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****************

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Dear friends,
It is a special honour for me to award, in your presence, the prizes of the fifth Samir Kassir Award for Freedom of the Press this evening.

Today, June 2, we commemorate the tragic loss of Samir Kassir. Five years ago, his life was taken away by hatred and cowardice, but we are here tonight,  to say out loud that the voice of Samir Kassir was not put down. 

His name is rooted in the memory of the Arab world and Europe as a symbol of the struggle for freedom of expression and freedom of opinion everywhere, and more broadly as a symbol of our shared values across the Mediterranean. These values underpin our partnership and are embodied in my view in this award, in a constant reminder to all those who believe they have good reason to deprive us of those freedoms.

The Samir Kassir Award was launched by the European Union in 2006 as part of its relations with its partners around the Mediterranean: the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership – today the Union for the Mediterranean.  
This award gives the say, not to states, but to journalists – individuals – no matter what are their citizenship, their origin or their political orientation. It is a key part of my definition of freedom of expression – it applies to everyone, a definition that, I am sure, Europeans and Lebanese share. To those who want to undermine that freedom, I want to say they are choosing the wrong fight. Journalists are privileged witnesses of the changes experienced by our societies, the link between peoples and their statesmen, and sometimes conscience minority in their own countries. This award is a support to the brave words against weapons and oppression.

For the European Union, freedom of expression, freedom of conscience and freedom of the press are a fundamental pillar of the rule of law and a prerequisite for the protection of all other freedoms.

By pointing out breaches of human dignity, the journalists - when they are true to their calling - are often the primary defenders of freedom, human rights, and tolerance.

When their work focuses on corruption or inaction of the state, it suggests that the rule of law can help reduce poverty, enhance social cohesion and public confidence in its action.
In my view, wherever you are in the world, easy access to reliable and independent information contributes to the advancement of a country not only as a free and democratic society, but also in terms of development in all its dimensions, i.e. political, economic, social and cultural.
Given the fact that EU is aware of the vital role a free press, it is firmly committed to respect within its borders freedom and pluralism of media. This principle is included in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, and has no exception as long as media do not incite hatred. 
But respect for these principles is also at the heart of the agreements that EU has concluded with its partners in the region. I repeat emphatically that this requirement is not a simple promise, but is translated into firm and unavoidable commitments, expressing the conviction of each party. 
The daily struggle for freedom of expression has no boundaries, human rights are universal and their defence should be so too. Everyone should be able to contribute, according to his field, wherever located and whatever is the land on which he was born.
That is why, in 2008, in light of the growing echoes of the Samir Kassir Award, the EU decided to expand the geographic scope of the award beyond the Mediterranean, to give a chance to speak to journalists from nine additional Arab countries. And it was a success, with applications from fifteen countries, from Morocco to Yemen, Libya, Saudi Arabia or Syria.
I would like to congratulate all the candidates who competed for the 2010 Awards. This year again, nearly 150 journalists have submitted their articles to the evaluation of a prestigious jury.
Before concluding, I would like to thank each member of the jury for their enthusiastic participation in this important exercise, and would of course like to thank the family of Samir Kassir, who honours us each year with its presence.
I give the floor now to Ms. Gisele Kassir before the chairman of our jury reveals the names of winners.
Thank you for your attention. 
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