/NGL), Luisa Morgantini (GUE/
NGL) and others.

• Morgan Tsvangirai, head of the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), 
advocate for freedom of speech and equal opportunities in Zimbabwe. Nominated 
by Geoffrey Van Orden (PPE-DE), Enrique Barón Crespo (PSE), Jannis Sakellariou 
(PSE) and Glenys Kinnock (PSE).

Following a vote192, the Committee on Foreign Affairs forwarded the following 
nominations for the Sakharov Prize to the Conference of Presidents: Mrs Sihem 
Bensedrine and Professeur Saad Eddin Ibrahim, Mr Oswaldo José Payá Sardiñas and 
Mr Morgan Tsvangirai.

After a vote during its meeting on 23 October 2002193, the Conference of Presidents 
decided to award the 2002 Sakharov Prize to Mr Oswaldo José Payá Sardiñas.

191 Notice to Members No 11/2002 of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and Defence Policy of 
16 September 2002, PE5 AP PV/AFET.1999 AFET-20020930 0030.

192 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and Defence Policy of 30 September 2002, 
p. 2, PE5 AP PV/AFET.1999 AFET-20020930 0010, and letter of 4 October 2002 from Mr Brok, Chair of that Committee, to Mr 
Cox, President of the European Parliament, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20021023 0080.

193 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 23 October 2002, pp. 17-18, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20021023 0010. The Chairs 
of the PPE-DE, ELDR and UEN Groups voted for Mr Payá Sardinas, while the Chairs of the PSE, GUE/NGL and Verts/ALE 
Groups voted for the joint nomination of Mrs Bensedrine and Mr Ibrahim.
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The award ceremony was arranged for 17 December 2002. Despite the problems he 
faced in obtaining his first exit and re-entry visa, Mr Payá did manage in the end to 
come to Strasbourg.

As the European Parliament’s President Mr Cox stressed in his speech194, the 
European Parliament was awarding the Sakharov Prize to Mr Payá Sardiñas ‘as a tribute 
to his commitment to freedom of thought, democracy and reconciliation of the Cuban 
people’. Mr Cox referred to the ‘Varela project’195 started by Mr Payá, a petition calling 
for a referendum on open elections, freedom of speech and association, an amnesty 
for political prisoners and free entreprise. The petition had been signed by more than 
11 000 Cuban citizens before being presented to the Cuban Parliament.

Oswaldo José Payá Sardiñas said that in accepting the 2002 Sakharov Prize he was 
doing so on behalf of all Cubans, including those in prison simply because they had 
stood up for their rights. Through this Prize, Mr Payá added, the European Parliament 
recognised that they had ‘the right to rights’. ‘This time we will carry out the changes 
by means of this civic movement which is already opening up a new stage in the history 
of Cuba, in which dialogue, democratic participation and solidarity will prevail. In that 
way we will build a true peace.’196

In spring 2003, a group of 11 MEPs launched the ‘Sakharov Initiative’ in response to 
dramatic events that had taken place in Cuba. Dozens of dissidents had been arrested 
and put in prison in Cuba shortly after Mr Payá’s return from Strasbourg, and the 
death penalty had been reintroduced. The goal of the ‘Sakharov Initiative’ was to 
invite Mr Payá Sardiñas officially to Europe so he could meet representatives of the EU 
institutions and Member States’ authorities at the very highest level and provide them 
with information about events in Cuba197.

On 29 November 2003, Mr Payá Sardiñas sent a message to the European Union: the 
Cuban Government refused to give him permission to travel. However, he and other 
human rights defenders continued their struggle for peaceful change and genuine 
dialogue in Cuba.198

Mr Payá Sardiñas, winner of the 2002 Sakharov Prize, died in a car accident in Cuba 
in July 2012.

194 Speech by President Cox, European Parliament debates of 17 December 2002 (not published in the OJ).
195 Named after Father Félix Varela, a Cuban independence hero.
196 Speech by Mr Oswaldo José Payá Sardiñas, European Parliament debates of 17 December 2002 (not published in the OJ).
197 Resolution of the European Parliament of 4 September 2003 on Cuba, OJ C76 E, 25 March 2004, p. 384, see paragraph 12 in 

particular.
198 Statement of 29 November 2003 from Oswaldo José Payá Sardiñas, coordinator of the Citizens’ Committee for the promotion 

of the Varela Project in Havana, PE OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20040115 0120.
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2002 winner Oswaldo José Payá Sardiñas at the Sakharov Prize ceremony at the European Parliament, 17 December 2002. © European Union, 2002 – EP



2003

In 2003, the following were nominated by the political groups or at least 25 Members199:
• Kofi Annan, UN Secretary General, and the UN staff. Nominated, separately, 

by Hans-Gert Pöttering on behalf of the PPE-DE Group, and by Enrique Barón 
Crespo on behalf of the PSE Group. Nominated to pay tribute to the UN staff 
who work for peace and to promote human rights, often under very difficult 
conditions. The PPE-DE and PSE Groups wanted in particular to pay tribute to 
Sergio Vieira de Mello, UN Representative in Iraq, and the members of his staff 
who were killed in a terrorist attack in Baghdad in August 2003.

• Sergio Vieira de Mello, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights and Special 
Representative in Iraq, killed in the terrorist attack in Baghdad. Nominated, 
separately, by several groups and various Members: Graham Watson on behalf 
of the ELDR Group, Charles Pasqua on behalf of the UEN Group, José Ribeiro e 
Castro (UEN) and others.

• Sergio Vieira de Mello, Hans Blix and Mohamed ElBaradei: respectively UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights and Special Representative in Iraq, Chief 
Weapons Inspector for the UN in Iraq, and Director General of the International 
Atomic Energy Agency. Nominated by Francis Wurtz, on behalf of the GUE/
NGL Group.

• Akbar Ganji, journalist and writer in prison in Iran. Nominated by Daniel Cohn-
Bendit and Monica Frassoni, on behalf of the Verts/ALE Group.

• Professor Saim Balmukhanov, a Kazakh human rights activist and campaigner 
for scientific freedom in Central Asia. Nominated by Struan Stevenson (PPE-DE) 
and others.

• Professor Yuri Bandazhevsky, a doctor and anatamo-pathologist from Belarus, 
imprisoned after publishing research on radioactivity contamination in children 
in Belarus. Nominated by Marie Anne Isler Beguin (Verts/ALE) and others.

• Felix Kulov (Kyrgyzstan), Muhammad Bekzhon (Uzbekistan), Batyr Berdyev 
(Turkmenistan) and Glaymzhan Zhakiyanov (Kazakhstan), Central Asian 
opposition leaders and campaigners for democracy, freedom of the press and 
the rule of law in their countries. They had all been imprisoned. Nominated by 
Matti Wuori (Verts/ALE), Bart Staes (Verts/ALE), Ulla Sandbæk (EDD), Martin 
Callanan (PPE-DE) and others.

At its meeting of 1 October 2003200, the Committee on Foreign Affairs considered 
the nominations, took a vote and drew up a shortlist of three candidates: Kofi Annan, 
Secretary General of the United Nations, and all UN staff, Akbar Ganji, and Messrs 
Vieira de Mello, Blix and El Baradei. Kofi Annan and the staff of the UN received a 
large majority of the votes. The President, Mr Cox, was informed of the result201.

199 Notice to Members No 19/2003 of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and Defence Policy of 
15 September 2003, PE5 AP PV/AFET.1999 AFET-20030930 0040.

200 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and Defence Policy of 30 September 2003, pp. 
2-3, PE5 AP PV/AFET.1999 AFET-20030930 0010.

201 Letter of 2 October 2003 from Mr Brok, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and 
Defence Policy, to Mr Cox, President of the European Parliament, PE5 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20031023 0140.
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The Conference of Presidents decided to award the 2003 Sakharov Prize to Kofi 
Annan, Secretary General of the United Nations, and to all United Nations staff, ‘with 
a view to commemorating Sergio Vieira de Mello and the many other UN officials 
who had lost their lives in the service of world peace’. The decision was made with 
the support of all the political groups except one: the Verts/ALE Group defended the 
nomination of Mr Ganji. It was decided that the prize would be presented to Mr Annan 
on 29 January 2004 in Brussels, on the occasion of his official visit to Parliament.202

At the ceremony on 29 January, the President, Mr Cox, welcomed some survivors 
of the attack in Baghdad and the families of those who had died, extending a special 
welcome to Mr Vieira de Mello’s widow and son203.

Parliament had also invited six former winners of the Sakharov Prize: Wei Jingsheng 
(1996 winner), Salima Ghezali (1997 winner), Ibrahim Rugova, President of Kosovo 
(1998 winner), Xanana Gusmão, President of East Timor (1999 winner), a representative 
of ¡Basta Ya! (2000 winner) and Dom Zacharias Kamwenho (2001 joint winner).

Three former prizewinners were unable to attend: Aung San Suu Kyi and Ms Zana, 
both in confinement at the time, and Mr Payá Sardiñas, who had again been prohibited 
from attending by the Cuban authorities.

Kofi Annan204 said he was proud to receive the Sakharov Prize in memory of the 
United Nations officials who gave their lives to promote peace in the world. He 
congratulated Europe, which he said had learnt the lessons of its long history and was 
now ‘a shining light of tolerance, human rights, and international cooperation’. A few 
months later, the European Union would welcome ten new Member States.

However, the message of Mr Annan’s speech to Parliament was very clear: he 
encouraged Member States to become more open to immigration, because Europe 
needed migrants just as migrants needed Europe. Immigration had to be well managed, 
‘not just for the sake of those who move, but for the sake of the countries they leave 
behind and those they travel through and those they migrate to’. Mr Annan emphasised 
the shared legal and moral responsibility that we have towards those who are forced to 
leave their country of origin.205

Brian Cowen, President-in-Office of the Council, and Chris Patten, the Commissioner 
for External Relations, both spoke before handing over to the chairs of the political 
groups and of the Committee on Foreign Affairs.

202 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 23 October 2003, pp. 27-28, PE4 OD PV/CPRG CPRG-20031023 0010.
203 Speech by President Cox, European Parliament debates of 29 January 2004 (not published in the OJ).
204 Speech by Kofi Annan, Secretary General of the United Nations, European Parliament debates of 29 January 2004 (not 

published in the OJ).
205 Ibid.

122

30 YEARS OF THE SAKHAROV PRIZE: THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT UPHOLDING FREEDOM OF THOUGHT



Pr
es

id
en

t C
ox

 p
re

se
nt

s 
th

e 
20

03
 S

ak
ha

ro
v 

Pr
iz

e 
to

 K
of

i A
nn

an
, S

ec
re

ta
ry

-G
en

er
al

 o
f t

he
 U

ni
te

d 
N

at
io

ns
, a

t t
he

 fo
rm

al
 s

itt
in

g 
on

 2
9 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
04

. R
ig

ht
: J

ul
ia

n 
Pr

ie
st

le
y,

 S
ec

re
ta

ry
-G

en
er

al
 o

f t
he

 E
ur

op
ea

n 
Pa

rl
ia

m
en

t. 
©

 E
ur

op
ea

n 
U

ni
on

, 2
00

4 
– 

EP



freedom of thoughtkharov Prize 
Kofi Annan Human Rights 

Sérgio Vieira de Mello

Human
freedom of though

2003
   SakharPeaceUnited Nations

Sérgio Vieira de Mello
Kofi Annan 

Sakharov Prize PeaceFreedom
Sérgio Vieira de Mello

Kofi Annan 

Peace

2003
   Sakharov Prize

C
ré

at
io

n:
  A

bs
o
lu

te
 A

ge
nc

y 
- 

w
w

w
.a

bs
o
lu

te
-a

ge
nc

y.
be

Sakharov en   1 6/01/04, 12:51:17

2003 Sakharov Prize poster. © European Union, 2003 – EP



125

ANNEX

 



2004

In 2004, there were 11 nominations from political groups or at least 25 Members206:
• Ingrid Betancourt, a Colombian Member of Parliament fighting for human rights 

and against corruption. She had been held by FARC since 2002. Nominated by 
Martin Schulz on behalf of the PSE Group.

• Reporters Without Borders, an NGO working to uphold press freedom throughout 
the world, and all the journalists who had lost their lives in the course of their 
work. Nominated by Graham Watson on behalf of the ALDE Group.

• Enzo Baldoni, Rachel Corrie and Leonid Roshol. Mr Baldoni was an Italian 
journalist and human rights activist who was murdered in Iraq. Ms Corrie was a 
young American pacifist who was killed on a trip to Palestine. Mr Roshol was a 
Russian paediatrician and founder of the international organisation ‘Brigade for 
First Aid’, and was particularly known for his humanitarian work in Chechnya. 
Nominated by Francis Wurtz on behalf of the GUE/NGL Group.

• Natalya Estemirova, a Russian-Chechen human rights activist and emblem of the 
non-violent Chechen resistance. Nominated by Daniel Cohn-Bendit and Monica 
Frassoni on behalf of the Verts/ALE Group.

• Alexander Esenin-Volpin, a human rights activist in the former USSR. Nominated 
by Nigel Farage on behalf of the IND/DEM Group.

• Angelica Edna Calò Livné and Samar Sahhar, two women from Israel and 
Palestine working to promote peace through education. Nominated by Mario 
Mauro (PPE-DE) and others.

• Belarusian Association of Journalists (BAJ), an organisation working to protect 
freedom of speech in Belarus. Nominated by Michael Gahler (PPE-DE) and 
others.

• Václav Havel, the former President of Czechoslovakia and the Czech Republic 
and a human rights activist. Nominated by Jana Bobošíková (NI) and others.

• Sergei Kovalev, the president of the Human Rights Institute in Russia and a co-
author of the Declaration of Human and Civil Rights in Russia. Nominated by 
Vytautas Landsbergis (PPE-DE) and others.

• Ibrahim Hussein Zaki, a diplomat and government minister in the Republic of 
the Maldives and an advocate of peace and reconciliation. He had been in solitary 
confinement in the Maldives since August 2004. Nominated by Nirj Deva (PPE-
DE) and others.

• The Belarusian youth movement ‘Zubr’, which campaigned for human rights and 
civil liberties in Belarus. Nominated by Rolandas Pavilionis (UEN) and others.

At its meeting of 5 October 2004207, the Committee on Foreign Affairs considered the 
nominations. Following two secret ballots, the Belarusian Association of Journalists, 
Natalya Estemirova and Sergei Kovalev, and Ingrid Betancourt received the most votes.

206 Notice to Members No 6/2004 of the Committee on Foreign Affairs of 21 September 2004, PE6 AP PV/AFET.2004 AFET-
20041004-1 0020.

207 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs of 5 October 2004, p. 2.
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Following a discussion and a vote, the Conference of Presidents decided208 to award 
the 2004 Sakharov Prize to the Belarusian Association of Journalists.

The Belarusian Association of Journalists was represented by a delegation at the 
award ceremony, which took place on 14 December 2004 in Strasbourg. The Sakharov 
Prize was presented to Zhanna Litvina, the cofounder and president of the organisation.

