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THE SAKHAROV PRIZE LAUREATES FROM CUBA 

Oswaldo José Payá Sardiñas in 2002 

Oswaldo José Payá Sardiñas was honoured for his undeterred commitment to 

national dialogue and democratic change in Cuba. Born in 1952, he died in a car 

crash in July 2012. He was best known as the founder of the Varela project: a 

campaign to gather signatures in support of a national referendum on freedom of 

expression and assembly, free pluralist elections, the release of all political 

prisoners, and economic and social reforms. The Damas de Blanco credit the 

success of his Varela project and the growth of independent journalism in Cuba as 

the major factors strengthening the opposition movement in Cuba.

Oswaldo Payá also founded the Christian Liberation Movement, which continues to 

call for a clarification of the circumstances of his death. His family have rejected the 

official version of an accident due to over speeding. 

In life, Payá was a respected spokesman for the Cuban opposition, and younger and 

older dissidents alike paid their respects at his funeral, including Sakharov Laureates 

Damas de Blanco and Guillermo Fariñas.

On his death in 2012, European Parliament President Martin Schulz stated his belief 

that Oswaldo Payá's ideas will survive as his work and commended his commitment 

as having inspired a generation of Cuban activists who were following his example in 

promoting political freedom and human rights.

The Damas de Blanco in 2005 

The Ladies in White from Cuba were one of the three Laureates of the Sakharov 

Prize in 2005. With the award, the European Parliament recognised their courage 

and commitment to the cause of human rights in Cuba and drew attention to the 

continuing detention of the 75 political dissidents imprisoned since March 2003, 

most for simply criticising the lack of political freedom in the country. A number of the 

detained activists had been gathering signatures for the Varela project launched by 

Oswaldo Payá, who was not himself detained. In Cuba, speaking out against the 

government is a subversive act punished by up to 25 years in prison.
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Any attempt to consign the 75 Black Spring prisoners to oblivion failed thanks to 

their wives, mothers and daughters who brought international attention to their 

situation through their peaceful protests. All of these 75 prisoners have been 

released from jail and most are in exile in Spain, but the Damas continue to speak 

out and demonstrate against repression in Cuba.  Every day more and more young 

ladies, civilians, who have nothing to do with political prisoners, are joining the group 

in all regions of the island.  This is seen as a great current achievement for the 

Damas de Blanco.

Guillermo Fariñas in 2010

A doctor of psychology, independent journalist and political dissident in Cuba, 

Guillermo Fariñas has over the years conducted over 20 hunger strikes to protest 

against the Cuban regime, with the aim of achieving peaceful political change, 

freedom of speech and freedom of expression in his country.

As a journalist, he founded the independent press agency, Cubanacán Press, with 

the aim of informing of the destiny of political prisoners in Cuba. He was eventually 

forced to close it.

He has also been detained several times for his dissident activism. In 2010, Fariñas

went on a hunger strike in support of Orlando Zapata Tamayo, a Black Spring 

prisoner of conscience, who himself died after 82 days of hunger strike, and other 

political prisoners who had been taken ill after many years of imprisonment. Fariñas 

ended his hunger strike after 130 days, when the Cuban government announced it 

was in the process of freeing the remaining 52 Black Spring prisoners, husbands 

and relatives of the Damas de Blanco. 

In October 2010, Jerzy Buzek, then President of the European Parliament, stated 

that Fariñas’ protest carries the hopes for all of those who care for freedom, human 

rights and democracy, and called for the immediate release of all political prisoners.

In July 2012, he was arrested at the funeral of the first Cuban Sakharov Prize 

Laureate Oswaldo Payá.


