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Dear Colleagues, 
 
2008, which is likely to be remembered as a key year in recent European and world 

history, is coming to an end. I would like to take this opportunity to wish you and 

your families a very Happy Christmas and a peaceful New Year. 

 
This last issue of 'Cabinet News' for 2008 reports on the 20th anniversary of the 

Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought - and the award of this year’s prize to an 

imprisoned Chinese human rights activist, Hu Jia. There was an empty chair in the 

plenary to represent him, just as during the first ceremony in 1988. Hu Jia’s wife, Zeng Jinyan, spoke 

in a powerful recorded video, on his behalf. Thirteen laureates came to Strasbourg, to mark the 20th 

anniversary, as did Elena Bonner, the wife of the late Andrei Sakharov. Some were unable to make the 

visit, because of continuing difficulties with their national authorities. 

 
I have asked Ana Fernández Perles, who coordinated preparations for the event in the President's cabinet, 

to describe a moving occasion in tribute to some very courageous people. 

With Seasonal greetings, 
Yours Klaus Welle 

 
EP Sakharov Prize is 20 years old 
 
Promoting the respect for human rights worldwide has been a central feature of the political agenda of 

the European Parliament since the first direct elections in 1979. Over the years, Members have 

addressed hundreds of cases of the breach of human rights, whether through parliamentary 

resolutions, foreign visits or other actions, often of great inconvenience to authoritarian regimes. Such 

support has frequently provided many courageous and committed people with the moral support and 

the strength to continue their work, in the face of great hardship. 
 

 

Creation of the Prize 
 
Twenty years ago, the European Parliament decided to deepen its activities in the field of human rights 

by establishing the Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought. The prize was named after Andrei 

Sakharov (1921-89), the distinguished Russian physicist and dissident. He was the father of the Soviet 

 

 

From left: Andrei Sakharov with Elena Bonner, Anatoli Marchenko (Анатолий Марченко) and Nelson Mandela 
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hydrogen bomb, who soon understood the devastating potential of his invention. In 1975, he was 

awarded with the Nobel Peace Prize in recognition of his work in the field of human rights and 

defending victims of political trials in the Soviet Union.  

 
Since then, the Prize has been awarded to individuals or organisations which struggle for human rights 

and fundamental freedoms all over the world. They also receive a financial award which is now worth € 

50,000. The decision on whom to award the prize is made each autumn by the European Parliament’s 

Conference of Presidents (of political group leaders) from a short list proposed jointly by the Foreign 

Affairs and Development Committees.  

 
Back in 1988, the first laureates of the Prize were Nelson Mandela, still then in prison in South Africa, 

and Anatoli Marchenko, to whom it was awarded posthumously. Among the others to whom it has 

been awarded since then are Aung San Suu Kyi (1990), Leyla Zana (1995), Ibrahim Rugova (1998), 

Xanana Gusmão (1999), ¡ Basta Ya ! (2000), Reporters without Frontiers (2005), and Alexander 

Milinkievich (2006). This year the prize was awarded to the Chinese activist Hu Jia. 

 
20th Anniversary  
 
In order to celebrate the 20th 

anniversary, all previous laureates where 

invited to come to Strasbourg for an 

event in the plenary last Wednesday 

lunchtime. Unfortunately, not all were 

able to participate. Some could not come 

because of problems of health or age; 

others because their struggle for human 

rights in their countries is far from over. 

The regime in Burma/Myanmar made it 

impossible for Aung San Suu Kyi to be 

present, as she remains under house 

arrest. The Cuban authorities prevented 

the departure of Oswaldo Payá and the 
 

Ladies in White a few days  earlier. The EP 

President, Hans-Gert Pöttering, referred to the 

latter decision in his speech: "This refusal gives 

us proof of the conditions in which they have to 

act ... . It does not correspond with the spirit of 

the recently revived political dialogue with Cuba or 

with cooperation between Cuba and the European 

Union". 

