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The promotion and protection of human rights is a fundamental value of the European Union, and the European 
Parliament is strongly committed to achieving this over-arching EU objective. The Sakharov Prize for Freedom of 
Thought stands out among the Parliament's actions on behalf of human rights for its highly symbolic value as one of 
the best-known international awards for human rights. Awarded annually since 1988, the Sakharov Prize rewards 
individuals who have made an exceptional contribution to the fight for human rights across the globe, with the aim 
of drawing attention to human rights violations, as well as supporting the laureates and their causes. The 2020 
laureate is the Belarussian opposition, which, as the Parliament's President, David Sassoli, stated, is rewarded for its 
'courage, resilience and determination' in opposing a much stronger regime, from which the EU withdrew recognition 
after presidential elections that were deemed in breach of international standards. The opposition is represented by 
the Coordination Council, including the opposition presidential candidate, Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, as well as other 
civil and political rights defenders and public figures. This selection of publications of the European Parliament's 
Research Service and Policy Departments provides background information and analysis about the prize and, more 
broadly, on human rights issues. 
 
On the Sakharov Prize: 
 

2020 Sakharov Prize laureate: The democratic opposition in Belarus 
‘At a glance’ note by Jakub Przetacznik, European Parliamentary Research Service, December 2020 
At a time when authoritarianism is on the rise, the Sakharov Prize for 2020 draws attention to the situation of those 
standing up against the crackdown on human rights and fundamental freedoms in Europe's 'last dictatorship'. This 
year's prize has been awarded to the democratic opposition in Belarus, represented by the Coordination Council, 
including political and civil society figures. It rewards its courageous and peaceful role in opposing the rigging of 
the August 2020 elections, in defiance of the brutal crackdown by government authorities. 
 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA(2020)659377


Sakharov Prize laureates in difficulty: Facing repression for defending human rights 
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, June 2020 
Defending human rights in countries where they are most under pressure comes with significant risks for 
defenders, who are often harassed, persecuted, and deprived of personal freedom. Some Sakharov laureates of 
recent years were in jail when they were awarded the Prize and are still not free today. Others suffered new or 
additional prison terms because of their activity. The Sakharov Prize brings the cause and the fight of its laureates 
to world attention. Parliament uses all the means in its parliamentary diplomacy toolbox to protect laureates from 
state repression. While such actions add to international pressure, they do not always succeed in moving repressive 
regimes. The coronavirus pandemic has put jailed laureates at particular risk, such as Nasrin Sotoudeh in Iran. 
 

Sakharov Prize: Voices of humanity 
‘At a glance’ note by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, May 2018 
The EU is committed to protecting human rights through its external policy, in line with the Treaty on European 
Union. Supporting human rights defenders is an important part of this policy, as the EU recognises that they play 
a key role in standing up for fundamental rights, and protecting people whose human rights have been violated. 
The EU helps them by making political statements and démarches, providing emergency aid and encouraging third 
countries to create a friendly environment for them. 
 

30 Years of the Sakharov Prize: The European Parliament upholding freedom of thought 
Study by Päivi Vaniomäki and Étienne Deschamps, Historical Archives Unit, EPRS, May 2018 
This study, produced from archival material held by Parliament, looks first at the process by which the Sakharov 
Prize was instituted by the Parliament in the 1980s, at the decision to name it after Soviet dissident Andrei Sakharov, 
and at the conditions established for its award. It then looks at the short-lists and winners over each of the past 
30 years, and features photos of the award ceremonies. 
 
On EU support for human rights: 
 

EU policies – Delivering for citizens: Human Rights 
Briefing by Martina Prpic, Rosamund Shreeves and Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, June 2019 
The pivotal role of human rights, and their moral, legal and political significance in the international arena, are 
indisputable 70 years after the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the first international 
document to set common standards for all states. However, despite a lot of progress in many areas in terms of 
recognition, codification and implementation, human rights have more recently come under increased attack from 
various angles. Illiberal forces aspiring to power, and entrenched authoritarian regimes, often attempt to 
undermine human rights and those who defend them. This briefing seeks to set out the EU’s approach in order to 
strengthen its role and image as a normative power that will inspire others through its example.  
 

EU support for human rights defenders around the world 
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, November 2018 
Human rights defenders (HRD) operate in an increasingly restrictive environment, and face a growing number of 
threats. The European Parliament has been a long-term advocate of a comprehensive EU policy on HRD and has 
actively contributed to its shaping. This briefing summarises EU policy on HRD and provides examples of EU action. 
It also elaborates on the European Parliament's role through the award of the Sakharov Prize. 
 

EU policies – Delivering for citizens: EU support for democracy and peace in the world 
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, June 2019 
From the outset, the European Union has been an integration project directed at preserving peace among its 
Member States. Strengthening peace and democracy globally has never been an easy task, however, and today's 
geopolitical context poses new challenges. The proliferation and increasing gravity and duration of conflicts – some 
in the EU's immediate neighbourhood, the emergence of new threats, such as terrorism and nuclear proliferation, 
and the crisis of liberal systems have driven the EU to widen and intensify its efforts. They have also led to a new 
vision for action, revolving around the concept of 'resilient societies' based on the mutually reinforcing pillars of 
peace and democracy, and a special emphasis on fragile states. This briefing explores citizens’ expectations with 
regard to the EU in its role as promotor of peace and democracy externally. 
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Human rights in EU trade agreements: The human rights clause and its application 
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, July 2019 
The practice of linking human rights with trade liberalisation has gained ground among many trade partners. The 
main mechanism for incorporating human rights into the EU's bilateral agreements consists of an 'essential 
elements' human rights clause that enables one party to take appropriate measures in case of serious breaches by 
the other party. So far, the EU has clearly preferred a constructive engagement to more restrictive measures, and 
has yet to activate the clause to suspend trade preferences under any of its trade agreements. Civil society and the 
European Parliament have, on the other hand, encouraged the European Commission to use such clauses in a more 
robust way in order to respond to serious breaches of human rights and democratic principles. 
 

