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Draft speech by the President of the European Parliament to the 2009 Sakharov 

Award ceremony Strasbourg 

December  16th 2009

Dear Colleagues, 

On December 14, 1989, Dr. Andrei Sakharov passed away. His death came at a time 

of great tension in his own country and coincided with the most intense period of 

revolutionary change which Europe had experienced for decades.

 On Monday in Moscow a major Conference was organised in cooperation with the 

Council of Europe and the Andrei Sakharov Foundation to consider the heritage of the 

man after whom our human rights award is named. His work in the Soviet Union 

carried out in a spirit of courage and self sacrifice is continued today by MEMORIAL

an organisation to the founding of which he personally contributed

Before giving the floor to the speaker on behalf of this year's prize winners I would 

like to mention the two other human rights defenders who were shortlisted for this 

year's prize. Dr. Izzledin Abuelaish, a Palestinian doctor who has worked in Israel and 

devoted his life to peace in the Middle East and whose three daughters were killed 

during the Gaza conflict earlier this year. Also shortlisted was Mr Dawit Isaak, a 

journalist and playwright who has been held incommunicado in prison in Eritrea since 

2001. 

Finally I am sure you would agree with me that we should also recall the situation of 

Hu Jia, last year's Sakharov Prize winner, another courageous activist who remains in 
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jail in Beijing. The cases of these three brave individuals reminds us of the wide range

of activities which are carried out by human rights defenders often at great risk. 

Events in Russia this year sadly remind us just how great that risk can be

. In July of this year, one of MEMORIAL's leading activists was cruelly murdered in 

Chechnya whilst trying to go about her work of documenting the abuse of human 

rights. Sadly there have been many other cases of this kind in Russia this year and in 

recent years. These murders of human rights defenders confirm that a culture of 

impunity has become deeply rooted within the Russian Federation. 

It is also important to remind ourselves why MEMORIAL has chosen its name. 

Amongst the objectives of the organisation is precisely a recognition of the need to 

come to terms with the human rights violations of the Soviet era as a means of 

confronting challenges to human rights at present. I welcome the statements made by 

the President of the Russian Federation, about the need to respect the law and 

overcome legal nihilism. I would also like to make it clear that the award of the 

Sakharov Prize to the citizens of any country does not in any way contradict our wish 

to see peaceful and cooperative relations with all countries. 

The European Parliament has friendly and constructive inter-parliamentary relations 

with the elected representatives of the peoples of the Russian Federation. We will also 

in the coming period be looking at the ongoing negations for a Partnership and 

Cooperation Agreement between the European Union and Russia. We want those 

negotiations to succeed but we also want to be sure that this agreement will provide 

the framework for genuine dialogue and cooperation in the field of human rights.  In 

our view this agreement must contain a meaningful and effective human rights clause.
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My dear friends,

We are well aware those amongst the main victims of Stalinism were precisely the 

people of what is now the Russian Federation millions of whom were deliberately put 

to death by this perverse and cruel system of government. Millions more came from 

the countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Before her assassination in 2006 Anna 

Politkovskaia referred to the climate of terror and impunity in Chechnya as "the 

Stalinism of our times".

This year's award decided unanimously by the Conference of Presidents is being 

given to Oleg Orlov, Sergei Kovalev and Lyudmila Alexeyeva on behalf of 

MEMORIAL and all other human rights defenders in Russia. We welcome them here 

today and we welcome those who travelled from Russia with them as well as others 

who have joined us from around the European Union for this important occasion. We 

know from experience that many more are observing this event via the internet

Mr Orlov, you are currently the Chair of the Council of Human Rights Centre

MEMORIAL and we are well aware of the pressure which you are under as the 

subject of criminal prosecution following your statements concerning the 

responsibility of Ramzan Kadyrov in relation to the death of Mrs Estemirova. 

Lyudmila Alexeyeva, we gather that you are sometimes referred to as the "doyenne of 

Russia's human rights community". We salute you for your decades of work in favour 

of dissidents and human rights defenders and in particular we salute your work as one 

of the founding members of Moscow-Helsinki group.
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Sergei Kovalev you have been chosen by the prize winners to take the floor here in 

the European Parliament on  behalf. of the 2009 Laureates Like Andrei Sakharov you 

come from a scientific background and with Andrei Sakharov you are amongst those 

heroes who originally founded MEMORIAL. You have been a member of the 

Russian Parliament and the Chairman of the President's Human Rights Commission. I 

know that you have visited the Parliament this year and have contributed to the 

hearing held by the Human Rights Sub-committee a few months ago. It is therefore 

my great pleasure to ask you to address the European Parliament. 

..........

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am sure we all share the message of courage and commitment which has been 

delivered to us by Sergei Kovalev. This time last year we were joined by Elena 

Bonner, the widow of Dr. Sakharov and today we have heard from one his closest 

friends and allies. Last year we also received most of the previous Sakharov prize 

winners as part of our efforts to ensure that each award ceremony is not just a routine 

event but a central part of our work as the leading European institution defending 

human rights globally. We consider all our prize winners as our privileged partners in 

this and we look forward very much to working with MEMORIAL in order to ensure 

our common objectives. 

Thank you very much, the session is closed.
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