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This report covers two months of activity from the latter part of November 2006 to date.
I do at least four advice sessions each month plus various special ones, and I’m constantly shocked by the degree of misery brought about by the lack of social housing.  This problem forces many young people to grow up in grossly overcrowded conditions, and those who have been placed in leased properties are either themselves paying exorbitant rent, or the housing benefit system is paying it on their behalf.  This is an appalling waste of public money, and we should be investing more money in building new homes for rent, to solve London’s housing crisis.  I am consistently lobbying the government to this end.  

Eighty percent of the people of Islington have no possibility of buying a property within the borough, and so the only solution for them is a Council or Housing Association property.    The response of Islington Council to all this is extremely disappointing.  Their strategy appears to be to sell any building that they can, rather than look imaginatively at conversion into rented property.  Also, far too many of the infill private developments in the borough are exclusively for the construction of very expensive private property. 
The Christmas period brings out some of the best in our community, with large numbers of people volunteering to put on special entertainment.   I really do admire those who gave up Christmas day to help at events such as the pensioners’ lunch at Holloway School which gave a great fillip to people who otherwise would have had a day staring at the television which would be painting a very unreal picture of a sociable and indulgent Christmas.

The tragedies of Iraq and Palestine continue, with the death toll in Iraq spiralling ominously day after day.   I visited Palestine for a week during the Christmas period and I attach a copy of an eye witness account I wrote of the visit.  I returned to London depressed (but determined nonetheless) about the possibility of peace and justice for the Palestinians.  
George Bush seems to have responded to world wide demands for the withdrawal of American forces from Iraq to enable a political settlement by pumping yet more arms and fire power into this worsening situation to ensure that it becomes an infinitely more dangerous place!  
Peace in the world will only come through a recognition that the injustices of the whole region have to be addressed, rather than spending vast amounts of money on military mite and trying to extract oil from Iraq at the cheapest possible price, thus denying its people the prosperous future they deserve.
Snippets from my diary:  

November: 

16/11:  Cambridge public STW Meeting:  I was one of a panel of speakers including the local Lib Dem MP David Howarth at the meeting held at the Emmanuel United Reform Church.

18/11:  The People’s Assembly against the War held an enormous conference at the Camden Centre and I spoke in the afternoon session.

I spoke at a big rally against Islamophobia at the Methodist Central Hall, Westminster alongside David Edgar (playwright) and Christine Odone (former editor of the Tablet - Catholic newspaper).
21/11:  I gave two lectures to College of Government students about the work of an MP and the role of an MP in holding the Executive to account.

22/11:  I spoke in the foreign affairs debate in the Queen’s Speech (enc).  

23/11: I chaired a public meeting in the House of Commons on support for Mordechai Vanunu (nuclear whistleblower) who spent 18 years in prison followed by virtual and continual house arrest in Israel at the present time.

24/11:  I took part in a debate for the BBC’s Heaven and Earth show about religious discrimination in which I raised the issue of anti religious conversion legislation and how it relates to the plight of Dalit peoples in south Asia.

25/11:  At the annual Pensioners and TU (Trade Union) Conference in Camden I spoke about restoring the link of state pension to earnings.

Later that day I spoke at the RMT fringe meeting concerning London Railway Developments at the London Labour Party Conference.

I also spoke in a housing workshop on the need to increase social housing in London.

The above events were followed by the Eco Memoria fundraising event at Conway Hall to raise funds for the planting of trees around the world in memory of the victims of the Pinochet regime in Chile.

27/11:  I attended Mildmay Partnership’s annual meeting at the Mayville Community Centre.  I strongly support this organisation and the need to invest in social housing in the area.

28/11:  On behalf of the Dalit Solidarity Network of which I am chair, I hosted a group of Dalit women from Nepal who showed a film in parliament about their treatment and expressed hope that with the ceasefire and provisional government in Nepal they might see the end of caste discrimination.

29/11:  I attended the annual meeting of the IPU (Inter Parliamentary Union) where I was elected to the Executive.  

I spoke at an enormous Palestine public meeting in parliament after a very effective day in which supporters of peace and justice for Palestinians had been very effectively lobbying MPs.

30/11:  I received a group of students from Birkbeck college who were visiting parliament to discuss the workings therein and the political process.  

I participated in two events at SOAS (School of Oriental and African Studies), one on Latin America and then later an African meeting including the showing of a film.

December

01/12:   Islington voluntary Action Council organised an Aids Day event at the Town Hall which I attended.  

02/12:  I went to RAF Brize Norton to speak at a rally at the conclusion of an anti war march.

03/12:  I spent the morning visiting a constituent in St George’s ward around the Hilldrop Crescent area and discussing a number of problems with other constituents, many of them in need of better housing.

03/12:  I was invited by Elthorne Regeneration under the excellent chairing of Carol Clinton to switch on the Lights of Hope.

04/12:  I took part in the handing in of an alternative White Paper opposing the replacement of Trident Nuclear system to Downing St.

06/12:  I received a group of very enthusiastic young people from La Salle boys School in Belfast on their annual visit to London as part of their school program.  I spent an hour answering intensive questions from them.

I spoke at the joint meeting with Islington North Labour Party and CND opposing Trident.

08/12:  I attended Education International’s human rights action awards at Amnesty’s offices.