 
Sakharov Network 
 
Last Tuesday, the laureates who came to 

Strasbourg - 13 in person, along with three 

representatives – took part in a conference on 

human rights. Opened by Elena Bonner, the wife 

 President Pöttering meets with Sakharov Prize laureates on the eve of 
the 2008 Sakharov Prize ceremony, 16 December 2008, Strasbourg 

 

Declaration establishing the “Sakharov Prize Network” 
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of the late Andrei Sakharov, the conference was designed as a forum of exchanging views on their 

work after receiving the prize and on the most recent challenges in the human rights field. There was 

an exhibition in parallel. 

 
An important result of the meeting of prize-winners was the launch of a 'Sakharov Network', designed 

to maintain contact among the laureates themselves, and to enable them and the Parliament to work 

together on joint projects in support of human rights around the world. A first working meeting of the 

new network will be held next year. The prize-winners present, as well as Mrs Bonner and the 

President of Parliament, all committed themselves to this potentially important initiative. 

 
Hu Jia - Symbolic Empty Chair  
 

This year’s laureate of the Sakharov Prize is Hu Jia, the Chinese human rights activist and dissident. 

He is currently serving a three and a half year sentence for 'inciting subversion of state power'. He is 

one of those who have called for an official inquiry into the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre. Over 

the years, he has also been active on the environment and HIV/AIDS and organised the 'barefoot 

lawyers movement'.  

 
Because of his imprisonment, Hu Jia was not able to come to Strasbourg in person to receive the 2008 

Sakharov Prize. As some times in the past, the chair prepared for the laureate in the plenary chamber 

had to be left empty. Hans-Gert Pöttering said: "Hu Jia was nominated as the representative of those 

voices in China and Tibet, who have been forced into silence ... . I am sure that a day will come when 

we will welcome Hu Jia in this plenary".  

 
Since Hu Jia was not able to address Members in person, his wife, Zeng Jinyan, herself is under 

house arrest, bravely recorded a video message from Beijing. In a powerful and moving 

communication, she spoke of her husband's joy when informed about receiving the Sakharov Prize. 

She explained that she had been forbidden to talk about the prize when she last saw him in late 

November. He told her that his efforts in pursuit of human rights had been 'very far from sufficient' 

and that they needed to be 'redoubled'. 
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Zeng Jinyan told Members that her husband 'hoped to be the last political prisoner' in China, even if 

such a situation looks unlikely at the moment. She also spoke about the price paid by the families of 

human rights activists. Their 

lives become difficult and 

dangerous: they are often 

subject to harassment, job 

loss, and/or, like herself, 

house arrest. That is why she 

had decided to use the prize 

money to set up a foundation 

which would provide the 

necessary support to families 

of human rights activists. 

She said that, in her 

husband's view, China was 

experiencing the most open 

period of its history and is 

moving steadily towards  

democratic society.  

 
Inspiration and Support 
 
Elena Bonner, addressing the plenary during the ceremony, reaffirmed her late husband's strong belief 

that 'people should always follow their conviction' when faced with authoritarian state power.  The 

value of the Sakharov Prize in providing inspiration 

and support in the human rights field was huge. 

The awards to people like Hu Jia this year, and so 

many others in the past, not only give their cause 

international recognition, but they often provide 

desperately needed protection.  

 
As Hans-Gert Pöttering put it after the event: ‘The 

European Parliament is committed to celebrate the 

work of those struggling for human rights, 

however inconvenient this may be to certain 

regimes. Over the last two decades, the Sakharov 

Prize has helped recognise the quiet struggle and 

bravery of many men and women, from Nelson 

Mandela to Hu Jia. The prize is a small contribution 

to a much bigger task: allowing freedom of 

thought throughout the world. Unfortunately, our 

common quest is far from over.’ 

 

 

Press conference on the 2008 Sakharov Prize with Elena Bonner 

 
Zeng Jinyan, wife of Hu Jia, addresses Members of the European Parliament via a video message 

Ana Fernández Perles 