Addressing members of the Belarusian Association of Journalists, the President, Mr 
Borrell Fontelles, declared that the Sakharov Prize recognised ‘a group of professionals 
who risk their lives on a daily basis to seek out the truth and communicate it to their 
citizens’. Dozens of journalists had been killed and hundreds imprisoned throughout the 
world in 2004 alone. Despite the regular attacks from the authorities that independent 
media outlets faced in Belarus, the Association of Journalists continued their work to 
uphold freedom of expression.209

During her speech, Zhanna Litvina remarked that the Sakharov Prize was a very 
important symbol for her organisation, but also ‘a sign of solidarity and support for 
the entire Belarusian democratic movement ’. She added that, in a closed society in 
which the government wanted to control all information, it was extremely important 
to uphold the individual’s right to objective information. The independent press was 
practically the only source of free information for people in Belarus. In order to survive, 
however, these media outlets relied on the support of international and European 
organisations.210

208 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 28 October 2004, pp. 24-26. 
209 Speech by Mr Borrell Fontelles, President of the European Parliament, European Parliament debates of 14 December 2004.
210 Speech by Zhanna Litvina, from the Belarusian Association of Journalists, European Parliament debates of 14 December 2004.
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2005

In 2005, there were ten nominations from political groups or at least 25 Members211:
• Hauwa Ibrahim, the first female lawyer from Northern Nigeria to defend women 

and young people sentenced to cruel and inhuman punishment under Sharia. 
Nominated by Martin Schulz on behalf of the PSE Group.

• Reporters Without Borders, an international organisation working to uphold 
press freedom throughout the world. Nominated by Graham Watson on behalf 
of the ALDE Group.

• Yang Zili, Mojtaba Saminejad and (posthumously) Zouhair Yahyaoui (joint 
nomination), on behalf of the cyber-dissidents in China, Iran and Tunisia, for 
their use of the internet to disseminate evidence of human rights violations in 
countries ruled by authoritarian regimes. Nominated by Daniel Cohn-Bendit 
and Monica Frassoni on behalf of the Verts/ALE Group.

• Mukhtar Mai, the victim of an honour crime in the Pakistani village of Meerwala, 
and an emblem of the struggle for women’s rights in Pakistan. In 2002, she had 
been sentenced by the village council to be gang-raped as a means of punishing 
her brother. Nominated by André Brie and Francis Wurtz on behalf of the GUE/
NGL Group.

• Alexander Esenin-Volpin and Sergei Kovalev (joint nomination). Mr Esenin-
Volpin was an advocate of intellectual freedom in the former USSR. Mr Kovalev 
was a former dissident and cofounder of the Initiative Group for the Defence of 
Human Rights in the former Soviet Union and Chair of the Memorial Society and 
the Russian Sakharov Foundation. Nominated by Nigel Farage and Jens-Peter 
Bonde on behalf of the IND/DEM Group.

• Gunārs Astra (posthumously), a Soviet dissident who fought for democracy, 
freedom and human rights in Latvia under the Soviet regime. Nominated by 
Brian Crowley on behalf of the UEN Group.

• The ‘Ladies in White’ (Damas de Blanco), a peaceful opposition movement in 
Cuba consisting of a group of women protesting every week against the holding 
of their husbands as political prisoners, while dressed in white as a symbol of 
peace and their husbands’ innocence. Nominated by Gerardo Galeote Quecedo 
(PPE-DE), José Ribeiro E Castro (PPE-DE) and others.

• Ibrahim Adam Mudawi, the founder of the Sudan Social Development 
Organisation, an NGO working to protect human rights and bring peace to 
Sudan, particularly the region of Darfur. Nominated by Simon Coveney (PPE-
DE) and others.

• Daniel Barenboim, an Argentine-Israeli pianist and conductor. He was the 
cofounder of the Western-Eastern Divan Orchestra, which seeks to promote 
peace and dialogue between Arabs and Israelis through the medium of music. 
Nominated by Erna Hennicot-Schoepges (PPE-DE) and others.

211 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and the Subcommittee on Human Rights of 13 September 2005, 
PE4 AP PV/POLI.1994 POLI-19981012 0030.
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• Aminatou Haidar, a human rights activist in the Western Sahara. She became 
a political prisoner when arrested during a demonstration in Morocco in June 
2005. Nominated by Karin Scheele (PSE) and others.

At its meeting of 26 September 2005212, the Committee on Foreign Affairs drew up 
a shortlist of three candidates following two rounds of voting: the Ladies in White, 
Hauwa Ibrahim and Reporters Without Borders.

One month later, the Conference of Presidents213 decided to award the 2005 Sakharov 
Prize jointly to all three candidates following a single vote. It was the first time in the 
history of the Sakharov Prize that the three candidates nominated by the Committee 
on Political Affairs or its successor, the Committee on Foreign Affairs, won the prize.

The award ceremony for the 2005 Sakharov Prize took place on 14 December 2005 
in Strasbourg. Two of the winners were able to attend: Hauwa Ibrahim, a Nigerian 
lawyer, and Reporters Without Borders, represented by its Secretary General, Robert 
Ménard. The ‘Ladies in White’, who had not obtained authorisation to leave Cuba, 
were represented by Blanca Reyes, a former ‘Lady in White’.

During his speech, the President, Mr Borrell Fontelles, affirmed that Parliament had 
long supported these nominees, who all shared the ambition to uphold human dignity 
and freedom. Parliament had followed their struggle: the peaceful demonstrations by 
the Ladies in White in Havana, the work of Ms Ibrahim to bring the rule of law to her 
country so that everyone could have the right to a fair trial and to education, and the 
fight for freedom of information by Reporters Without Borders.214

All the prizewinners, or their representatives, gave a speech at the ceremony215.

Ms Reyes made the following statement on behalf of the Ladies in White: the prize 
was ‘an inspiration to carry on defending the innocence of our loved ones with greater 
courage and to demand their immediate and unconditional release’. She then listed the 
names of those who had signed the statement: Laura Poyán, wife of Héctor Maceda; 
Miriam Leyva, wife of Óscar Espinosa Chepe; Berta Soler, wife of Ángel Moya; Loida 
Valdés, wife of Alfredo Felipe Fuentes; and Julia Núñez, wife of Adolfo Fernández 
Saiz.

In 1999, twelve Nigerian states had introduced the Sharia legal system. Since then, 
Ms Ibrahim had helped defend 90 victims of that system, including women accused of 
adultery and sentenced to death by stoning, such as Safya Husseini and Amina Lawal. 
In her speech, she pointed out that these were victims with no power and no voice. 
Thanks to the Sakharov Prize, the attention of the world had turned towards them, and 
‘their cause is known and supported’.

212 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs of 26 September 2005, p. 5, PE6 AP PV/AFET.2004 AFET-20050926 0010.
213 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 26 October 2005, pp. 15-16.
214 Speech by President Borrell Fontelles, European Parliament debates of 14 December 2005.
215 Speeches by Blanca Reyes, Hauwa Ibrahim and Robert Ménard, European Parliament debates of 14 December 2005.
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Mr Ménard, the Secretary General of Reporters without Borders, spoke of journalists 
who had been killed and detained in Iraq: ‘It is to them, through us, that you are paying 
tribute.’ He congratulated Parliament for its having defended Florence Aubenas, the 
French journalist taken hostage in Iraq, but noted that there were ‘others like Florence 
Aubenas, but they do not belong to great Western media organisations and they do 
not come from the West.’ In those cases, politicians and journalists did not work nearly 
as hard, ‘as though double standards were being applied, as though some lives were 
worth more than others and as though there were some freedoms that affect us and 
others that do not. It is imperative that we put a stop to this way of thinking.’

On 23 April 2013, the Ladies in White were eventually allowed to travel to Parliament 
in Brussels to personally receive the Sakharov Prize that had been awarded to them 
almost eight years previously. The prize was presented at a special ceremony during 
a joint meeting of the Committees on Foreign Affairs and Development and the 
Subcommittee on Human Rights, with the President, Mr Schulz, also in attendance.216

216 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs of 23 April 2013.
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2006

In 2006, there were ten nominations from political groups or at least 37 Members217:
• Ingrid Betancourt, a Colombian Member of Parliament fighting to end the civil 

war through negotiation. In February 2002 she had been taken hostage by FARC. 
Nominated by Marie-Arlette Carlotti (PSE) and others.

• All those fighting to free hostages in Colombia. Nominated by Monica Frassoni 
and Daniel Cohn-Bendit on behalf of the Verts/ALE Group, and supported by 
José Salafranca Sánchez-Neyra (PPE-DE), Fernando Fernández Martín (PPE-DE), 
Frédérique Ries (ALDE) and others.

• Professor Muthgard Hinkelmann-Toewe’s Fulda-Mosocho Project, campaigning 
with the VividCom organisation against female genital mutilation in the Mosocho 
region in Kenya. Nominated by Alexander Alvaro (ALDE) and other MEPs.

• Vladimir Kozlov, the leader of the opposition in the Mari-El Republic in the 
Russian Federation, campaigning for the rights of minorities, particularly the 
Finno-Ugric minority in Russia. Nominated by Toomas Hendrik Ilves (PSE) and 
other MEPs.

• Bishop Erwin Kräutler, a campaigner for the rights of indigenous minorities and 
the preservation of the tropical rainforest in Brazil and throughout the Amazon 
region. Nominated by Herbert Bösch (PSE) and others.

• Somaly Mam, the founder of AFESIP (Agir pour les Femmes en Situation 
Précaire) and a campaigner against child prostitution, the trafficking of women 
and children and sexual slavery in Cambodia and throughout Southeast Asia. 
Nominated by Graham Watson on behalf of the ALDE Group on a proposal by 
Jules Maaten (ALDE).

• Aleksander Milinkevich, the leader of the opposition in Belarus and a presidential 
candidate in March 2006 when he stood against President Lukashenko. Nominated 
by Jacek Saryusz-Wolski on behalf of the PPE-DE Group, and by Brian Crowley 
on behalf of the UEN Group.

• Ghassan Tueni, a Lebanese journalist, diplomat and politician, Member of 
Parliament for Beirut, and ambassador to the UN. Nominated, in memory of 
five prominent Lebanese people who were assassinated in 2005218, by Martin 
Schulz on behalf of the PSE Group, on a proposal by Béatrice Patrie, Véronique 
De Keyser and others, and by Francis Wurtz on behalf of the GUE/NGL Group.

• Mesfin Woldemariam, a lecturer, human rights activist, and founding member of 
the Ethiopian Human Rights Council (EHRC). Nominated by Ana Gomes (PSE) 
and others.

• The ‘Women in Black’ from Belgrade, a movement campaigning for reconciliation 
between nations and ethnicities throughout the former Yugoslavia. Nominated 
by Jelko Kacin (ALDE) and others.

217 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Committee on Development and the Subcommittee on 
Human Rights of 12 September 2006, PE6 AP PV/AFET.2004 AFET-20060912 0040.

218 Gebrane Tueni, Rafik Hariri, Basil Fleihan, Samir Kassir and George Hawi.
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In line with Article 7 of the Statute of the Sakharov Prize, as amended on 14 June 
2006219, the Committee on Foreign Affairs and the Committee on Development 
jointly took a vote to select three ‘finalists’. For the first time, therefore, the shortlist 
of three candidates was drawn up at a joint meeting of the two committees, which 
chose the finalists on the basis of two rounds of voting. The nominees put forward 
to the Conference of Presidents were: all those fighting to free hostages in Colombia, 
Alexander Milinkevich and Ghassan Tueni. Mr Tueni received the most votes.220

The Conference of Presidents held a meeting on 26 October 2006221. The chairs of 
the political groups discussed how to interpret the phrase ‘shall select one winner’ in 
Article 7 of the amended Statute222. All three nominees received votes but ultimately, 
following two rounds of voting, Mr Milinkevich was chosen, with a majority of the 
votes, to be the winner of the 2006 Sakharov Prize.

The official award ceremony was organised for 12 December 2006, and Mr 
Milinkevich, the leader of the United Democratic Forces of the Belarusian opposition, 
was invited to attend.

Addressing the 2006 winner, the President, Mr Borrell Fontelles, spoke about the 
Belarusian presidential elections in March which had been ‘neither free nor fair’, and 
during which Mr Milinkevich had had the ‘courage to challenge the last dictatorship in 
Europe’. In awarding the Sakharov Prize to this scientist and leader of the opposition, 
Parliament was awarding it ‘to the hope of a democratic Belarus and to all the people 
fighting alongside you to make it a reality’.223

Mr Milinkevich dedicated the Sakharov Prize to all his compatriots, to ‘all of those 
who were in the square in Minsk last March, who have been thrown into prison and 
expelled from universities and workplaces’, to the political prisoners in his country, 
to all those who continued to defend the fundamental right to live in a free country. 
He urged Europe to continue its robust stance with regard to the difficult situation in 
his country: ‘There is a lot you can do! You can help us to break down the barriers to 
information and the restricted view of the world imposed upon my fellow countrymen 
by government propaganda, to create a public space conducive to open debate amongst 
the citizens, bringing together independent authors, intellectuals and moral authorities. 
This will undoubtedly help civil society in Belarus to develop more quickly.’224

219 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 14 June 2006, p. 20.
220 Minutes of the joint meeting of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and the Committee on Development of 25 September 2006, 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/home.html
221 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 26 October 2006, pp. 19-23.
222 ‘... a list of three candidates, in alphabetical order, from which the Conference of Presidents shall select one winner’, Statute 

of the ‘Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought’ of 15 May 2003, modified on 14 June 2006. The decision of the Conference 
of Presidents of 14 June 2006 stipulated that: ‘the prize will be awarded to one single winner’, minutes of the Conference of 
Presidents of 14 June 2004, p. 24-25.

223 Speech by President Borrell Fontelles, European Parliament debates of 12 December 2006.
224 Speech by Mr Milinkevich, European Parliament debates of 12 December 2006.
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2007

In 2007, there were five nominations from political groups or at least 40 Members225:
• His All Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I, the Ecumenical Patriarch 

of Constantinople, working to uphold freedom of religion and promote inter-
faith dialogue in Turkey. Nominated by Philip Claeys on behalf of the ITS group.

• Zeng Jinyan and Hu Jia, a young Chinese couple and ‘children of Tiananmen’. 
Zeng Jinyan was a blogger who regularly reported examples of human rights 
violations in China, and Hu Jia led a campaign to protect the environment and 
combat the spread of AIDS. Nominated by Monica Frassoni and Daniel Cohn-
Bendit on behalf of the Verts/ALE Group.

• Malalai Joya, an Afghani women’s rights activist who was elected to the Afghan 
National Assembly in 2005. She was suspended in 2007 after speaking out against 
‘warlords’ in the country’s parliament. Nominated by Vittorio Agnoletto, André 
Brie and Tobias Pflüger on behalf of the GUE/NGL Group.

• Salih Mahmoud Osman, a human rights lawyer working with the Sudan 
Organisation Against Torture. He provided free legal representation for victims 
of the country’s civil war. Nominated jointly by Josep Borrell Fontelles (PSE), 
Thierry Cornillet (ALDE), José Ribeiro e Castro (PPE-DE), Frithjof Schmidt (Verts/
ALE), Jürgen Schröder (PPE-DE) and 177 other members from various political 
groups, and by Annemie Neyts-Uyttebroeck and Marco Cappato on behalf of the 
ALDE Group.

• Anna Politkovskaya, a Russian journalist and human right activist known for 
her opposition to the conflict in Chechnya. She was shot dead in October 2006. 
Nominated posthumously by Joseph Daul on behalf of the PPE-DE Group.

