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Draft speech by the President of the European Parliament to the 2008 Sakharov 

Award ceremony Strasbourg December 17th 2008

Dear Colleagues, 

Today is an exceptional day in the life of our Institution. It is a day when we recall the 

very purpose of our Union as a force for peace, progress and human rights.

As Dr Andrei Sakharov himself put it: it is impossible to achieve one of these goals if 

the other two are ignored.

We are here this morning, twenty years after the Sakharov Prize was instituted, and 

shortly after the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, to 

honour some very brave people. Human rights defenders, lawyers, journalists, 

activists, religious leaders and organisations who embody courage and commitment to 

human rights. We also honour mothers, wives and families who defend the rights of 

their loved ones.

I welcome all the previous Sakharov Prize winners who have honoured us by their 

presence here today. We look forward to cooperating even more closely with you all 

within the framework of  the Sakharov network, which I announced yesterday.

I also very much regret the absence of two laureates who would had liked to be with 

us today; Mr Oswaldo Payá and the representatives of the Ladies in White, Mrs Laura 

Pollán and Mrs Berta Soler. The Cuban authorities have not given them the 

authorisation to leave their country. Their refusal gives us a clear illustration of the 

conditions under which the democratic forces in Cuba are obliged to work.
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Over 20 years ago, Dr. Andrei Sakharov honoured this Parliament by expressing his 

understanding and appreciation of the European Parliament's decision to establish this 

prize in his name, a prize which he rightly foresaw would provide encouragement  to 

human rights activists around the world. In 1988, one of our first prize winners, 

Nelson Mandela, was in jail. In 1988, there was also an empty chair for Andrei 

Sakharov; here today, there is an empty chair for Hu Jia. 

Then, as now, we honoured heroic figures in spite of their enforced absence. 

Then, as now, authoritarian regimes abused their powers in efforts to try and silence 

the voices of those exercising their basic rights to freedom of thought and expression. 

Then, as now, repression has failed to silence the voices of courage.

We will hear this morning from two outstandingly brave women, both wives and 

mothers, who have dedicated their lives to freedom in their country and, in doing so, 

have become an inspiration to millions in their countries and around the world.

Mrs Elena Bonner, your work for the freedom of your husband Andrei Sakharov and 

your country, contributed to the historic changes in Europe which enabled us to 

continue the unification of our continent. We know how much effort you have made 

to be with us today. My colleagues' appreciation of your presence is, I am sure, very 

clear to you. We welcome also your daughter Tatiana, who has done so much to help 

you, and us, to carry forward the work of Dr. Sakharov.

I will be asking you to address us after the next part of this ceremony.

Ladies and Gentlemen,
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Courage and self-sacrifice have been integral parts of the development of human 

rights over the centuries. The decision of Hu Jia to address, via telephone, a meeting 

of our sub-committee of human rights, was an example of such bravery. The message 

we will listen to today on his behalf from his wife Zeng Jinyan is a similar selfless act. 

Today's cyberdissidents, such as Zeng Jinyan, act in the same spirit as the Soviet 

dissidents who communicated and expressed themselves through "samizdat".

The 2008 Sakharov prize winner Hu Jia was nominated as the representative of the 

silenced voices of China and Tibet, but today we will hear that voice. On another day, 

we will hear Hu Jia in person in our Parliament.

I will now ask the services to transmit the message I received a few days ago from the 

wife of Hu Jia, Zeng Jinyan.

........

Ladies and Gentlemen

We have just heard a timely and clear message restating not just the purpose of Hu 

Jia's activities but also a universal message.

Before I give the floor to Elena Bonner to close the ceremony, may I make one thing 

clear:  We in this house value highly our relations with  China. We express ourselves 

on human rights issues as friends of the Chinese people, knowing very well how 

much we can do together for world peace and prosperity. Human rights should never 

be seen as a threat to any nation but as a right of every people and of all people, 

individually, collectively and universally.

Mrs Elena Bonner, I would be grateful if you would now take the floor.
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..........

Thank you very much, the session is closed.


	Plenary Speech HGP-2008 Sakharov.doc

