
BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON The Sakharov Prize 

Established in 1988 in honour of Russian nuclear scientist and human rights activist Andrei 

Sakharov, the Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought is the highest tribute to human rights 

endeavours the European Union accords. It gives recognition and moral support to the 

Laureates, who are strengthened and empowered in their fight for their causes. 

The Prize has been awarded to individuals and to associations: dissidents, political leaders, 

journalists, lawyers, civil society activists, writers, mothers and wives, minority leaders, an 

anti-terrorist group, peace activists, an anti-torture activist, a cartoonist, a long-serving 

prisoner of conscience, a film maker and even the UN as a body. It rewards in particular 

freedom of expression, safeguarding the rights of minorities, respect for international law, 

development of democracy and implementation of the rule of law. 

The EP awards the Sakharov Prize with its €50 000 endowment at a formal plenary sitting in 

Strasbourg towards the end of each year. Political groups or at least 40 Members of the 

European Parliament can nominate candidates. These are presented at a joint sitting of the 

Foreign Affairs and Development Committees and the Human Rights Sub-committee and 

their voting Members decide on a short-list of three. The final Laureate or Laureates for each 

year are chosen by the Conference of Presidents, an EP body led by the President and 

encompassing the leaders of all the different groups represented in Parliament, making the 

choice of the Laureate a truly European choice. 

Andrei Sakharov – Inspiration for the Prize

Andrei Sakharov (1921-1989), the renowned physicist, member of the Academy of Sciences, 

dissident and 1975 Nobel Peace Prize Laureate was living in exile in Gorky (today's Nizhny 

Novgorod) when he learnt that the European Parliament intended to create a prize for 



freedom of thought which would bear his name. From his exile he sent a message to the 

European Parliament, in 1987, giving his permission for his name to be given to the Prize 

and saying how moved he was. He rightly saw the Prize as an encouragement to all those 

who, like him, had committed themselves to championing human rights. 

A pioneer in nuclear physics in the USSR, Andrei Sakharov became concerned at the onset 

of an arms race that heightened the threat of a nuclear world war hanging over the world of 

the Cold War era. After publishing, first in samizdat form (self-printed, type-written copies) 

then in the Western press, an essay containing Reflections on Progress, Peaceful 

Coexistence, and Intellectual Freedom, Sakharov was banned from all  military-related 

research. In 1970 he became one of the co-founders of the Committee on Human Rights in 

the USSR and married fellow human rights activist Elena Bonner in 1972. Despite increasing 

pressure from the government, Sakharov not only sought the release of dissidents in his 

country but became one of the regime's most courageous critics, embodying the crusade 

against the denial of fundamental rights. He was, in the words of the Nobel Peace 

Committee, 'a spokesman for the conscience of mankind'. Neither intimidation nor exile 

could break his resistance.

Andrei Sakharov was exiled to Gorky by the Soviet authorities in order to limit his contacts 

with foreigners. The Prize that bears his name goes far beyond borders, even those of 

oppressive regimes, to reward human rights activists and dissidents all over the world. The 

human rights defenders recognised by it pay dearly for their commitment to defending 

human dignity: many have faced persecution, loss of personal freedom, beatings or exile. In 

a number of cases the winners have not been free to receive their prize in person. 



One such winner is 2012 Laureate Nasrin Sotoudeh, who, from prison in Iran, has written 

letters addressed to the late Andrei Sakharov, exploring philosophically the meaning of 

dissidence and comparing her cause to his.

'Reading your memoirs was exciting for me in many ways. The similarities in our methods 

and the existence of lots of points in common, were all very encouraging to me and of 

course your reluctance to surrender to the authoritarian methods of the government in your 

country was admirable. 

'Your daily renewal of life and resistance was amazing. You of course were reflecting 

the spirit of Goethe when he said "he alone deserves liberty and life who daily must win 

them anew".

'What you managed to achieve was a great victory for all freedom fighters all over the 

world. May those who come in future realise your unrealised dreams. They will definitely 

struggle to realise their dreams and will guard them'.

Like Andrei Sakharov, all the winners of the prize which bears his name have demonstrated 

just how much courage, patience and inner strength is needed to defend human rights and 

campaign for their universal recognition. 

The Sakharov Prize Network 

The Sakharov Prize Network was created in 2008, when the Sakharov Prize celebrated its 

20th anniversary. 

To mark this event the European Parliament had held a conference entitled: 20 years of 

active support to human rights: Sakharov Laureates tell their story. Many of the Laureates 



participated in this conference and shared their views on global human rights, and the 

impact of the Sakharov Prize. Hauwa Ibrahim, a 2005 Laureate, used her prize money to 

send over 100 children to school. Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, the 1992 Laureates, 

used the prize to open a bookshop, a political cafe and a university for over 2400 students. 

Elena Bonner, Andrei Sakharov’s widow and herself a renowned human rights and 

democracy campaigner, reaffirmed at the conference, her husband's belief that 'people 

should always follow their consciences' and her own belief that 'human rights are the basis 

of civilisation'.

The Network was officially launched by the President of the European Parliament at the 

time, Hans-Gert Pöttering, as a platform for Laureates to connect with one another's 

activities and show solidarity. 

The Laureates signed a joint declaration in which they 'agreed to enhance joint efforts in 

support of human rights defenders around the world through common actions by the 

Sakharov Prize winners jointly and in cooperation with the European Parliament'.

The Network then enhanced its activities with the High Level Conference of November 2011, 

to which all the Laureates were invited by then President of the European Parliament Jerzy 

Buzek to discuss problems of transitional democracies, the role of women and the impact of 

new technologies. As Mr Buzek underlined at the Conference 'it is not Facebook or Twitter 

that brought down oppressive regimes, ultimately it is the human spirit and the desire for 

freedom and changing things for the better'.

At the Sakharov Prize Network Annual Event in 2012, the then current co-chairpersons of 

the Network, European Parliament President Martin Schulz and 2011 Laureates Ali Ferzat, 

Asmaa Mahfouz and Ahmed El Senussi, debated publicly their views on democracy in the 

making in the wake of the Arab Spring. These laureates were also speakers at the first 



World Forum for Democracy in Strasbourg, held with the patronage of the European 

Parliament.

2013 marks the 25th anniversary of the Sakharov Prize. The year saw a number of 

Sakharov Prize Network debates and a high-level Conference in which Laureates from all 

over the world congregated with the European Parliament to discuss their struggles and 

strengthen and enrich each other within the Sakharov Prize Network. 