The nominations were put forward during the first joint committee meeting, held 
on 11 September 2007226. At the meeting of 24 September227, the ITS Group withdrew its 
nomination for His All Holiness the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I. Following a 
single vote, the committees selected three nominees to be put forward to the Conference 
of Presidents: Salih Mahmoud Osman, Anna Politkovskaya and Zeng Jinyan and Hu 
Jia (joint nomination). Mahmoud Osman received the most votes.

At its meeting on 25 October 2007228, the Conference of Presidents unanimously 
chose the winner of the 2007 Sakharov Prize. The President, Mr Pöttering, announced 
the name of the winner in plenary that day229: ‘For his commitment to the all-too-long-
forgotten victims in Darfur, the Conference decided that the prize would be awarded 
to Salih Mahmoud Osman.’

225 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Committee on Development and the Subcommittee on 
Human Rights of 6 September 2007, PE6 AP PV/AFET.2004 AFET-20070924 0030.

226 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Subcommittee on Human Rights and the Committee on Development of 11 
September 2007,  PE6 AP PV/AFET.2004 DROI-20070911 0010.

227 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and the Committee on Development of 24 September 2007, PE6 AP PV/
AFET.2004 AFET-20070924 0010.

228 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 25 October 2007, pp. 12-13.
229 Speech by President Pöttering, European Parliament debates of 25 October 2007.

141

CHAPTER V

THIRTY YEARS OF THE SAKHAROV PRIZE



The award ceremony took place on 11 December 2007, and was attended by Mr 
Osman and his wife.

In his speech, Mr Pöttering pointed out that the decision of the political group chairs 
as to the winner of the 2007 prize had been unanimous: ‘The European Parliament has 
thereby reaffirmed its solidarity with the people in Darfur and its conviction that a 
sustainable solution for that region can only be achieved through justice, democracy 
and respect for human rights.’ Salih Mahmoud Osman’s work exemplified this in 
that it went beyond the provision of legal representation for victims. The President 
highlighted Mr Osman’s commitment, as a member of the opposition in the Sudanese 
parliament since 2005, to promoting genuine reform of the country’s judicial system.230

In his speech, Salih Mahmoud Osman said he would be proud to accept the prize 
on behalf of all the other candidates that year. Regarding the situation in Darfur, he 
gave the following message to the European Union: the innocent civilians in the region, 
the thousands of torture victims and the four million people displaced, all needed the 
European Union to take a strong and united position, because ‘so far we have not seen 
any concrete steps to address the situation in a strong and targeted manner.’ Europe 
had to put greater pressure on the Sudanese Government and redouble its efforts to 
bring the government and the rebels to the table for peace negotiations. In addition, he 
requested that Europe encourage the establishment of the rule of law in his country, ‘so 
that all citizens of Sudan can enjoy their individual and collective rights’.231

230 Speech by President Pöttering, European Parliament debates of 11 December 2007.
231 Speech by Salih Mahmoud Osman, European Parliament debates of 11 December 2007.
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2008

In 2008, the 20th year of the Sakharov Prize, there were eight nominations from 
political groups or at least 40 Members232:

• Ingrid Betancourt, a presidential candidate in Colombia in 2002, kidnapped by 
FARC and held captive for 2 321 days. Nominated by Martin Schulz on behalf of 
the PSE Group.

• His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama, a defender of human rights and intercultural 
dialogue in Tibet and throughout the world. Nominated by Cristiana Muscardini 
on behalf of the UEN Group and by Piia-Noora Kauppi (PPE-DE), Aloyzas 
Sakalas (PSE) and 39 others.

• European Roma Rights Centre (ERRC), an NGO defending Roma rights and 
combating racism against Roma people. Nominated by Vittorio Agnoletto on 
behalf of the GUE/NGL Group.

• Hu Jia, ‘on behalf of the silenced voices of China and Tibet’, a Chinese human 
rights defender in prison since December 2007 and an AIDS and environmental 
activist. Nominated by Graham Watson on behalf of the ALDE Group, and by 
Monica Frassoni and Daniel Cohn-Bendit on behalf of the Verts/ALE Group, and 
by 55 others.

• Alexandr Kozulin, a Belarusian political prisoner and former presidential 
contender. Nominated by Jacek Protasiewicz (PPE-DE), Jan Marinus Wiersma 
(PSE) and 44 others.

• Abbé Apollinaire Malu Malu, a Catholic priest and chair of the independent 
national electoral commission in the DRC. He campaigned for minority rights 
and dialogue between ethnic groups. Nominated by Luisa Morgantini (GUE/
NGL), Alain Hutchinson (PSE), Jürgen Schröder (PPE-DE), Johan Van Hecke 
(ALDE) and 44 others.

• Mikhail Trepashkin, a Russian lawyer and human rights activist in Russia who 
had been imprisoned in 2003. Nominated by Gerard Batten on behalf of the IND/
DEM Group.

• Morgan Tsvangirai, the leader of the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) 
in Zimbabwe and a defender of democracy and human rights. Nominated by 
Luís Queiró (PPE-DE) and 96 others.

During the joint meeting of 22 September 2008 of the two committees involved233, 
the PSE Group withdrew its nomination of Ms Betancourt. Following an advisory vote, 
it was decided not to proceed to a second round of voting and the following shortlist 
was drawn up: Hu Jia, Alexandr Kozulin and Abbé Apollinaire Malu Malu.

232 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Subcommittee on Human Rights and the Committee on 
Development of 4 September 2008, PE6 AP PV/AFET.2004 AFET-20080908 0090.

233 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and the Committee on Development of 22 September 2008, PE6 AP PV/
AFET.2004 AFET-20080922 0010. 
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At its meeting of 23 October 2008234, the Conference of Presidents decided to award 
the 2008 Sakharov Prize to Hu Jia. It also used the meeting to criticise any attempt by 
some third-country governments to influence Parliament’s decision by lobbying MEPs.

The President, Mr Pöttering, announced the decision to Parliament that day in 
plenary235: ‘By awarding the Sakharov Prize to Hu Jia, the European Parliament is 
demonstrating forcefully and with determination its recognition of the daily fight for 
freedom carried on by all defenders of human rights in China.’

The award ceremony took place on 17 December 2008. It was a special event, as 
Parliament welcomed a large number of former Sakharov Prize winners to mark the 
20th anniversary of the prize and the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. The day before, Parliament had created a Sakharov network in an effort 
to promote the activities of past and present winners.

Most of the winners attended in person: Adem Demaçi (1991 winner); Las Madres de 
la Plaza de Mayo, represented by Hebe Pastor de Bonafini (1992 winner); Oslobođenje, 
represented by Lidija Korać (1993 winner); Taslima Nasreen (1994 winner); Leyla Zana 
(1995 winner); Wei Jingsheng (1996 winner); ¡Basta Ya!, represented by José María 
Alemán Amundarain (2000 winner); Dom Zacarias Kamwenho (2001 joint winner); the 
Belarusian Association of Journalists, represented by Zhanna Litvina (2004 winner); 
Hauwa Ibrahim (2005 joint winner); Reporters Without Borders, represented by Jean-
François Julliard (2005 joint winner); Aleksander Milinkevich (2006 winner); and Salih 
Mahmoud Osman (2007 winner).

Other recipients were, once again, unable to make it to Strasbourg. Under house 
arrest in her country, Aung San Suu Kyi (1990 winner) was represented by Zoya Phan. 
Forbidden from travelling by the Cuban authorities, Oswaldo José Payá Sardiñas 
(2002 winner) was represented by his nephew, Adam Mascaró Payá, and the Ladies in 
White (2005 joint winner) by Blanca Reyes.

In prison since 2007, Hu Jia did not attend the ceremony to collect his Sakharov 
Prize. An empty chair was placed in the centre of the Chamber for him. Deprived of 
her passport, Zeng Jinyan, the winner’s wife, was also unable to leave China. She did 
however send Parliament a video message on behalf of her husband, in which she 
announced that she intended to respect her husband’s wishes and use the Sakharov 
Prize money to create a foundation dedicated to helping the families of human rights 
activists.

To celebrate this historic moment, Elena Bonner was also invited to attend the 
ceremony with her daughter, Tatiana. In her speech236, Mr Sakharov’s widow, an 
85-year-old human rights activist, stressed that ‘we should never make concessions 

234 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 23 October 2008, pp. 16-17.
235 Speech by President Pöttering, European Parliament debates of 23 October 2008.
236 Speech by Elena Bonner, European Parliament debates of 17 December 2008.
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when human rights are in danger’, since defending human rights is the foundation of 
our civilisation and of humanity as a whole.
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Press conference after the Sakharov Prize ceremony on 17 December 2008. President Pöttering is seen here with Elena Bonner, widow of Andrei Sakharov. 
2008 winner Hu Jia was unable to attend the ceremony to receive his prize as he was being held in prison in China. © European Union, 2008 – EP
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2009

In 2009, there were ten nominations from political groups or at least 40 Members237:
• Izzeldin Abuelaish, a Palestinian gynaecologist practising his profession in both 

Israel and Palestine and a promotor of peace and reconciliation between the two 
peoples. Nominated by Véronique De Keyser (S&D), Hans-Gert Pöttering (PPE), 
Caroline Lucas (Verts/ALE) and 52 others.

• The Vicente Ferrer Foundation, committed to defending and promoting the 
rights of minorities in India and eradicating extreme poverty. Nominated by 
Andrés Perelló Rodríguez (S&D) and 39 others.

• Dawit Isaak, an Eritrean journalist and writer and now a Swedish citizen. He 
was imprisoned in 2001 in Eritrea together with several other journalists and 
politicians. Nominated by Eva-Britt Svensson, on behalf of the GUE/NGL Group, 
and by Olle Schmidt (ALDE) and 31 others.

• Mariam Lamizana, Minister for Social Action and National Solidarity in Burkina 
Faso, President of the Inter-African Committee against Female Genital Mutilation 
(FGM) and an activist in the fight against poverty and all forms of violence against 
women. Nominated by Francesco Speroni, on behalf of the EFD Group.

• Lyudmila Alexeyeva, Oleg Orlov and Sergei Kovalev, on behalf of ‘Memorial’ 
and all other human rights defenders in Russia. Nominated by Rebecca Harms 
and Daniel Cohn-Bendit on behalf of the Verts/ALE Group.

• Memorial, a Russian organisation dedicated to promoting human rights and 
democracy in the post-Soviet states and preventing a return to totalitarianism. 
Nominated by Jacek Saryusz-Wolski (PPE) and 59 others.

• Denis Mukwege, a doctor and the founder and director of Panzi Hospital in 
Bukavu, in the Democratic Republic of Congo, who specialises in caring for 
female victims of gang rape. Nominated by Guy Verhofstadt, on behalf of the 
ALDE Group.

• Father Thadeus Nguyên Văn Lý, a Vietnamese Catholic priest and campaigner 
involved in pro-democracy movements in Vietnam, for which he was imprisoned 
for almost 15 years. Nominated by Michael Gahler (PPE) and 44 others.

• Shadi Sadr, an Iranian journalist, lawyer and human rights activist whose 
primary focus was on ending the death penalty and stoning. Nominated by 
Marietje Schaake (ALDE), Barbara Lochbihler (Verts/ALE) and 38 others.

• Roberto Saviano, an Italian journalist and writer. He was threatened by the Italian 
Mafia as a result of his uncompromising attacks on organised crime. Nominated 
by Sonia Alfano (ALDE) and 39 others.

The nominations were announced at the joint meeting between the relevant 
committees of 30 September 2009238. The vote took place at the meeting of 

237 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Committee on Development and the Subcommittee on 
Human Rights of 21 September 2009, http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/home.html

238 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs of 30 September 2009, p. 4,  
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/home.html
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6 October 2009239. The three nominees with the most votes were: Dr Izzeldin Abuelaish, 
Dawit Isaak and Memorial (Oleg Orlov, Sergei Kovalev and Lyudmila Alexeyeva).

At its meeting of 22 October 2009240, the Conference of Presidents unanimously 
decided to award the 2009 Sakharov Prize to Memorial, the organisation dedicated to 
promoting human rights in the post-Soviet states. When the President, Mr Buzek241, 
announced the name of the winner at the plenary session, he expressed Parliament’s 
hope ‘that by doing so, we will contribute to ending the circle of fear, uncertainty and 
violence surrounding human rights defenders in the Russian Federation’.

Twenty years after the death of Andrei Sakharov, the prize bearing his name was 
awarded to one of the associations that he himself had created. In its early years, 
Memorial, which was founded during the perestroika era, aimed to support the political 
prisoners who were victims of Stalinist repression.

The formal Sakharov Prize award ceremony took place on 16 December 2009.

In his speech, the President, Mr Buzek, asked how Mr Sakharov might have felt that 
day, if he could have attended the ceremony. ‘Would he feel pride, or more a sense of 
sadness that today’s Russia still needs such organisations?’242

At the ceremony, Memorial was represented by Lyudmila Alexeyeva, Oleg Orlov and 
Sergei Kovalev. Mr Kovalev gave an acceptance speech on behalf of the organisation243. 
He called for a minute’s silence in memory of all the people who had been murdered244, 
in recent years, for campaigning for human rights in Russia. Mr Kovalev stressed that 
the Sakharov Prize had not been awarded exclusively to Memorial but to all those 
people who had disappeared and to the entire Russian community involved in the 
fight to defend human rights.

Mr Kovalev concluded his speech with a few thoughts on the name of the ‘Sakharov 
Prize for Freedom of Thought’. ‘How can thought not be free? Who can limit its freedom 
and how? There is a means – it is the fear that becomes part of a person’s personality 
and makes that person think and even feel as required.’ ‘What can stand up to this fear? 
However paradoxical it may be, purely and solely freedom of thought. [--] Freedom of 
thought is the basis of all other freedoms.’

239 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs of 6 October 2009, p. 3,  
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/home.html

240 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 22 October 2009, p. 24.
241 Speech by President Buzek, European Parliament debates of 22 October 2009.
242 Speech by President Buzek, European Parliament debates of 16 December 2009.
243 Speech by Sergei Kovalev, European Parliament debates of 16 December.
244 He spoke of several people, including Natalya Estemirova, a fellow member of Memorial, murdered in July 2009 in Chechnya; 

the lawyer Stanislav Markelov, killed by a gunshot to the head in January 2009 in Moscow; the journalists Anna Politkovskaya 
and Anastasia Babourova, murdered in Moscow in October 2006 and January 2009, respectively; the ethnologist Nikolai 
Girenko, shot dead in June 2004 in Saint Petersburg; and Farid Babayev, murdered in November 2007 in Dagestan.
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2010

In 2010, there were nine nominations from political groups or at least 40 Members245:
• ACCESS, a citizen movement that helps human rights defenders to protect their 

online communications and to access information despite the censorship imposed 
in their countries by repressive regimes. Nominated by the ALDE Group.

• Haytham Al-Maleh, a prominent Syrian human rights lawyer who was sentenced 
to three years’ imprisonment in 2010 at the age of 80. Nominated by Heidi Hautala 
(Verts/ALE) and 44 others.

• Breaking the Silence (BTS), an Israeli NGO established in 2004 by soldiers and 
veterans of the Israeli armed forces with the aim of collecting testimonies on 
military service in the Palestinian territories occupied during the second Intifada. 
Nominated by Rebecca Harms and Daniel Cohn-Bendit, on behalf of the Verts/
ALE Group, and by Lothar Bisky, on behalf of the GUE/NGL Group.

