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Introduction by President Hans-Gert Pöttering at the award ceremony for the 
2007 Sakharov Prize  

Dear Colleagues, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
For almost two decades the European Parliament has been awarding the Sakharov Prize for 
freedom of thought to men and women from around the world who defend human rights, 
freedom of speech and freedom of opinion. 
 
The decision to name Mr Salih Mahmoud Mohamed Osman as the winner of the 2007 Sakharov 
Prize was taken unanimously by the Conference of Presidents on the basis of a nomination 
backed by a large number of MEPs from various political groups. In making this award, the 
European Parliament has once again clearly expressed its solidarity with the people in Darfur 
and its conviction that a lasting settlement for that region can only be achieved on the basis of 
justice, democracy and human rights. 
 
The conflict which has been raging in Darfur since 2003 is only serving to worsen even further 
the situation in a country which has been devastated by more than 20 years of civil war. As in 
most conflicts, it is the civilian population which is bearing the brunt of the attacks by militia 
forces, the destruction of villages, the scorched earth policy and the expulsions. 
Despite the peace agreement signed in Darfur in 2006, this conflict has so far left at least 400 
000 people dead and more than 2.5 million as displaced persons and refugees. 
 
Just like the European Parliament, the winner of the 2007 Sakharov Prize refuses simply to 
accept this injustice and has been working to ensure that those responsible do not go 
unpunished. For many years he has been defending the rights of the victims of the Darfur 
conflict. Thousands of people who have been arbitrarily imprisoned, who are being tortured and 
threatened with death, who have been exiled, driven from their homes or become the victims of 
sexual violence know the name Salih Mahmoud Mohamed Osman. 
 
His commitment is remarkable in more than one respect. In a country in which violence is 
becoming increasingly commonplace Salih Osman risks his life daily in the name of human 
dignity and justice.  
 
In the name of human dignity, because Mr Osman offers these destitute, defenceless, 
intimidated and forgotten men and women recognition of their suffering, the certitude that 
someone does in fact remember them and the hope of a return to a normal life.  
 
Since 2004 he has been involved in the setting-up and administration of the 'Amal' (Arabic for 
'hope') centre for the rehabilitation of victims of violence and sexual abuse in Nyala. In an 
overwhelmingly Muslim country, he is one of the few men to be so active in defending women's 
rights and, in particular, in securing recognition of the right to compensation for the victims of 
sexual violence. 
 
But also in the name of justice, since every day Mr Osman works to ensure that the persons 
responsible for war crimes are brought to justice, nationally and internationally. As long as the 
shortcomings of the Sudanese justice system prevent it from putting an end to the climate of 
impunity in that country, international courts offer a plausible alternative.  
 
However, the fact that the Sudanese authorities are refusing to hand over suspected war 
criminals to the International Criminal Court reveals the limits of the international judicial 
system and illustrates just how much progress is still needed at institutional level if the rule of 
law is to be restored in Darfur and in Sudan in general. 
 
For that reason, Mr Osman's work is not confined to providing legal assistance for victims. As a 
member of the opposition in the Sudanese Parliament since 2005, Salih Osman does not 
hesitate to defend his views in the political arena in his country in an effort to achieve a genuine 
reform of the legal system. 
 
At the summit between the European Parliament and the Pan-African Parliament held ahead of 
the EU-Africa Summit last week in Lisbon to my great pleasure I had the opportunity to hold an 
exchange of views with Mr Salih Osman. I admire his strong personality and his unbroken 



determination to defend human rights, in spite of all the persecution which he and his family 
have suffered and the hostility they have been shown.  
 
In 2004 he himself was imprisoned arbitrarily for seven months and was only released following 
a hunger strike. Members of his family have been tortured and murdered; their houses have 
been set on fire by militia groups. 
 
The great German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe once wrote, and I quote, 'knowledge is 
not enough, it must be used; will is not enough, we must also act'. Salih Osman embodies this 
will and this determination, he demonstrates his courage in the daily struggle to help others. He 
sets an example by working to strengthen the rule of law in his region. Mr Osman, you have our 
unstinting support and admiration. 
 
As you are no doubt aware, the European Parliament has always felt a particular empathy with 
the sufferings of the peoples of Africa. Salih Osman is the latest in a long line of African prize 
winners whom the European Parliament has supported in recent years, and continues to 
support: Nelson Mandela (1988), Salima Ghezali (1997), Dom Zacarias Kamwenho (2001) and 
Hauwa Ibrahim (2005). 
 
Mr Osman, we congratulate you on your tireless work in defence of human rights and we hope 
that the recognition which comes with this prize will give you strength and protection, as long as 
your struggle lasts. 

 


