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NDI MOURNS THE DEATH OF CUBAN ACTIVIST OSWALDO PAYA

WASHINGTON, DC — The National Democratic Institute mourns the tragic loss of
Oswaldo Paya Sardifias, the Cuban democracy leader who died in a car crash in the
eastern province of Granma, Cuba, on July 22.

Payéa was best known as the founder of the Varela Project, which called for a referendum
in Cuba on open elections, freedom of speech, freedom for political prisoners and free
enterprise. The project was the first initiative that mobilized tens of thousands of Cuban
citizens across the island.

“Oswaldo was an inspiration to his fellow Cubans and to champions of democracy
worldwide,” said NDI Chairman Madeleine K. Albright. “Despite the many pressures he
and his family were subjected to, he never wavered in his conviction that Cubans had the
same democratic rights as other people in Latin America and around the world.”

“With a quiet strength grounded in his faith, Paya embraced democracy at a young age,”
said NDI President Kenneth Wollack. Early in his life, he was sent to a labor camp by the
Cuba regime for his ideals, but he continued to advocate peacefully for political change
and to engage others in that struggle.

Paya was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize on multiple occasions, including by Czech
president VVaclav Havel. He received the Sakharov Prize for Freedom of Thought from
the European Parliament in 2002 and NDI’s W. Averell Harriman Democracy Award the
same year for his fearless and steadfast pursuit of peaceful democratic change in Cuba.

Paya was unable to receive the Harriman Award in person in 2002, but Albright had the
chance to present it to him in person in January 2003 after he obtained permission from
Cuban authorities to travel abroad to accept the Sakharov Prize. But he was never again
allowed to leave the island, although he was offered the opportunity to go into exile—
which he refused.

Throughout his life, Paya spoke forthrightly about the lack of freedom in Cuba and the
democratic aspirations of the Cuban people. “Democracy is for everyone. It can be born
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in any environment, in any culture, in any race, out of any ideology—as long as there is
respect for human dignity,” he said. He believed strongly in the need to respect
differences of opinion and for reconciliation in building a democratic Cuba.

The Varela Project was inspired by the efforts of democratic forces in Chile prior to the
1988 plebiscite that led to the ouster of General Augusto Pinochet. Varela draws upon a
provision in the Cuban constitution that enables citizens to introduce legislative
initiatives when accompanied by 10,000 signatures. Through the project’s efforts more
than 25,000 signatures were submitted in 2002 and 2003 by Cuban citizens to call for
basic freedoms, although the government rejected their effort.

Paya’s commitment to a better life for his fellow countrymen was very much a family
affair. His wife Ofelia and their three children stood by and supported him, even at great
person risk.

NDI expresses its deepest sympathy and condolences to the family, friends and
supporters of Paya as well as to the family and friends of Harold Cepero, a democratic
activist of the Christian Liberation Movement (MCL), who reportedly was killed at the
same time. The MCL was led by Paya.

Expressions of sympathy for the Paya family and remembrances of his life may be
recorded on the NDI website here and will be forwarded to his family and supporters.
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The National Democratic Institute is a nonprofit, nonpartisan nongovernmental organization
working to support and strengthen democratic institutions worldwide through citizen
participation, openness and accountability in government. More information is available at
www.ndi.org.


http://www.ndi.org/condolences-Oswaldo-Paya