• Guillermo Fariñas, a Cuban psychologist, independent journalist and political 
dissident committed to promoting human rights in Cuba. Having staged 23 
hunger strikes over the years in protest against the Cuban regime, he had stated 
that he was willing to die in the struggle against censorship in Cuba. Nominated, 
‘on behalf of all those who fight in Cuba for freedom and human rights’, by 
Joseph Daul, José Ignacio Salafranca Sánchez-Neyra, Jaime Mayor Oreja, Jacek 
Saryusz-Wolski, Jarosław Leszek Wałęsa and Francisco José Millán Mon, on 
behalf of the PPE Group, by the ECR Group and by Edvard Kožušník (ECR) and 
91 others.

• Aminatou Haidar, a Sahrawi non-violent activist for the independence of Western 
Sahara. She was also President of the CODESA (Collective of Sahrawi Human 
Rights Defenders). Nominated by Norbert Neuser (S&D), Willy Meyer (GUE/
NGL), Raül Romeva i Rueda (Verts/ALE) and 40 others.

• Dawit Isaak, an Eritrean-Swedish journalist, writer and playwright, imprisoned 
since 2001 in Eritrea for political reasons. Nominated by Olle Schmidt (ALDE), 
Cecilia Wikström (ALDE), Marit Paulsen (ALDE), Lena Ek (ALDE) and 37 others.

• Birtukan Mideksa, an Ethiopian female politician and former judge. She was the 
leader of the opposition party UDJ (Unity for Democracy and Justice) and had 
been a political prisoner since 2008. Nominated by Martin Schulz, on behalf of 
the S&D Group.

• Father Thadeus Nguyên Văn Lý, a Vietnamese Catholic priest and non-violent 
promoter of human rights. Nominated by the ECR Group.

• Open Doors, a denominational Christian mission created in 1955 with the aim 
of supporting persecuted Christians around the world. Nominated by the ECR 
Group.

At the meeting of 5 October 2010246, the relevant committees announced the 
nominations for the Sakharov Prize and subsequently voted at the meeting of 18 

245 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Committee on Development and the Subcommittee on 
Human Rights of 28 September 2010, http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/home.html

246 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs of 5 October 2010, p. 3,  
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/home.html
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October 2010247. The three nominees selected were: Breaking the Silence, Guillermo 
Fariñas and Birtukan Mideksa.

At its meeting of 21 October 2010248, the Conference of Presidents decided to award 
the 2010 Sakharov Prize to Guillermo Fariñas. After the meeting, the President, Mr 
Buzek, announced the name of the winner in plenary249: ‘Guillermo Fariñas [was] ready 
to sacrifice and risk his own health and life as a means of pressure to achieve change 
in Cuba. He used hunger strikes to protest and to challenge the lack of freedom of 
speech in Cuba, carrying the hopes of all those who care for freedom, human rights 
and democracy.’

The 2010 award ceremony took place on 15 December 2010. However, Guillermo 
Fariñas’ chair remained empty: the prize winner had not received authorisation to 
leave Cuba. In his absence, President Buzek laid his certificate on an empty chair with 
a Cuban flag draped over it, and a prerecorded speech by the winner was played.

In his speech, Mr Buzek highlighted the strength of people like Guillermo Fariñas, 
of whom it could be said that, although they were persecuted and imprisoned, ‘their 
voice cannot be silenced’. He added that ‘the role of the European Parliament and the 
role of every one of us is to strengthen that voice’.250

In his message, Guillermo Fariñas thanked the European Parliament for not 
abandoning the Cuban people and for not forgetting the sufferings endured in more 
than 50 years of struggle for democracy. He stressed that Cuba should fulfill five 
conditions before Europe changes its position on the country: 1) proceed with the 
release of all political prisoners and conscientious objectors; 2) immediately stop all 
violent repression of peaceful opposition; 3) announce the review and repeal of Cuban 
laws which are inconsistent with the provisions of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights; 4) authorise, in everyday practice, independent opposition parties, media and 
unions; 5) publicly accept that Cubans living in diaspora have the right to participate 
in the country’s social, political, economic and cultural life.251

On 3 July 2013, Guillermo Fariñas, accompanied by his mother, was finally welcomed 
at Parliament in Strasbourg and the 2010 Sakharov Prize was personally awarded to 
him at the plenary session. He thanked Parliament for the prize, declaring: ‘We are the 
change.’ He raised his fist at the end of his speech, signalling the strength of hope, the 
hope of one day living in a democratic Cuba.252

247 Minutes of the Committee on Development of 18 October 2010, p. 1,  
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/home.html

248 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 21 October 2010, p. 13. 
249 Speech by President Buzek, European Parliament debates of 21 October 2010.
250 Speech by President Buzek, European Parliament debates of 15 December 2010.
251 Recorded message by Guillermo Fariñas, European Parliament debates of 15 December 2010.
252 European Parliament debates of 3 July 2013.
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President Buzek places the certificate awarded to the 2010 winner, Guillermo Fariñas, on an empty chair covered with the Cuban flag at the award 
ceremony on 15 December 2010. © European Union, 2010 – EP



At the end of his acceptance speech on 3 July 2013, Guillermo Fariñas raises his fist as a sign of the strength of hope. © European Union, 2013 – EP
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2011

In 2011, there were five nominations from political groups or at least 40 Members253:
• Izzeldin Abuelaish, a Palestinian obstetrician who, having lost his three 

daughters in an attack ordered by the Israeli forces, created the Daughters for 
Life Foundation. Nominated by the ECR Group.

• The ‘Arab Spring’, represented by five activists involved in the Arab protests. 
Mohamed Bouazizi (Tunisia) protested against the poverty in his country by 
attempting to commit suicide by self-immolation in December 2010, which 
sparked the revolution in Tunisia and in other Arab countries. Asmaa Mahfouz, 
a young Egyptian activist and co-founder of the April 6 youth movement. She 
posted a video on YouTube calling for people to join the first Egyptian protest 
in January 2011. Ahmed al-Zubair Ahmed al-Sanusi, the 77-year-old dissident, 
was Libya’s longest-serving political prisoner. Razan Zaitouneh, a Syrian lawyer 
and defender of human rights and women’s causes in Syria, who had created 
the SHRIL (Syrian Human Rights Information Link) blog to report on human 
rights violations and disappearances in her country. Ali Farzat, a famous Syrian 
cartoonist who, in his drawings, criticised the political situation in his country. 
In August 2011, he was abducted and beaten by members of the Syrian security 
forces who broke his hands. Nominated by the PPE Group, S&D Group, ALDE 
Group and Verts/ALE Group.

• Dzmitry Bandarenka, a co-founder of the Charter ‘97 civil initiative to promote 
democracy in Belarus. He was imprisoned after attending a pro-democracy rally 
on the day of the December 2010 presidential elections. Nominated by the ECR 
Group.

• Boris Pahor, a Slovene writer and defender of human rights and freedom of 
speech. Aged 98, he is also a survivor of a concentration camp and is strongly 
opposed to fascism and all totalitarian regimes. Nominated by Milan Zver (PPE) 
and 51 others.

• The San José de Apartadó Peace Community, Colombia. The members of this 
community, in the middle of a conflict zone, observe the following values: 
non-violence, democracy, respect for life and protection of the environment. 
Nominated by the GUE/NGL Group.

• The nominations were announced at the joint meeting between the relevant 
committees on 4 October 2011254. The vote took place on 20 October 2011255. The 
three nominees with the most votes were: the ‘Arab Spring’, Dzmitry Bandarenka 
and the San José de Apartadó Peace Community.

At its meeting of 27 October 2011256, the Conference of Presidents decided, by 
consensus, to award the 2011 Sakharov Prize to the ‘Arab Spring’: Asmaa Mahfouz, 

253 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Subcommittee on Human Rights and the Committee on 
Development of 20 September 2011, http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/home.html

254 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs of 4 October 2011, p. 4, http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/home.
html

255 Minutes of the Committee on Foreign Affairs of 20 October 2011, p. 1-2, http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/home.
html

256 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 27 October 2011, pp. 19-20. 
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Ahmed al-Zubair Ahmed al-Sanusi, Razan Zaitouneh, Ali Farzat and, posthumously, 
Mohamed Bouazizi257.

After the meeting, Mr Buzek announced the name of the winner in plenary258.

At its meeting of 8 December 2011, the Conference of Presidents decided that the 
prize money would be divided equally between the four living winners and the 
Tunisian NGO Karama, on behalf of Mr Bouazizi259.

The official ceremony took place on 14 December 2011. As Mr Buzek recalled in his 
speech, the European Parliament had awarded the Sakharov Prize to those five activists 
involved in the Arab Spring in order to recognise the efforts of all those fighting for 
dignity, fundamental freedoms and political change in the Arab world.260

Two of the winners were able to attend the ceremony. The other two were unable to 
attend and sent a message to Parliament.

Asmaa Mahfouz, a young Egyptian activist, and Ahmed al-Zubair Ahmed al-Sanusi, 
a former political prisoner and member of the National Transition Council in Libya, 
addressed Parliament261. Asmaa Mahfouz expressed her pride in the martyrs of the 
Arab Revolution, with whom she shared the prize. Ahmed al-Sanusi spoke of his 31 
years in prison, during which, despite the isolation and torture, he had kept his human 
dignity and had not lost hope. He called on the European Parliament to support the 
Libyans in their struggle to achieve their aim of building a tolerant and democratic 
society.

Forced to live in hiding, Razan Zaitouneh sent Parliament a written message. Ali 
Farzat, on the other hand, sent a video message. Acting on a proposal from its President, 
Parliament observed a minute’s silence in memory and in honour of Mr Bouazizi and all 
those who had lost their lives in the fight for liberty and dignity in the Arab countries.

257 This was the first time that the Sakharov Prize had been awarded posthumously since 1988, when it was awarded to Anatoli 
Marchenko.

258 Speech by President Buzek, European Parliament debates of 27 October 2011.
259 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 8 December 2011, p. 41.
260 Speech by President Buzek, European Parliament debates of 14 December 2011.
261 Speeches by Ms Ahmaa Mahfouz and Mr Ahmed al-Sanusi, European Parliament debates of 14 December 2011.
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2012

In 2012, there were five nominations from political groups or at least 40 Members262:
• Ales Bialiatski, a Belarusian activist and the founder of the Viasna Human Rights 

Centre, which provided financial and legal assistance to political prisoners and 
their families. He was arrested and imprisoned by the Belarusian regime in 2011. 
Nominated by Jacek Saryusz-Wolski (PPE) and 82 others.

• Joseph Francis, the founder and director of the CLAAS (Center for Legal Aid 
Assistance and Settlement) in Pakistan, which aimed to address the needs of the 
numerous victims of Pakistan’s blasphemy laws. Nominated by the ECR Group.

• Victoire Ingabire Umuhoza, Déogratias Mushayidi and Bernard Ntaganda, 
representing the Rwandan opposition. They are promotors of dialogue and 
reconciliation and were all in prison in Rwanda. Nominated by Willy Meyer 
(GUE/NGL), Rosa Estaràs Ferragut (PPE), Santiago Fisas Ayxela (PPE), María 
Muñiz de Urquiza (S&D), Ana Miranda (Verts/ALE) and 37 others.

• Pussy Riot, a Russian feminist punk group, represented by Nadezhda Andreyevna 
Tolokonnikova, Yekaterina Samutsevich and Maria Alekhina. Three young 
women members of the group were arrested and sentenced to two years in a 
labour camp after staging a protest at Moscow’s Christ the Saviour Cathedral. 
Nominated by Werner Schulz (Verts/ALE) and 45 others.

• Nasrin Sotoudeh and Jafar Panahi. Ms Sotoudeh is an Iranian lawyer who had 
defended women’s rights, human rights activists and prisoners of conscience. She 
was arrested in September 2010 and sentenced to 11 years in prison in addition 
to being barred from practising law for 20 years. Mr Panahi is an Iranian film 
director and screenwriter whose films, which were often banned in Iran, had 
won many international awards. In December 2010, Mr Panahi was arrested and 
sentenced to 6 years in prison and barred from directing any films for 20 years. 
Nominated by the S&D Group, the ALDE Group and the Verts/ALE Group, as 
well as by José Ignacio Salafranca Sánchez-Neyra (PPE), Elmar Brok (PPE) and 
11 others.

At the joint meeting of 9 October 2012263, the two relevant committees took a vote in 
order to draw up a list of three finalists. The three nominees with the most votes were: 
Ales Bialiatski, Pussy Riot, and Nasrin Sotoudeh and Jafar Panahi.

The Conference of Presidents264 decided, unanimously, to award the 2012 Sakharov 
Prize to the Iranian nominees, Nasrin Sotoudeh and Jafar Panahi. That same day, 
the President, Mr Schulz, announced the names of the winners to the European 
Parliament265 and said that awarding the prize to these joint winners was a sign of 
solidarity and recognition for a man and a woman who had not been bowed by fear 
and intimidation and who had chosen to put the fate of their country before their own.

262 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Subcommittee on Human Rights and the Committee on 
Development of 18 September 2012, http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/home.html

263 Minutes of the Committee on Development of 9 October 2012, p. 6, http://www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/home.
html

264 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 26 October 2012, p. 16.
265 Speech by President Schulz, European Parliament debates of 26 October 2012.
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The President added that the decision had been taken by the political group chairs 
unanimously and extremely quickly.

The formal Sakharov Prize award ceremony took place on 12 December 2012. The 
winners, both imprisoned in Iran, were unable to receive their prize in person: two 
chairs were left empty for them in the middle of the Chamber.

Ms Sotoudeh was represented by two of her compatriots: Shirin Ebadi (winner of 
the 2003 Nobel Peace Prize) and Karim Lahidji.

Before reading Ms Sotoudeh’s message, Shirin Ebadi explained that the choice of 
representatives had been no accident. Two Iranian lawyers had been forced into exile 
for defending political prisoners and prisoners of conscience: Mr Lahidji 28 years ago 
and herself four years ago. The choice of representatives therefore showed that such 
practices had been ongoing in Iran for 30 years.

In her message to Parliament, Ms Sotoudeh deplored the fact that, in spite of 
decades of fighting for human rights worldwide, these rights were still being violated 
in some countries where there were no effective mechanisms for safeguarding them. 
She stressed that it was up to governments to respect and uphold human rights, and 
that measures should be taken in order to ensure that those governments honoured the 
commitments they had given in international conventions266.

Ms Sotoudeh thanked the European Parliament for the Sakharov Prize, which she 
dedicated to all Iranian political prisoners, to oppressed religious minorities, to those 
who had demonstrated during the elections and had been imprisoned and, above all, 
to her lawyer, Abdolfattah Soltani, who was imprisoned in 2012 for defending political 
prisoners.

Mr Panahi asked two members of his ‘cinema family’ to receive the prize on his 
behalf: the director Constantin Costa-Gavras and Serge Toubiana, director of the 
Cinémathèque Française in Paris. Solmaz Panahi, Mr Panahi’s daughter, was also 
present.