Human rights in EU trade policy: Unilateral measures applied by the EU 
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, May 2018 
One of the EU's main tools to promote human rights in third countries is the generalised system of preferences 
(GSP), granting certain developing countries preferential trade access to the EU market. Covering 90 third countries, 
the scheme includes explicit human rights conditionality, providing that preferences can be withdrawn in case of 
massive and systematic violations of core human rights or labour rights norms. Suspension of preferences under 
GSP has been applied in only a few cases and, when it was, did not have an immediate and clear impact on the 
human rights situation. In practice, the EU has privileged a strategy of incentivising gradual progress through 
dialogue and monitoring, rather than withdrawing preferences. The EU's unilateral trade measures to protect 
human rights are not limited to the GSP. The EU has taken steps to prohibit or limit trade in items that could cause 
human rights violations, such as torture and execution equipment, and dual use goods. 
 

EU sanctions: A key foreign and security policy instrument 
Briefing by Martin Russell, European Parliamentary Research Service, May 2018  
Sanctions have become an increasingly central element of the EU's common and foreign security policy. The 
declared purpose of EU sanctions is to uphold the international security order as well as defending human rights 
and democracy standards, by encouraging targeted countries to change their behaviour. Measuring their 
effectiveness is difficult, as sanctions rarely achieve all their aims, and usually there are other causes to which 
changes can be attributed. However, even when this primary purpose is not achieved, sanctions may have useful 
secondary effects, for example by deterring other actors from similar behaviour. 
 

EU External Migration Policy and the Protection of Human Rights 
In-depth Analysis, European Parliament Policy Department for External Policies, September 2020 
This in-depth analysis focuses on the human rights implications of EU external migration policy interventions. 
Paving the way for the New Pact on Migration and Asylum, special emphasis is placed on cooperation under the 
Global Approach to Migration and Mobility, the EU Agenda on Migration and the Migration Partnership 
Framework, including informal arrangements concluded by Frontex or by the Member States themselves. The 
paper reveals that the full effect of the EU fundamental rights acquis in extra-territorial situations has not been 
duly accounted for and proposes a system to ensure compliance with the relevant standards. 
 

The European Parliament's evolving soft power – From back-door diplomacy to agenda-setting: Democracy 
support and mediation 
Briefing by Naja Bentzen and Beatrix Immenkamp, European Parliamentary Research Service, September 2019 
Over recent decades, the European Parliament has significantly raised its profile as a credible moral force with 
strong focus on strengthening human rights, supporting democracy and enhancing the rule of law worldwide. 
Perhaps less visible than the Parliament's Sakharov Prize for freedom of thought, the European Parliament's 
democracy support activities are part of its 'soft-power' approach to international relations. Moreover, Parliament 
can convey messages through channels that are different from, and complementary to, those employed by the 
EU's traditional diplomatic players; for example, through its parliamentary networks.  
 

Further reading 
Upholding human rights in Europe during the pandemic 
Briefing by Anja Radjenovic, European Parliamentary Research Service, September 2020 
State of play of existing instruments for combating impunity for international crimes 
Study by European Parliament Policy Department for External Policies, August 2020 
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Covid-19's impact on human rights outside the EU 
'At a glance' note by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, April 2020 
Peace, justice and strong institutions: EU support for implementing SDG 16 worldwide 
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, February 2020 
Access to legal remedies for victims of corporate human rights abuses in third countries 
Study by European Parliament Policy Department for External Policies, February 2019 
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights and its relevance for the European Union 
‘At a glance’ note by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, November 2018 
Religion and human rights 
Briefing by Martina Prpic, European Parliamentary Research Service, November 2018 
Towards a binding international treaty on business and human rights 
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, October 2018 
International Criminal Court: Achievements and challenges 20 years after the adoption of the Rome Statute 
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, July 2018 
Freedom of conscience around the world 
Briefing by Philippe Perchoc, European Parliamentary Research Service, April 2018 
United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) 
‘At a glance’ note by Joanna Apap, European Parliamentary Research Service, March 2018 
Expansion of the concept of human rights: Impact on rights promotion and protection 
Workshop report by European Parliament Policy Department for External Policies, March 2018 
Enhancing EU actions on economic, social and cultural rights within its human rights policy 
February 2018 
Study by European Parliament Policy Department for External Policies, March 2018 
2019 Sakharov Prize laureate: Ilham Tohti 
'At a glance' note by Gisela Grieger, European Parliamentary Research Service, December 2019. 
Oleg Sentsov: The 2018 Sakharov Prize laureate 
‘At a glance’ note by Naja Bentzen and Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, October 2019 
The 2017 Sakharov Prize 
‘At a glance’ note by Enrique Gomez and Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, December 2017 
Sakharov Prize Finalists 2017 
Briefing by European Parliament Policy Department for External Policies, December 2017 
Sakharov Prize 2016: Fighting conflict-related sexual violence 
Briefing by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, December 2016 
The 2015 Sakharov Prize 
‘At a glance’ note by Ionel Zamfir, European Parliamentary Research Service, December 2015 
Sakharov Prize 2014: Tending the scars of sexual violence in Democratic Republic of Congo 
‘At a glance’ note by Marta Latek, European Parliamentary Research Service, November 2014 
The European Parliament Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought, 1988-2013 - A Quarter Century’s 
Engagement in Human Rights 
Study by European Parliament Policy Department for External Policies, December 2013 
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