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PLENARY SPEECH 
 

By President Josep Borrell Fontelles 
 
 

During the Award Ceremony of 2006 Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought 
12h00, 12 December 2006, Strasbourg 

 
 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen,  
 
I am truly honoured and delighted to welcome the winner of the European Parliament’s 
Sakharov Prize 2006, Mr Aliaksandr Milinkevich, the leader of Belarus’ united 
democratic opposition forces. 
 
In Europe we very often take human rights for granted and enjoy our freedoms to think, 
to speak and to believe as something indisputable and natural.  
 
However, still too many people around the globe are deprived of their fundamental right 
to live in freedom.  
 
It may be difficult to believe, but democracy is denied to ten million people who live on 
our own continent, in Europe, in Belarus.  
 
As Europeans, we have a special duty to defend and promote human rights in the world; 
therefore we should never tolerate the breach of human dignity and suppression of 
democratic values on our own soil and beyond. 
 
The 2006 Sakharov prize manifests this determination as strongly as ever.  
 
This year the most prestigious European award in the field of human rights recognizes a 
person, who turned his life in a tireless quest for human dignity and freedom. 
 
During the March presidential elections in Belarus, regarded by the international 
community as neither free nor fair, Mr Aliaksandr Milinkevich took courage to 
personally challenge the last remaining dictatorial regime in Europe. 
 
Throughout his campaign Mr Milinkevich succeeded in uniting the democratic opposition 
forces and expressing the desire of a large part of Belarus society to restore democratic 
rights and political freedoms in their country.  
 
He furthermore led mass demonstrations against the non-democratic nature of the 
elections and was detained by the authorities for encouraging people to manifest their 
fundamental right to freedom of expression and assembly. 
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Mr Aliaksandr Milinkevich,  
 
You are fighting against fear and intimidation, which reigns in Belarus.  
 
You are fighting for a simple liberty to speak one’s mind, to choose one’s future.  
 
You have become a true symbol of resistance against the oppression and of hope for a 
democratic future.  
 
Your personality is remarkable, your endeavours are outstanding and your example is 
inspiring not only to the Belarusian people, but also to us all here at the European 
Parliament.  
 
We stand shoulder to shoulder with you in supporting the promise of democracy in 
Belarus and the aspiration of Belarusian society to obtain the right to elect their leaders 
democratically, the right to have access to independent information, the right to establish 
non-governmental organisations and the right to have an independent and impartial 
judiciary. 
 
This House has always spoken out vigorously against the violence, the arbitrary arrests 
and the politically motivated sentences exercised by the Belarusian regime against those 
fighting for the fundamental rights of the Belarusian people. 
 
We are remembering and celebrating all of these people today.  
 
This Sakharov award expresses our support for all those thousands who demonstrated 
their courage and desire to fight for their dignity and for Belarus.  
 
With this prize today they all are awarded international recognition. 
 
We are all dismayed by the fact that 17 years since the fall of the Berlin Wall, 17 years 
since we awarded our first Sakharov Prize, the artificial division of Belarus from Europe 
still exists.   
 
In 2004 this Parliament bestowed the Sakharov prize upon the Association of Belarusian 
Journalists in recognition “of a group of professionals who risk their lives on a daily basis 
to seek out the truth and communicate it to their citizens”. 
 
Today, in 2006, we once again reaffirm our unwavering support for the Belarusian 
people’s indisputable rights to freedom of thought and freedom of expression.  
 
We welcome efforts by the Commission to bring your country out of its isolated position 
and we, therefore, deeply regret that contrary to any signs of change of heart in Minsk, 
the situation of democracy, human rights and rule of law is further deteriorating. 
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There is no doubt that the future of Belarus lies with Europe. The Belarusian people 
deserve to live in a European of democracy, freedom and prosperity.  
 
I believe that it is not the question of whether, but only the question of when Belarus will 
join the European family of democratic nations. 
 
The experience of my own country in the 1980's and that of our Member States from 
Eastern and Central Europe, who have successfully emerged from the totalitarian regime 
as democratic and free nations, shows us that it is in nobody’s power to stop people from 
thinking, hoping, dreaming, striving for and winning freedom.  
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
 
Our 2006 Prize winner is a scientist like Andrei Sakharov. Both shared the same views 
and values, both experienced the sad consequences of standing up to a totalitarian regime. 
 
This year’s Sakharov Prize is given not only to a civic leader, but also to a scientist. A 
scientist, who dreams, who is trying to see the future with a fresh vision unimaginable to 
others. While some of these dreams seem impossible to realize, scientists sometimes are 
able to invent ways and precise solutions to make these dreams come true. 
 
The Sakharov prize is therefore given this year to the HOPE for a democratic Belarus and 
to every person that has the courage not only to dream of freedom but to turn this dream 
into reality. 
 
Mr. Milinkevich,you have the floor. 
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