In his speech, Mr Costa-Gavras recalled that a seat had been left empty in the Cannes 
Film Festival jury two and a half years earlier. ‘The chair belonged to Jafar Panahi, who 
was banned from attending the film festival and celebration.’ Concerned colleagues 
from the Cinémathèque Française had started a petition, which was signed during the 
Festival by directors’ and actors’ guilds and by big names from around the world. 
Despite this international support, Mr Panahi was arrested a few months later.267

In his message, read by Mr Costa-Gavras, Mr Panahi explained why he had chosen 
to stay in the country that had sentenced him and banned him from working as a 
filmmaker. He would not leave the country that he loved so dearly: ‘My creation is the 

266 Nasrin Sotoudeh’s message read by Shirin Ebadi, European Parliament debates of 12 December 2012.
267 Speech by Constantin Costa-Gavras, on behalf of Mr Panahi, European Parliament debates of 12 December 2012.
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result of a personal perception of facts of life and ontological experiences in a specific 
society, during a lifetime.’268

Mr Panahi dedicated his prize to all the anonymous individuals who were fighting 
for freedom and peace.

268 Jafar Pahahi’s message read by Constantin Costa-Gavras, European Parliament debates of 12 December 2012.
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Nasrin Sotoudeh, one of the 2012 co-laureates, was released on 
18 September 2013. While in Evin Prison, she wrote a number of 

letters to Andrei Sakharov on napkins, and managed to have them 
smuggled out. The texts of these letters, originally written in Farsi and 

translated into English, can be seen below. 
Texts : © Nasrin Sotoudeh.

© European Union, 2013 - PE
Source : Human Rights Actions Unit
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اد ساخارف   .... ي ن رياست محترم ب

زه ي .... ساخاروف شدم. ده ي جاي رن ي ب ران اراضيان اي فاق يكي ديگر از ن ه ات من امسال ب

و از همين واژه برخاسته است. ردم كه شهرت ت ه كار ب اراضي را از اين جهت ب ن

و و زادگاه تو سختي هاي خودش را داشت ه ي ت ود بس دشوار! زمان م اتحاد جماهير شوروي كاري ب اراضي بودن، آن هم در رژي  ن
هاد. ه كاهش ن و اين سختي ها رو ب اسداري هاي كساني چون ت ا پ كه ب

دره ساخاروف را از زمان ام "آن ا شوم. ن ه درستي آشن ا زندگي ات ب م، اما بيش از هرچيز دوست داشتم ب اب زه را در مي ي  اهميت جاي
شمند م اين دان دان اراضي مي شنيدم و من دوست داشتم ب شمند" ن د "دان سون ا پ اد ميالدي، همواره ب ي ام در دهه ي هشت  دانشجوي
اراضي" مي شود؟ و فر، يك شخص در جامعه اش "ن اراضي" شده است؟ و چرا يك ن ه "ن اراضي چه كار كرده است كه ملقب ب  ن

ارضايتي اش او از چيست؟ و از كيست؟ ن

ه ر اعضاي جامعه ي خودش گذاشت مند ب اور و قدرت كات اراضي" لفظ ماليمي است كه منتقدان يك دولت دي هميدم "ن  بعدها ف
روز ب از  ا  امعقول حكومت اش، ضمن ن ه خواسته هاي  ب يم نشدن  سل ت ا  ب ساني اش و  ان ا حفظ شرافت و غرور  ب لكه  ب ا  ت  است 

وگيري كند. يشتر جل نه هاي ب خشونت ها و هزي

يستند. يم ن سل ابل اعالم كنند اهل ت ه طرف مق اشند، هم ب فان هم عزت شان را حفظ كرده ب م كه مخال ه و مالي  راهي شرافتمندان
ساني شبيه هم ادگي ها طبق سرشت ان ست ه يكديگر است، حكايت اي مام حكومت ها مشاب  اما چون داستان قدرت مداري در ت

است.

د. راي خويش انتخاب كردن ه ب اراضيان" واژه اي مشاب ز " ن ي عد، در كشور من ن ا ب ه از همين رو سال

ه اي متفاوت از حكومت فكر مي كنند، ه گون ي اطالق مي شود كه ب ه همه ي كسان  عبارت "دگرانديش" در مفهوم وسيع خويش ب
سند داشتن شان همگي مورد پ قاد شان و دوست داشتن و ن ه شان و مذهب و اعت ي و روزان شند و نحوه ي زندگي مدن دي  مي ان

حكومت نيست.

فاوت دارد، ا حكومت ت قادات شان ب د كه اعت ي ان يستند و فقط كسان زاما همگي اپوزوسيون ن ي كه ال ران شان اي دي  از اين رو، دگران
د. زديك مي شون اراضيان" در حكومت شوروي ن ه "ن كم وبيش ب

ر ب ز  ي ن دارد و در صدد كسب قدرت  ن قبول  را  ه لحاظ سياسي حكومت موجود  ب ي اطالق مي شود كه  ه كسان ب شان  دي  دگران
ند. مي آي

د و در صدد كسب قدرت از طريق دارن ه لحاظ سياسي حكومت موجود را قبول ن ي اطالق مي شود كه ب ه كسان شان ب دي  دگران
ع قدرت از طريق انقالب. ه جابجايي سري د و ن اصالحات ان

سند حكومت نيست. ان تالش مي كنند. حقوقي كه مورد پ راي احياي حقوق زن ز گفته مي شود كه ب ي ي ن ه كسان شان ب دي دگران

د. ه حكومت دارن ز ب ي ي ن ادات ق ت ا ان ن اي ر مي گيرد كه كه احي يز در ب ي را ن شان كسان دي دگران

انون اساسي، دين رسمي ر طبق ق د. زي غيير داده ان وده است ت يز اطالق مي شود كه دين خود را كه اسالم ب ي ن ه كسان شان ب دي  دگران
كشور، دين اسالم است.

وده است. ر از اسالم ب انتي غي د داراي دي ول دو ت ر مي گيرد كه از ب يز در ب ي را شامل ن شان كسان دي دگران

ز گفته مي شود. ي يبرال، چپ و خيلي طرز فكرهاي ديگر ن راد الئيك، ل ه اف شان ب دي دگران

سياي را از آن پس، ب د اطالق شود، زي اي ز ب ي ران ن ازماندگان حوادث دهه ي 06 در اي ه ب شان حتي ب دي م دگران د بگوي اي ه ب ان  و متاسف
ستند. ه حكومت نگري د ب ا ديدگاهي جدي د و ب ان شيوه ي زندگي جديدي را اتخاذ كردن از آن

شده است. اكنون اعاده ي حيثيت ن ان ت از آن

شان دي ار دگران ه انعكاس اخب ي را كه مباردت ب امه نگاران ر مي گيرد. دگرانديش روزن يز در ب ي را ن ات تخاب  دگرانديش، معترضان ان
ر مي گيرد. ند را در ب ماي ن

بات راي اث ر مي گيرد كه ب يز در ب بته دگرانديش، والكيي را ن اشند و ال ار حقوق صنفي شان ب ي را كه خواست ان  و همچنين دانشجوي
د. نماي ا ب ه ي از آن ون ان ه و ق ب ه دفعيي همه جان ا اقدام ب ه بي گناهي آن

شان را در خود جاي داده است. دي ران همه ي اين دگر ان دان هاي اي دان اوين و ديگر زن ند سياسي زن ب



Dear Chair of the Sakharov Foundation,

I won the Sakharov prize this year along with another Iranian dissident.
I use the word “dissident” as your fame comes from this word.
Being a dissident, especially in the Soviet regime was a terribly tough vocation! The times 

you lived in and your homeland presented their own difficulties but the struggles and efforts of 
people like you made things better.

I understand the importance of this award, but more than anything I wished to learn more 
about your life. I had heard the name “Andrei Sakharov” since I was a University student in the 
1980s, as a “dissident scientist”. I wished to know what he had done to have to been dubbed a 
“dissident”. And why does a person become a dissident in his country? With whom and with 
what is he discontented?

Later I learnt that “dissident” is a soft term that critics of an autocratic and powerful government 
call themselves to try to safeguard their own selves from violence perpetrated against them and 
paying a higher price whilst guarding their honour and human dignity and not surrendering 
to the illogical demands of their government: an honourable and peaceful way for opponents to 
both keep their self-respect and make clear to the government that they will not surrender. But 
as the story of autocracy in all governments is alike, the stories of resistance based on human 
nature are similar too.

So, many years after Sakharov was carrying out his dissident activities, “dissidents” in my 
country chose a similar word for themselves: “nonconformist”. In its broad meaning the term 
“non-conformist” describes all people who think differently from the government, whose 
reflections, daily and civil lives, religion and beliefs and what they like and dislike are not liked 
by the government.  Accordingly, Iranian nonconformists are not necessarily all opponents but 
simply people whose beliefs are different from those of the government, making them similar 
to the “dissident” in the Soviet Union.

“Nonconformist” is also a term applied to people who do not accept the government 
politically and wish to gain power. “Nonconformist” is applied as well to people who do not 
politically accept the government and wish to gain power through reforms and not through a 
rapid shift in power through revolution. “Nonconformist” is applied to people who struggle for 
women’s right, rights that are not liked by the government. “Nonconformist” refers to people 
who might have criticism of the government as well. “Nonconformist” is applied to people 
who have converted from Islam, since, on the basis of the Constitution, the official religion of 
the country is Islam. This term includes people who are born to families following religions 
other than Islam. “Nonconformist” is applied to secular people, liberals, leftists and people who 
follow many other schools of thought.

And unfortunately, I should say that “nonconformist” is applied even to survivors of the 
incidents of the 80s in Iran since after those occurrences many of them took up new lifestyles 
and started viewing the government differently.

The blot on their honour has never been erased.
Nonconformist includes the protesters against the electoral fraud and the journalists who 

reported news concerning the nonconformists.
And it also includes students who struggle for their union rights and it of course applies to 

lawyers who defend the students from all angles to prove their innocence and provide them 
with a legal defence.

The political section of Evin and other prisons in Iran is accommodating all these 
nonconformists.
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ه ساخاروف امه ب ن

ز! ساخاروف عزي

او است؟  دازه  ان ا چه  ت ديگر  كشورهاي  در  سياسي  يان  دان زن ديگر  يات  تجرب ه  ب سياسي  داني  زن يك  مي داني عطش   راستي 

د؟ يان مي كردن ه ب ردند چگون ارضايتي شان را از رنج هايي كه مي ب د؟ ن ردن ا از چه فشارهايي رنج مي ب ق ي ا دق ه د آن دان  مي خواهد ب

راي ا ب ه ار مي كرده است؟ و آن ت ه رف ها چگون ابل اعتراض آن د؟ قدرت سياسي حاكم در مق فاده مي كردن  و از چه شيوه هايي است

د؟ او ا كجا دوام مي آوردن د؟ و ت فاده مي كردن ا وارد مي شده است از چه روش هايي است ه ر آن دان ب ا فشارهايي كه در زن ه ب ل اب  مق

ين كسي هم ي نيست كه معترض است. و اول سان ين ان ارزان كشورهاي ديگر مي آموزد كه اول عه ي خاطرات مب  در خالل مطال

از كه  نيست  ين حكومتي  اول است. حكومت اش  ته  گرف رار  ق يك حكومت  ه ي  بي رحمان تضييع  مورد  كه حقوق اش   نيست 

وه دادن راي موجه جل مايشي ب ه عنوان ن فاده مي كند و از دادگاه ها فقط ب  سرويس اطالعات و امنيت اش بيش از حد الزم است

فاده مي كند. ه اش است اعادالن احكام ن

ردازد. ا روش هاي موجود در جامعه ي خود مي پ ا ب ه ستادگي و مقاومت آن ارزان و اي سه ي روش هاي مب اي ه مق همچنين او ب

ردازد. يز مي پ ه ي موجود در جامعه ي خود ن ا سرماي ستادگي جوامع ب ارزان و اي سه ي امكانات مب اي ه مق او ب

ساني شان تحسين مي كند و گاه ان ه از حيثيت و جاي راي دفاعي شرافتمندان اراضيان را ب ن ن عات، تالش اي  در خالل اين مطال

ساني اش وجود دارد. م ان راي رعايت حري ه ب ان ه و مسالمت جوي مي آموزد كه روش هاي شرافتمندان

ائق خواهد آمد. ر مشالكت ف تيجه مي گيرد كه ب مان و اميد خويش ن مام اي ا ت ار ديگر ب و دست آخر او ب

رايم قاط مشترك همگي ب ود. مشابهت هاي روش ها و وجود ن ز ب م هيجان انگي راي سياري جهات ب و از ب  خواندن كتاب خاطرات ت

ود. ز ب رانگي م تحسين ب راي ه ي حكومت ات ب ان ه روش هاي اقتدارگراي و ب يم ت سل بته عدم ت د و ال ودن اميدبخش ب

ه بودي كه ت ه وام گرف ارزه را از گوت و اين روش مب ه ت بت ود. ال ز ب ارزه، حيرت انگي ستن و مب راي زي و ب برد هر روزه ي ت  از سر گرفتن ن

برد خود را از سر مي گيرد." ستن و آزادي را دارد كه هر روز ن ياقت زي ها كسي ل ن گفته است: "ت

و آغاز ا از ن ه ا آن بردم را ب م آموختم كه هر روز ن ان ازجوي اشم كه من اين شيوه را از ب ه ب و داشت ه ت  اما بگذار اعتراف شرم آور ب

و آغاز مي كنند و من از خود مي پرسم ا من از ن ه شان را هر روز ب برد غير عادالن ها خود ن را آن يز مي كنم، زي  مي كردم و هنوز ن

باشم؟ ه ام مصر ن ر اهداف عادالن دازه ب ه همان ان د، چرا من ب ه شان مصران اعادالن ه اهداف ن ازگشت ب ر ب دازه ب ن ان ا اي ا ت ه اگر آن

رداختم. ران و شوروي آن زمان مي پ يان سياسي در اي دان سه ي وضعيت زن اي ه مق و مدام ب عه ي خاطرات ت  من در خالل مطال

داني ا زن دان ي لخ زن ادي طعم ت واده هاي زي و تحميل شد كه در خالل آن، خان ر جامعه ي ت ي و دشوار ب  مي دانم سال هايي طوالن

شان اعاده ي حيثيت شد. واده هاي يان و خان دان دريج از آن زن ه ت د و اما ب داشتن را كشيده ان



3rd March 2013  

Evin Prison

Dear Mr. Sakharov,

Do you know how eager a political prisoner is to know about the experience of other political 

prisoners in other countries? She wants to know what kinds of pressures they suffered. How 

they demonstrated their discontent of their suffering, how the political power would react 

to them and how and to what extent would the prisoners resist the pressures piled on them. 

Through studying the memoirs of the freedom fighters in other countries, she learns that she is 

not the first person to protest and neither is her government the first one to use the intelligence 

and security services more than is necessary and uses the courts as a charade for justifying its 

unjust verdicts.

She also compares the resistance methods of other fighters to those used in her own country 

as well as the existing potential for fighters in other countries and hers.

As she compares and analyzes, she admires the efforts of these dissidents to defend, with 

honour, their honour and human dignity and learns that there are noble and pacific ways to 

safeguard her human dignity.

And, in the end, she concludes with all her faith and hope that she will conquer all difficulties.

Reading your memoirs was exciting for me in many ways. The similarities in our methods 

and the existence of lots of points in common, were all very encouraging to me and of course 

your reluctance to surrender to the authoritarian methods of the government in your country 

was admirable.

Your daily renewal of life and resistance was amazing. You of course were reflecting 

the spirit of Goethe when he said “he alone deserves liberty and life who daily must win them 

anew”.

But I have to make a shameful confession to you: I learnt this method from my investigators. 

I learnt from them that I have to renew my struggle every day, as each day they pick their unfair 

fight with me. And I ask myself, if they are so persistent in their unfair goals, why should not I 

be as persistent in my fair aims?



ا وجود آنكه سه دهه از هاده است كه هنوز ب اد ميالدي را پشت سر ن ه ي دهه ي هشت  جامعه اي كه من در آن زندگي مي كنم تجرب

راي اعاده ي حيثيت شده است. اين موضوع مرا رنج مي دهد، اما اميدم را ب يان اعاده ي حيثيت ن ان رب  آن مي گذرد از هيچيك از ق

ارهاي رايج مدنيت ا معي را دوست دارم در جامعه اي زندگي كنم كه منطبق ب ا از دست نمي دهم، زي ه واده هاي آن يان و خان ان رب  از ق

اشد. ب

ه اعتصاب غذا د، دست ب ه عمل آوردن وگيري ب ان جل د و از خروج آن و تحميل كردن واده ي ت ه خان راي مجازات هايي كه ب و ب  ت

واده تحت اكرده ي عضو ديگر خان ه جرم ن د ب اي ب ي ن ي ي دان واده ي هيچ زن م است كه اعضاي خان هي و مسل دي را اين اصل ب  زدي، زي

يان دان زن گرفته مي شود. و مجازات هاي  ده  ادي ن توسط حكومت هاي مستبد  ارها  ب كه  ي  د. اصل گيرن رار  ق ا مجازات  ي عقيب   ت

بديل مي كند. وادگي ت ه مجازات هاي خان سياسي را ب

عه ي آن قسمت از ه اعتصاب غذا زدم. از اين رو، مطال ه حكم ممنوع الخروجي دخترم و همسرم دست ب يز در اعتراض ب  من ن

ود. ابل درك ب م كامال ق راي و ب خاطرات ت

ردارد، هر چند ز ب ي عقيب و مجازات همسرم ن داني سياسي آن هستم، دست از ت ه آن است كه حكومتي كه من زن  اميدم ب

ز دارم. ي ا آن را ن ه ب ل اب آمادگي مق

ا آن شدي. ه مخالفت ب ر ب اگزي ه ي اندكي ن ه فاصل تي را گرفتي كه ب عاليت از همان دول و اجازه ي ف ت

يسانس يسانس و فوق ل ه من مدرك ل ا وجود گزينش هاي دشوار ب افتم كه ب ي تي يي را  شگاه دول يز اجازه ي تحصيل در دان  من ن

حقوق داد.

ه زندان د ب ر انداخت و شاي اخي ه ت ا گرفتن آن را 8 سال ب ت اي ه ودم كه ن ي مواجه ب راوان ا مشالكت ف ه ي وكالت ب روان راي اخذ پ ه ب بت  ال

ه عقب انداخت. يز 8 سال ب م را ن آمدن

ه مصادره ي صدها صفحه از ود كه گاه ب ه گوركي ب بعيدت ب و در زمان ت ي ت ا نگران وام ب فتيش هميشگي، بخشي از زندگي ت  ت

اعيه ي مرا مصادره كرد! ار اليحه ي دف فتيش اما يك ب خاطراتت منجر مي شد. ت

م، وجود همسري همراه، اب ي و ب ا ت ين زندگي ام ب ا مشابهت هايي كه دوست دارم ب و، ي ا ت ار همه ي مشابهت هاي زندگي ام ب  در كن

و از چنين موهبتي برخوردارم. ند ت ز مان ي واناست كه من ن ر و مديري ت مشاوري مدب

ه خير شب ب

سرين ن

ران - اوين اي



Reading your memoirs, I kept comparing the situation of political prisoners in Iran and the 

Soviet Union. I know long and difficult years were imposed on your society during which many 

families felt the bitter taste of being imprisoned or having a relative in prison, but in time the 

dignity of the prisoners and their families was re-established.

The society I live in has been through the horrible events of the 1980s. Despite the fact that 

three decades have passed, the dignity of the victims has yet to be re-established. This hurts 

me, but I do not lose hope as I wish to live in a society that respects civil standards as we know 

them today.

You embarked on a hunger strike to protest the punishment imposed on your family that 

denied them the right to leave the country. You did so because it is evident that no family 

member of a prisoner should be prosecuted and punished due to the conviction of another 

family member, an axiom that was repeatedly ignored by dictatorships that turned punishment 

of political prisoners into family punishments.

I also went on a hunger strike to protest the travel bans on my daughter and my husband, so 

I could easily empathise with that part of your memoirs.

I hope the state in which I am a political prisoner stops prosecuting my husband, although I 

am prepared to face that as well.

You got your professional qualifications for your activity through the same government that 

you unavoidably and quickly came to oppose. I also received the permission to study in state 

universities despite hard filtering, and through them I gained the bachelor and master degrees 

in law.

Of course I faced a lot of difficulties to become a member of the Iranian Bar Association. This 

took 8 years and might have postponed my imprisonment for 8 years.

Constantly being investigated was a part of the life full of worries that you lived in exile in 

Gorky, and sometimes hundreds of pages of your memoirs got confiscated. I was also subjected 

to searches, and once even my defence statements got confiscated!

In addition to all similarities between my life and yours, or the ones that I wish to find, there 

is the companionship of an attendant spouse who is a prudent advisor and a powerful manager, 

a gift that I enjoy as you did.

Nasrin 

Evin prison



91/12/19

ز! ساخاروف عزي

افت ؟ ي ي ه اين جهت گيري ها در زندگي ات تجل رداخته اي كه چگون ه اين موضوع پ و در كتابت ضمن كاوش در گذشته ات ب  ت

ز را ه گام از حكومتي كه همه چي ه گام ب ه هيات يك كعترض درآمدي؟ و چگون ه ب بديل شدي؟ چگون ارضي ت ه يك ن ه ب  چگون

ه گرفتي؟ ود، فاصل رار داده ب در اختيارت ق

ابودي بشريت ه ن د مي كرد و ميتوانست منجر ب هدي ه اي كه كره ي زمين را ت ا نوعي مسئوليت اخالقي در قبال جنگ هست  آي

و شد؟ اعث جهت گيري هاي ت شود ، ب

ايي را در وان ن ت ا اي ستي؟ و آي ابودي كره ي زمين شود ، مسئول ميدان ه ن وانست منجر ب بال فاجعه اي كه مي ت و خود را در ق ا ت  آي

خود مي ديدي كه جلوي اين فاجعه را هر چند بزرگ مي نمود، بگيري؟

اسخ گوييم ه نداي عقل پ د ب اي اور داشتي : " ب ه درستي ب را كه ب ايي را در خود مي ديدي ، زي وان ن ت و اي ه آن است كه ت  من تصورم ب

د." شه ي ما كورسو ميزن دي اشد كه در ان مان ب نيم كه در خور خودمان و آرمان هاي ري اف ي ي ب ات و حي

مير در و روبرت اپن هاي ا ت و و همزمان ب عا همان تالش هاي ت ا واق ارها از خود پرسيدم آي و ب عه ي خاطرات ت  من در خالل مطال

ه ا ب ت اي ه وگيري شود؟ و ن ابودي كره ي زمين منجز مي شد ، جل ه ن ه اي كه احتماال ب ا از وقوع جنگ هست اعث شد ت كا ب  آمري

كا و اتحاد جماهير شوروي منجر شود؟ ين ايالت متحده ي آمري رار داد في ما ب اد ق عق ان

راموش يان سنگيني ميكرد، ف ان ر سر جه ار آن كه ب ه ي وحشت ب ه اي ، ساي ا كمتر شدن خطر وقوع جنگ هست ا ب  راستي آي

شده است؟

وقوع مي نمود ود و قريب ال ه افكنده ب سان ساي ليالرد ها ان ر زندگي هر روزه ي مي ار را كه ب ه ي دهشت ب  من خودم هرگز آن ساي

راموش نميكنم. ، ف

ر نمود. االي سرمان كمي دورت ه ي شوم را از ب و ، آن ساي شمنداني چون ت ا و دان ه سان اورم كه تالش ان ن ب ر اي ب

ابودي سان را در معرض ن اردها ان ي ل ياي سياست آكنده از خطرات جنگ هاي خانمان سوزي است كه هر لحظه مي  هنوز دن

ه خرد و عقل ام ، هر روزي كه كه ميگذرد ب ه آن است كه در گذر اي ي امروز ب سان مدن رار ميدهد. اما اميد ان  و اضمحالل ق

د. اب ي ه تري را ب د و راههاي خردمندان اب يشتري دست ي ب

ه اين جهت گيري ها در زندگي ارها از خود پرسيده ام كه چگون ي است كه ب را ان سوال رگردم، زي و ب يه ي ت ه سوال اول  دوست دارم ب

دان در من فرو ريخت؟ ه ترس از زن افت؟ و چگون ي ي ام تجل

ا اعالم كني؟ ه ا حمايت خود را از آن ه در دادگاه هاي دوستانت شركت مي كردي ت ه خاطر داري كه چگون ا ب آي

ا حمايت خود را و را وا مي داشت ت اراضيان" شوروي روا داشته مي شد، ت ر "ن بال ظملمي كه ب ا نوعي حس مسءوليت در ق  آي

ان اعالم كني؟ از آن

ها صادر راي آن اع مي كردم. از مشاهده ي احكامي كه ب شان" دف دي ه اي ام از "دگر ان امه ي حرف ه سوگندن ه قصد عمل ب  من اما ب

را رنجي كه از صدور دان در من فروريخت زي ود كه ترس از زن ه سرغم خواهند آمد. اينچنين ب ه زودي ب قين داشتم ب  مي شد، ي

ود. دان ب ر از رنج تحمل زن ه مراتب سخت ت ه تحمل مي كردم ب اعادالن احكام ن



9th March 2013  
Evin Prison

Dear Mr Sakharov,

In addition to investigating your past in your book, you showed how you came to take the 
positions you took in your life. How did you turn into a dissident?  How did you turn into a 
protestor? And how did you detach step by step from a government that had provided you 
with everything?

Did a kind of moral responsibility for nuclear war that was threatening the earth and could 
destroy humanity lead to your position? Did you feel responsible for the disaster that could 
ruin the earth? And did you see the power in yourself to stop this disaster, huge as it seemed?

I imagine you did see this potential in yourself, because you correctly believed that: «We 
must make good the demands of reason and create a life worthy of ourselves and of the goals 
we only dimly perceive».

While reading your memoirs, I kept asking myself whether it was really your spontaneous 
efforts and those of  Robert Oppenheimer in America that stopped the nuclear war and resulted 
in the agreement between the United States and the USSR.

As the probability of a nuclear war has decreased, has its terrifying shadow on the population 
of the world been forgotten?

I, personally, have not forgotten that this shadow was looming over the heads of billions of 
people and disaster could have happened.

I believe that the endeavours of people and scientists like you shifted that dreadful shadow 
away from us.

But the world of politics is still overwhelmed with threats of ruinous wars which are about 
to wipe out the lives of billions of people. But civilians today hope that in time, as time goes by, 
humans gain more rationality and wisdom and achieve more rational ways.

I would like to go back to your first question, as it is a question I have asked myself many 
times: how did I come to take the positions I have taken in my life? How did the fear of prison 
subside in me?

Do you remember how you used to attend the trials of your friends to show your support 
for them?

Was it a feeling of responsibility to oppose the injustice done to «dissidents» in the Soviet 
Union that made you declare your support for them?

But I was just defending «nonconformists» in fulfillment of my professional lawyers’ oath. 
Witnessing the verdicts given to them, I was sure that they would come for me soon. This is 
how the fear of prison collapsed in me as the suffering I was enduring by witnessing those 
unjust verdicts was stronger than the suffering of being imprisoned.

19/12/1391



92/1/9

اد است  قدر زي ينم آن ران می ب ا آنچه من در اي و ب سم.هر چند مشابهت های زندگی ت رايت مينوي امه ای است كه ب ن ن اين آخري

مام نمی شود. ه اين زودی ت كه شرح آن ب

اراضيان شوروی تحسين كنم و دوست دارم  و را در شركت در دادگاه های ن ه و مستمر ت ران يگي ا اين وجود دوست دارم تالش پ ب

غييرات در شوروی شد. اعث ت اراضيان, ب و و ديگر ن اور كنم تحمل رنج توسط ت ب

ا پشت در  ه ان آن اي ادم كه دوستان و آشن ت ران می اف شان در اي دي اد دادگاه دگران ه ي ابت ب اراضيان در كت ا توصيف دادگاه ن من ب

ننكه چندين  د, كما اي ودن ازداشت ب ا در معرض ب ه تند. آن اف د و اجازه ی شركت در دادگاه را نمی ي دن تظار می مان ه ان ساختمان ب

ازداشت شدند. ز ب ي ار ن ب

راهم كرد. ا را ف ه ه ی آن رازان يان سياسی, شرايط آزادی سرف دان رای اعالم عفو عمومی بدون قيد و شرط زن و ب تالش ت

ار ضد اجتماعی!! خود دست  ت نكه از رف ه اعالم اي يان ب دان رای وادار كردن زن ه ای ب روان ه پ رای اين كه عفو عمومی ب و ب تالش ت

شود, از چنين سوء  فاده ن ه ی سازمان های دست اندركار سركوب, است برئ رای ت ه عنوان سندی ب ا از آن ب شود ي بديل ن بكشند, ت

راهم كرد. ا را ف ه ی قيد و شرط آن ا شرايط آزادی ب ت اي ه وگيری كرد و ن فاده هايی جل است

شده است. م كه هنوز همه ی آرزوهايت محقق ن می دان

شان می دهد. ه خود را ن يل وجود سياستمداران خشونت طلب چهره ی كري ه دل ه ی جنگ اتمی ب هنوز ساي

شده است. يز محقق ن اهايت حتی در سرزمين مادری ات ن م كه روي می دان

آليس  هنوز   و  د  می شون دستگير  آميز  مسالمت  اعتراض  ه جرم  ب از اصالحات,  يپس  ه   روسي در  هنوز خواهران شورشی 

اكرده در حبس است. ه جرم ن يز در بالروس  پس از اصالحات ب يتيس ن ال ي ب

ود. اما بگذار بخش  رای كوشندگان آزادی در جای جای جهان ب زرگی ب يروزی ب ا موفق شوی, پ ه ستی در تحقق آن وان و ت آنچه ت

اسداری  شان تالش خواهند كرد و از آن پ اهاي رای تحقق روي ا ب ه ندگان تكميل كنند. حتما آن اهايت را آي افته ی روي اي تحقق ن

خواهند نمود.

خدا نگهدار

سرين ستوده ن

اوين

92فروردين 29



29 March 2013

Evin Prison

This is the last letter I am writing to you. However, the similarities between your life and 

what I see in Iran are so many that describing them will take much more time.

Yet I want to say I admire your persevering and continuous attempts to attend the trials of 

dissidents in the Soviet Union, and I want to believe that the suffering you and other dissidents 

bore led to changes in the Soviet Union.

Reading descriptions of the trials of dissidents in your book reminded me of the trials of 

Iranian dissidents and free thinkers and their families and friends waiting behind the court 

walls, prohibited from entering the court rooms. They also faced threats of arrest and were 

actually arrested many times, too.

Your efforts to get political prisoners given an unconditional amnesty paved the way for 

their release with their pride intact.

Your resistance prevented the general amnesty from being used to force the prisoners to 

abandon their so called anti-social behaviours (!) or to clean the image of the oppressors. You 

prevented such misuse and paved the way for their unconditional release.

I know that all your dreams have not come true.

The shadow of nuclear war still shows its ugly face due to violence-spreading politicians.

I know that not all your dreams have come true even in your homeland.

Pussy Riot still get arrested in the Russia after the reform for their peaceful protest as does 

Ales Bialiatski in the Belarus after the reform for a crime he did not commit.

‘What you managed to achieve was a great victory for all freedom fighters all over the 

world. May those who come in future realise your unrealised dreams. They will definitely 

struggle to realise their dreams and will guard them’.

Good bye! 

Nasrin Sotoudeh 

Evin
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In 2013, there were seven nominations from political groups or at least 40 Members269:  

 The Belarusian political prisoners Ales Bialiatski, Eduard Lobau and Mykola 
Statkevich (representing all political prisoners in Belarus). As dissidents in Belarus, 
they had been imprisoned since the peaceful demonstrations that took place on 
Independence Square in Minsk on 19 December 2010, against the controversial re-
election of President Alexander Lukashenko. Ales Bialiatski is the head of the 
Viasna Human Rights Centre, Eduard Lobau is an activist in the Young Front youth 
movement, and Mykola Statkevich stood as a candidate in the 2010 presidential 
elections. Nominated by: Marek Migalski (ECR, PL), Filip Kaczmarek (PPE, PL), 
Jacek Protasiewicz (PPE, PL) and 39 other MEPs. 

 Edward Snowden, US intelligence whistleblower. Edward Snowden is an American 
computer expert and former employee of the CIA and the NSA. He provided 
information about the mass surveillance of electronic communications by the US. In 
June 2013, the US government charged him with espionage, theft and illegal use of 
government property. One month later, he was temporarily granted asylum in 
Russia. Nominated by the Greens/EFA Group and the GUE/NGL Group. 

 Malala Yousafzai, a young Pakistani campaigner for women’s rights to education, 
freedom and self-determination in Pakistan. She had blogged under a pseudonym 
since the age of 11, and was the victim of an attempted murder by the Taliban in 
2012. Nominated jointly by the EPP, S&D and ALDE; by Jean Lambert (Greens, UK) 
and the ECR Group. 

 Reeyot Alemu and Eskinder Nega, Ethiopian journalists jailed in 2012, accused of 
terrorism for criticising the government in Mogadishu. Jointly nominated by Ana 
Maria Gomes (S&D, PT) and 44 other Members. 

 Mikhail Khodorkovsky, a Russian businessman who in 2005 was sentenced to nine 
years’ imprisonment for having asked President Putin to account for corruption in 
his country. In 2010, his sentence was extended until 2017. Nominated by Werner 
Schulz (Verts/ALE, DE) and 40 other Members. 

 The ‘standing men’: Erdem Gündüz was the first man to remain standing and look 
straight ahead during the demonstrations on Taksim Square in Istanbul. He was 
subsequently joined by others, having made that gesture into the symbol of the 
peaceful movement for human rights and freedoms. Jointly nominated by Marietje 
Schaake (ALDE, NL) and 40 other Members. 

 Le CNN Freedom Project: ‘end modern-day slavery’, a global media campaign 
against the slave trade, human trafficking and forced and child labour, which has 
issued more than 400 reports since 2011 on the suffering of victims worldwide. 
Jointly nominated by Boris Zala (S&D, SK) and 40 other Members. 

                                                 
269 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Committee on Development and the Subcommittee 

on Human Rights of 16 September 2013. 
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The list of candidates was presented on 16 September 2013 by the Committees on Foreign 
Affairs and Development and the Subcommittee on Human Rights. On 1 October, the 
names of the three finalists (Ales Bialatski, Eduard Lobau and Mykola Statkevich, Edward 
Snowden and Malala Yousafzai) were published after a joint meeting of the Committee on 
Foreign Affairs, the Committee on Development and the Subcommittee on Human 
Rights270. However, it was on 10 October 2013 in Strasbourg that the name of the winner, 
Malala Yousafzai, was formally announced by Parliament’s Conference of Presidents 
(comprising Parliament’s President and the leaders of the political groups).  

‘By awarding the Sakharov Prize to Malala Yousafzai, the European Parliament 
acknowledges the incredible strength of this young woman. Malala is bravely fighting to 
secure the right to education for all children. The right to education for girls is too often 
overlooked,’ said the President of the European Parliament, Martin Schulz, when 
announcing the winner’s name. ‘Tomorrow, 11 October, we shall be celebrating the 
International Day of the Girl Child, so I would like to recall that some 250 million girls 
around the world cannot freely attend school. Malala’s example reminds us of our duty 
and responsibility to give children the right to education. That is the best possible 
investment for the future’, he added271. ‘Malala is recognised internationally as a human 
rights activist’, said the Members of the European Parliament who had nominated her in 
order to support her campaign for girls’ education, freedom and self-determination. 

On 20 November 2013, at the official ceremony at which the Sakharov Prize was awarded, 
the teenager dedicated it to the ‘unsung heroes of Pakistan’, and gave a powerful defence 
of every child's right to an education. Having been honoured for conducting her campaign 
for girls’ education despite threats of violence from the Taliban, Malala Yousafzai also 
stated that the strength of a country should be measured in terms not of its army but of the 
number of its citizens who are educated. Lastly, she called for more help for children not 
attending school: ‘Children don’t want an iPhone, an Xbox, a Playstation or chocolates. 
They just want a book and a pen.272’ 

The ceremony, which was held during a plenary sitting of the European Parliament, 
coincided with the 25th anniversary of the Sakharov Prize, which was inaugurated in 1988. 
As part of the anniversary celebrations, twenty-two former winners of the prize therefore 
had the opportunity to attend the event. Martin Schulz called for an ovation for them, 
adding: ‘our thoughts are with the other prize-winners who are still deprived of their 
liberty and those prize-winners who are no longer alive: we include them in our applause. 
We have not forgotten either them or their struggles.273’ 

                                                 
270 Minutes of the Committee on Development of 1 October 2013.  
271 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 10 October 2013. 
272 Speech by Malala Yousafzai, European Parliament debates of 20 November 2013.  
273 Speech by President Schulz, European Parliament debates of 20 November 2013. 
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In 2014, there were seven nominations from political groups or at least 40 Members:  

 Mahmoud al’ Asali, Professor of Law at the University of Mosul and defender of the rights 

of Christians in Iraq (killed in July 2013) and Louis Raphael Sako, born in Iraq and Patriarch 

of the Chaldean Catholic Church. Jointly nominated by the European Conservatives and 

Reformists Group, Anna Záborská (EPP, SK) and 66 other Members. 

 Mouad Belghouate, Ala Yaacoubi and Alaa Abdel Fattah. Jointly nominated by the 

GUE/NGL Group. 

 Organisations for the protection of Christian minorities in various parts of the world –

CHREDO, Open Doors, Œuvre d’Orient and Aid for the Church in Need. Jointly nominated 

by Philippe Juvin (PPE, FR) and 60 other Members. 

 The pro-EU Ukrainian movement EuroMaidan, represented by the journalist Mustafa 

Nayem, and the musician and winner of the Eurovision song contest Ruslana Lyshychko, 

the activist Yelyzaveta Schepetylnykova and the journalist Tetiana Chornovol. Jointly 

nominated by Jacek Saryusz-Wolski (NI, PL) and 52 other Members. 

 American activist Ayaan Hirsi Ali, born in Somalia, defender of the rights of women in 

Islamic societies and known for her opposition to female genital mutilation. Nominated by 

the EFDD Group. 

 Denis Mukwege, a Congolese gynaecologist specialising in the treatment of rape victims, 

and founder of the Panzi hospital in Bukavu (DRC). Nominated by the Group of the 

Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats in the European Parliament, the Group of 

the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe and Barbara Lochbihler (Greens/EFA, 

DE). 

 Leyla Yunus, human rights activist and Director of the Institute of Peace and Democracy, 

imprisoned in Azerbaijan. Nominated by the Group of the Greens/European Free Alliance 

and Alexander Graf Lambsdorff (ALDE, DE), Marietje Schaake (ALDE, NL) and Ramon 

Tremosa i Balcells (ALDE, ES). 

The presentation of the seven candidates for the 2014 Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought was 

held on 23 September 2014 at a joint meeting of the Committees on Foreign Affairs and 

Development and the Subcommittee on Human Rights274. The parliamentary committees selected 

three finalists (Denis Mukwege, EuroMaidan and Leyla Yunus) on 7 October275. But it was on 16 

October 2014 that the winner, Denis Mukwege, was formally decided by the Chairs of the political 

groups and the President of the European Parliament, Martin Schulz (the Conference of Presidents) 
276.  

In his address to the European Parliament on 26 November 2014, during the official award ceremony 

of the Sakharov Prize, Dr Denis Mukwege stressed how urgent it was for the international 

community to intervene to put an end to the violence being committed against women in the east of 

the Democratic Republic of Congo. For this staunch defender of human rights, who is dedicating 

his life to rebuilding the bodies and lives of tens of thousands of Congolese women and girls who 

have been victims of gang rape and sexual violence, ‘justice should also be placed at the centre of 

the peace process, and it is necessary to step up the fight to eliminate impunity for the most serious 

                                                 
274 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Committee on Development and the Subcommittee 

on Human Rights of 23 September 2014.  
275 Minutes of the Committee on Development of 7 October 2014. 
276 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 16 October 2014, pp. 4-5.  
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crimes, including crimes of sexual violence’. Convinced that neither peace nor economic and social 

development would be possible without respect for human rights, he insisted that ‘everyone must 

increase the coherence between economic policies and respect for human rights, and they must place 

human dignity at the centre of economic and financial concerns’277. 

In his speech, Parliament’s President, Martin Schulz, expressed his wish to raise awareness of the 

systematic use of rape as a weapon of war. He went on to say that the European Parliament called 

on the Government of the Democratic Republic of Congo and the governments of the other countries 

concerned to do everything possible to put a stop to rape, without delay, to make every effort to put 

an end to impunity for rapists and to make every effort to ensure free access to the judicial system 

for women278. 

 

                                                 
277 Speech by Dr Denis Mukwege, European Parliament debates of 26 November 2014. 
278 Speech by President Schulz, European Parliament debates of 26 November 2014. 
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2015 
 

In 2015, there were five nominations from political groups or at least 40 Members: 

 The Saudi blogger Raif Badawi, a defender of freedom of thought and freedom of 

expression. Nominated by the Group of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats 

in the European Parliament, the European Conservatives and Reformists Group and the 

Greens/European Free Alliance. 

 Political prisoners in Venezuela, as well as the democratic opposition embodied by the 

Democratic Unity Roundtable (Mesa de la Unidad Democrática). Nominated by the Group 

of the European People’s Party and Fernando Maura Barandiarán (ALDE, ES) and Dita 

Charanzová (ALDE, CZ). 

 Edna Adan Ismail, a Somali activist for the abolition of female genital mutilation. A former 

minister, she was also the founder and director of the Edna Adan Maternity Hospital in the 

town of Hargeisa in Somalia. Nominated by the Group of the Europe of Freedom and Direct 

Democracy. 

 The physicist, former Prime Minister and subsequently Russian opposition politician Boris 

Nemtsov. Nominated by the Group of the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe: 

 Whistle-blowers Edward Snowden, Antoine Deltour and Stéphanie Gibaud. Jointly 

nominated by the Group of the European United Left/Nordic Green Left. 

The formal presentation of these candidates was held on 28 September 2015 at a joint meeting of 

the Committees on Foreign Affairs and Development and the Subcommittee on Human Rights279. 

The three finalists (Raif Badawi, the Democratic Opposition in Venezuela and Boris Nemtsov) were 

designated on 15 October following a vote at a joint meeting of the Committees on Foreign Affairs 

and Development280. It was on 29 October 2015 that the Conference of Presidents officially 

designated Raif Badawi the winner of the Sakharov Prize281. 

Detained in Saudi Arabia, where he was serving a ten-year prison sentence for insulting Islam on 

his website Free Saudi Liberals, which was devoted to social, political and religious debates, Raif 

Badawi was unable to collect his prize in person. It was therefore his wife, Ensaf Haidar (who was 

living in exile in Canada with the couple’s three children), who collected the Sakharov Prize at the 

official ceremony held in Strasbourg on 16 December 2015. 

Receiving the Sakharov Prize on her husband’s behalf, Ensaf Haidar explained: ‘Raif is not a 

criminal. He is a writer and free-thinker, that is all. Raif Badawi's crime is being a free voice in a 

country that does not accept anything other than a single opinion and a single thought’. She 

continued: ‘Raif Badawi is just a thinker who refused to be part of the herd following clerics living 

outside of time and governing by unjust and tyrannical laws’282. 

‘Raif Badawi has become a symbol and an inspiration for all those fighting for fundamental rights 

in the region and beyond,’ replied the President of the European Parliament, Martin Schulz, at the 

award ceremony. ‘Despite great risk, he has bravely endeavoured to foster free thought and 

exercised his right to freedom of expression, filling a vacuum left by the lack of a free press in his 

                                                 
279 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Committee on Development and the Subcommittee 

on Human Rights of 28 September 2015. 
280 Minutes of the Committee on Development of 15 October 2015. 
281 Official Journal of the European Union, C 423/17.11.2016, Minutes of the sitting of 29 October 2015, p. 595. 
282 Speech by Ensaf Haidar, European Parliament debates of 16 December 2015. 
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country’. In his speech, Martin Schulz called on King Salman ben Abdelaziz Al Saud of Saudi 

Arabia to pardon the blogger immediately and release him unconditionally. 

 

But he also called upon the Saudi authorities ‘to put an end to the systematic crackdown on peaceful 

expression’, referring in particular to Waleed Abu al-Khair, Abdulkarim Al-Khodr, Ashraf Fayadh 

and Ali Mohammed al-Nimr283. 

Representatives of the two other 2015 Sakharov Prize finalists also attended the ceremony and were 

received by the President, Martin Schulz: Maria-Alejandra Aristeguieta-Alvarez on behalf of the 

Democratic Opposition in Venezuela and Olga Shorina, Director of the Boris Nemtsov Foundation 

for Freedom in Germany. 

 

                                                 
283 Speech by President Schulz, European Parliament debates of 16 December 2015. 
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2016 
 

In 2016, there were four nominations from political groups or at least 40 Members: 

 Can Dündar, a former editor-in-chief of the Turkish daily newspaper Cumhuriyet, who had 

been arrested in November 2015 after his newspaper published footage showing the Turkish 

intelligence service supplying smuggled weapons to Syrian rebels. Nominated by the Group 

of the Greens/European Free Alliance, the Europe of Freedom and Direct Democracy Group 

and the Group of the European United Left/Nordic Green Left. 

 Moustafa Djemilev, the Crimean Tartar leader, who had been banished after Russia’s 

annexation of Crimea in 2014. Nominated by the Group of the European People's Party and 

by the European Conservatives and Reformists Group. 

 Nadia Murad Basee and Lamiya Aji Bashar, defenders of the Yazidi community, who had 

managed to escape from Da’esh (ISIL). Jointly nominated by the Group of the Alliance of 

Liberals and Democrats for Europe and the Group of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists 

and Democrats in the European Parliament. 

 Ilham Tohti, an activist on behalf of the Uyghur minority in the People’s Republic of China. 

Sentenced to life imprisonment, he was found guilty of ‘separatism’ for co-founding the 

website Uyghur Online aimed at facilitating relations between Uyghurs and the Han 

Chinese. Jointly nominated by Ilhan Kyuchyuk (ALDE, BG) and 42 other Members.  

The formal presentation of these candidates was held on 6 October 2016 at a joint meeting of the 

Committees on Foreign Affairs and Development and the Subcommittee on Human Rights284. The 

list of the three finalists (Can Dündar, Mustafa Dzhemilev, Nadia Murad Basee and Lamiya Aji 

Bashar) was presented on 11 October following a vote in the Committees on Foreign Affairs and 

Development, in the presence of the Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Elmar Brok, and 

the Chair of the Committee on Development, Linda McAvan285. On 27 October, the President of 

the European Parliament and the Chairs of the various political groups (the Conference of 

Presidents) published the names of Nadia Murad Basee Taha and Lamiya Aji Bashar as the 

Sakharov Prize winners for 2016286. 

As survivors of sexual enslavement by Islamic State, Nadia Murad Basee Taha and Lamiya Aji 

Bashar were viewed by the European Parliament as a symbol of all women who had suffered sexual 

violence inflicted by that organisation. They were also received as public advocates for the Yazidi 

community in Iraq, a religious minority that had been the subject of a genocidal campaign by 

IS militants. 

At the Sakharov Prize award ceremony on 13 December 2016 in Strasbourg, the whole European 

Parliament applauded their courage and their determination to defend the Yazidi community, which 

had repeatedly been targeted by IS, and to draw attention to the fate of women who were victims of 

sexual violence inflicted by terrorist organisations. In her speech, Lamiya Aji Bashar spoke at some 

length about her imprisonment by IS, describing how she had been sold as a slave four times. ‘I 

think that I can speak on behalf of the victims. The Sakharov Prize gives me the strength to continue. 

                                                 
284 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Committee on Development and the Subcommittee 

on Human Rights of 6 October 2016. 
285 Minutes of the Committee on Development of 11 October 2016, p. 5. 
286 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 27 October 2016, p. 12.  
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That is why I have taken the decision to become a voice for the voiceless,’ she said, before recalling 

that more than 3 500 women and children were still in the clutches of IS. 

Addressing Members, the two young women called for those responsible for these atrocities to be 

prosecuted internationally. They also called for the establishment of protected areas in their country 

in order to protect the Yazidis and other communities at risk. Finally, Nadia Murad and Lamiya Aji 

Bashar spoke about the role that Europe could play in the reception and resettlement of the Yazidi 

community: ‘We see Europe as a symbol of humanity, and Europe is indeed confirming that today. 

Europe must remain a model for the world and a model for the coexistence of peoples and cultures’, 

said Nadia Murad. The addresses by Nadia Murad and Lamiya Aji Bashar were received with an 

ovation by the whole of the European Parliament287. 

‘You survived captivity, unspeakable atrocities and exile. You overcame fear and pain. You have 

finally found shelter and protection in Europe, but you did not stop there. You stood up in dignity 

to fight for those who are left behind, for justice and against impunity,’ said Martin Schulz. The 

President of the European Parliament also called on the International Criminal Court to investigate 

the crimes against humanity committed by the self-styled Islamic State, before recalling that Europe 

had a duty to protect persecuted people: 

 

‘We, the democratic communities living in more prosperous parts of the world, sometimes refuse, 

however, to give this people protection. This is a source of shame. This is unbearable,’ he said, to 

applause from Members. Martin Schulz concluded his address by welcoming the presence in the 

room of the younger brother of Lamiya, who had been reunited with his sister the day before the 

ceremony, after spending eighteen months in a refugee camp288.  

                                                 
287 Speech by Nadia Mourad and Lamiya Aji Bachar, European Parliament debates of 13 December 2016. 
288 Speech by President Schulz, European Parliament debates of 13 December 2016. 
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2017 
 

In 2017, there were five nominations from political groups or at least 40 Members: 

 Asia Bibi, whose real name was Aasiya Noreen, a Pakistani Christian woman who had been 

sentenced to death for blasphemy in 2010. Nominated by the Group of the European 

Conservatives and Reformists. 

 Aura Lolita Chavez Ixcaquic, a Guatemalan human rights defender and member of the 

Council of Ki’che’ Peoples (CPK), an organisation that fights to protect natural resources 

and human rights from the expansion of mining, logging and the hydroelectric and agro-

industry sectors. Nominated by the Group of the Greens/European Free Alliance. 

 Selahattin Demirtaş and Figen Yüksekdağ, politicians active in Turkey and leaders of the 

pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP). They were accused of terrorism and arrested 

in November 2016 after their parliamentary immunity had been lifted. Jointly nominated by 

the Group of the European United Left/Nordic Green Left. 

 The democratic opposition in Venezuela. The situation in Venezuela has deteriorated 

significantly in recent months, which has had an impact on democracy, human rights and 

the economy. Nominated by the Group of the European People’s Party and the Alliance of 

Liberals and Democrats for Europe. 

 Dawit Isaak, a Swedish playwright, journalist and writer of Eritrean origin, who was arrested 

by the Eritrean authorities in 2001 during a wave of political repression. He was imprisoned 

without any genuine trial, and has not been seen since 2005. Nominated by the Group of the 

Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats in the European Parliament, Cecilia 

Wikström (ALDE, SE) and 46 other Members. 

 Pierre Claver Mbonimpa, a Burundian human rights activist and founder of the Association 

for the Protection of Human Rights and Incarcerated Persons (APRODH). He was 

imprisoned in 2014 and survived an assassination attempt in 2015. Nominated by the Group 

of the Europe of Freedom and Direct Democracy. 

The formal presentation of these five candidates was held on 2 October 2017 at a joint meeting of 

the Committees on Foreign Affairs and Development and the Subcommittee on Human Rights289. 

On 10 October, the three finalists (Democratic Opposition in Venezuela, Aura Lolita Chavez 

Ixcaquic and Dawit Isaak) were chosen on the basis of a joint meeting of the Committees on Foreign 

Affairs and Development290. On 26 October 2017, the President of the European Parliament, 

Antonio Tajani, and the Chairs of the political groups (Conference of Presidents) jointly announced 

that the decision had been taken to award the 2017 Sakharov Prize to the Democratic Opposition in 

Venezuela291.  

 

The Democratic Opposition includes the National Assembly (Julio Borges) and all the political 

prisoners whose names were communicated by the Venezuelan Penal Forum, represented by 

Leopoldo López, Antonio Ledezma, Daniel Ceballos, Yon Goicoechea, Lorent Saleh, Alfredo 

Ramos and Andrea González.  

The European Parliament recalled that the political prisoners and the Democratic Opposition in 

Venezuela had already been nominated for the Sakharov Prize in 2015, and it was concerned to 

                                                 
289 Notice to the members of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, the Committee on Development and the Subcommittee 

on Human Rights of 2 October 2017. 
290 Minutes of the Committee on Development of 10 October 2017. 
291 Minutes of the Conference of Presidents of 26 October 2017, p. 11.  
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reaffirm its support for the democratically elected Venezuelan National Assembly. The European 

Parliament also called for ‘the peaceful democratic transition that all Venezuelans are desperately 

longing for.’ 

On 13 December 2017, Julio Borges, President of the National Assembly, Antonio Ledezma, Mayor 

of Caracas, and the families and representatives of political prisoners, Antonieta and Leopoldo 

López (parents of Leopoldo López), Patricia Gutiérrez (wife of Daniel Ceballos), Yamile Saleh 

(mother of Lorent Saleh), José Ignacio Guédez (lawyer of Alfredo Ramos) and Alejandra González 

(sister of Andrea González) attended the Sakharov Prize award ceremony in Strasbourg. 

In his speech in homage to the winners, Antonio Tajani said that ‘the prize is for all Venezuelans in 

the world’, adding that the human rights situation in Venezuela was deteriorating day by day. He 

also called for ‘a return to free elections in which everyone can participate, so that the Venezuelan 

people can decide on their future’. Commenting on the recent decision by President Nicolás Maduro 

to ban opposition parties running in the presidential elections in Venezuela, Antonio Tajani stressed 

that ‘this situation cannot continue. We want a return to democracy, dignity, freedom’292. 

‘This prize is an acknowledgement for mothers denying themselves food to save their children, for 

children rummaging in the rubbish to satiate their hunger, for old people wasting away to death 

because of a lack of medicines. A young person who has now emigrated out of despair to seek 

opportunities elsewhere is another recipient of this prize, as is a teacher overcoming ideological 

blindness and sticking to the task of training free men and women. Or again, those who are fighting 

for human rights, Venezuelan journalists who take risks throughout their lives in trying to show the 

true facts that people are trying to keep silent,’ said Julio Borges, President of the Venezuelan 

National Assembly. On this subject, he even explained that ‘75% of Venezuelans have lost 10 kilos 

weight over the last 12 months,’ and called for humanitarian aid to be provided293.  

‘We shall transform this prize into flowers, to decorate the graves of more than 350 000 Venezuelans 

whose families are in mourning. Unlike those who currently hold power in Venezuela, who are 

governing by means of guns or bayonets, while trampling the Constitution and the laws of the 

Republic underfoot, we want peace. We seek not revenge but justice’, Antonio Ledezma, the Mayor 

of Caracas and a political prisoner in exile in Europe, said: ‘this award will give us more energy to 

continue fighting for the values and principles of democracy,’ he concluded294. 

At the ceremony, the President of Parliament, Antonio Tajani, also met the other two finalists for 

the 2017 Sakharov Prize: Aura Lolita Chavez Ixcaquic and Betlehem Isaak, daughter of the finalist 

Dawit Isaak.  

Finally, in conjunction with the ceremony and in order to mark the thirtieth anniversary of the 

Sakharov Prize, the European Parliament and the Magnum Agency jointly inaugurated a 

photographic exhibition devoted to the daily life of four human rights defenders in Tunisia, 

Cambodia, Ethiopia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. The exhibition ‘They defend our freedoms — 30 

years of the Sakharov Prize’ was opened at the European Parliament in Strasbourg before going on 

display in several countries of the European Union during 2018.  

                                                 
292 Speech by President Tajani, European Parliament debates of 13 December 2017. 
293 Speech by Julio Borges, European Parliament debates of 13 December 2017.  
294 Speech by Antonio Ledezma, European Parliament debates of 13 December 2017. 
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CONCLUSION

CONCLUSIONS

The Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought is testimony to the importance that the 
European Parliament attaches to the fight against violations of democracy and freedom 
of thought, opinion and expression.

In creating the Sakharov Prize, Parliament wanted to pay homage to those people 
involved in promoting human rights throughout the world, sometimes in extremely 
difficult circumstances.

Each year, when selecting a winner, or sometimes two or three, the European 
Parliament is faced with a very difficult task, as all the nominees deserve the prize.

In the 30-year history of the prize, Parliament has awarded it to more than 30 
individuals and eight organisations for their outstanding contributions in protecting 
human rights and promoting democracy. Many of these winners have spent years 
in prison and some have even given their lives to protect these values.

The men and women who have been awarded this prize come from different 
continents and countries295 and represent different professions: i.a. lawyers, journalists, 
writers, politicians, religious men and women, teachers and artists. The common thread 
between the people and organisations that have received the Sakharov Prize is that 
they have seen the urgent need ‘to promote basic human rights, especially freedom of 
discussion and inquiry, respect for the law, and for international law and conventions 
and mutual commitments as the foundation of peace among nations’296 and that they 
have all been willing to devote their lives to this difficult struggle.

295 South Africa, Algeria, Angola, Argentina, Bangladesh, Belarus, Myanmar/Burma, Bosnia and Herzegovina, China, Cuba, 
Egypt, Spain, Ghana, Iran, Israel, Kosovo, Libya, Nigeria, Palestine, Russia, Sudan, Syria, Czechoslovakia, East Timor, Tunisia 
and Turkey.

296 Resolution of the European Parliament of 13 December 1985 on the creation of a Sakharov Prize, OJ C 352, 31.12.1985, p. 304.
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ANNEX I
Winners of the Sakharov Prize

1988 Nelson Mandela 
 Anatoly Marchenko (posthumously)

1989 Alexander Dubček

1990 Aung San Suu Kyi

1991 Adem Demaçi

1992 The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo

1993 Oslobođenje

1994 Taslima Nasreen

1995 Leyla Zana

1996 Wei Jinsheng

1997 Salima Ghezali

1998 Ibrahim Rugova

1999 Xanana Gusmão

2000 ¡Basta Ya!

ANNEX I

WINNERS OF THE SAKHAROV PRIZE

2001 Izzat Ghazzawi 
 Nurit Peled-Elhanan 
 Dom Zacarias Kamwenho

203



2002 Oswaldo José Payá Sardiñas

2003 Kofi Annan and the UN staff

2004 Belarusian Association of Journalists

2005 Ladies in White 
Hauwa Ibrahim 
Reporters without Borders

2006 Alexander Milinkevich

2007 Salih Mahmoud Osman

2008 Hu Jia

2009 Memorial

2010 Guillermo Fariñas

2011 The Arab Spring

Jafar Panahi
2012 Nasrin Sotoudeh 
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nkresnichka
Typewritten text
2013

nkresnichka
Typewritten text
Malala Yousafzai

nkresnichka
Typewritten text
2014    Dr. Denis Mukwege

nkresnichka
Typewritten text
2015   Raif Badawi

nkresnichka
Typewritten text
2016   Nadia Mourad Bassi Taha and Lamiya Aji Bachar

nkresnichka
Typewritten text
2017   The democratic opposition in Venezuela



Signatures of the prizewinners who were present when the Sakharov Prize Network was set up, 16 December 2008. © European Union, 2008 – EP







Keen to emphasise the democratic principles of the 
European Community and, more recently, of the Union, 
the European Parliament has always been strongly 
committed to the protection of human rights and 
fundamental freedoms. The Parliament fights against 
violations of human rights and of democratic principles 
and values, by means of political and legislative 
initiatives. For example, it observes elections, debates 
human rights cases every month during its Strasbourg 
sessions, and pushes for human rights to be taken into 
account in trade deals. Since 1988, the European 
Parliament has also supported human rights through 
the award every year of the Sakharov Prize for freedom 
of thought. The prize is awarded to individuals or 
organisations that have made an exceptional 
contribution to the fight for human rights in the world. 
It aims to draw attention to these violations of human 
rights, while supporting the prizewinners themselves as 
well as the causes for which they are fighting. 

This is a publication of the 
Historical Archives unit 
EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

This document is prepared for, and addressed to, the Members and staff of the European Parliament 
as background material to assist them in their parliamentary work. The content of the document is 
the sole responsibility of its author(s) and any opinions expressed herein should not be taken to 
represent an official position of the Parliament. 
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