09/12:  I visited King Henry’s Walk Garden (adjacent to King Henry’s Walk in Mildmay) that is being developed enthusiastically by local volunteers.

I attended a Stop the BNP march and demonstration in Dagenham in which a number of people from Islington took part.

10/12:  The news of General Pinochet’s death resulted in me doing a number of interviews to discuss his life and its impact.  I subsequently tabled an EDM commemorating the huge number of victims (over 7,000) of his reign.  

11/12:  I took part in a demonstration against his regime on exactly the same spot that I had demonstrated on the day he seized power in 1973!
Emily Thornberry and I hosted a parliamentary reception for community activists in the borough which was packed with about 300 people, but despite the crush and the crowd we were able to thank everyone personally for their contribution to the life and vibrant spirit of the borough.  Everyone who came enjoyed the event, and our only problem was that it was grossly overcrowded because so many people attended!  Next year we’ll aim to have the largest room in parliament to avoid this.

14/12:  I was a guest speaker at Unison’s London Regional Council meeting at which I reported back on health/housing issues.

I attended the opening of the Finsbury Park transport interchange with new bus facilities followed by a reception at the Emirates Stadium.

I joined in the Christmas celebrations at the Hanley Crouch Community Centre which were excellent.

15/12:  I was the mystery Father Christmas on the BBC Daily Politics show where I was identified eventually by Meg Hillier (on the panel).

I went to a youth dance performance at the Hoxton Theatre to see a terrific performance by young people from inner city Britain at their best.

Mayville Community Centre held their luncheon for pensioners which I attended and enjoyed the vegetarian version.

North Islington Labour Party held their Christmas party with Leon Rosselson, Alex Pascall and Fluke performing, and many thanks to all who participated and organised this annual event including (among others) Jacky and Tricia Clarke and Carol Clinton.

16/12:  I was invited to open the Winter Market on Newington Green where an excellent band called Timmerhorst (a German brass band) played, and I am told that a picture of this event subsequently appeared in a German regional newspaper with a circulation of 200,000 in the Lubeck region.

I attended the Asian Elderly lunch at the Mayville Centre, following which I went to help at the Hanley Crouch Christmas lunch at the Laundry Community Centre.

18/12:  Constituent members of Islington North Labour Party joined me for a drink and mince pie at the House of Commons.

19/12:  I met the residents of 42 and 44 Aberdeen Park who were concerned at the attempt by LBI to sell their homes, an issue which has subsequently been resolved I am pleased to announce.  

19/12:  I attended a very enjoyable Christmas nativity play under the leadership of Birgit Voss at the Andover Under Five’s.

I did a Q and A with Access students at City and Islington College and then went on to open the new real estate office of Tony Allen.

20/12:  I did an interview with Iranian television about the prospects of peace in Iraq and the region.

25/12:  I made my traditional Christmas morning visit to the upper Holloway Baptist church reception and lunch for the parish and friends.

I joined an excellently organised pensioners Christmas lunch and entertainment at Holloway School.

January:

08/01:  I arrived back from Palestine in time to chair a meeting addressed by Bishop Riah El-Assal, the Anglican bishop of Jerusalem who gave a brilliant description of life under occupation and the continual imprisonment of cities like Bethlehem.

09/01:  I took part in a joint lobby in favour of a higher BBC licence fee, and in order to ensure the diversity of programs on the BBC in future.  The NUJ organised the event along with a wide range of other entertainment Unions.

10/01:  I visited Centre 404 to discuss their work on disability and related opportunities.  

Later in the day I had a very useful meeting with Professor David Taylor, Chair of the Camden and Islington Mental Health Trust. Emily Thornberry and I are to organise a Q and A session on Mental Health Services at the House of Commons in the not too distant future.

11/01:  I spoke in the Legal Aid debate and my speech is attached at the end of this report.
I recorded an interview for the Sunday program on policies in relation to Iraq and the Middle East. 

16/01:  I visited the Bolivia Information Forum at their offices Progressio (formerly Cafod) in Islington.

17/01:  I attended the Islington Housing conference at the Emirates Stadium and expressed concern that numbers of vulnerable people are simply not picked up by social services or the housing system and remain living in totally inadequate housing in need of support and help and/or transfers. 

As Chair of the Angola  APPG (All Party Parliamentary Group) I resided over the launch of the report of the Angola report which makes a plea for aid and support for this post-conflict society.

I was interviewed for African Community TV. 
18/01:  I was interviewed for a forthcoming profile in the House magazine.  

19/01:  I attended the House of Commons to support the Sustainable Communities bill.  This bill is about empowering local communities to handle planning applications and it has a particular resonance in our area because of the Archway development situation.

22/01:  I was a guest speaker at the Islington Chinese Association’s AGM (annual general meeting).

Sadly:

15/01:  I travelled to Billericay to attend the Green burial of the late Labour Mayor of Islington (1993/4), Anne Gilman.  The event was a reunion of friends and family, all of who will no doubt feel the loss of this wonderful and active woman.   

The photo at the end of this report is taken in Palestine, and is of a group of Palestinians (I am in the middle) demonstrating about the Israeli killing of a local journalist as referred to in the enclosed article.

------------------------
A Selected few Parliamentary Questions included here: 

Somalia 23/01/07:  
Jeremy Corbyn: To ask the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs what British participation there has been in the peace process in Somalia; and if he will make a statement. [44455]

Ian Pearson: We have been closely engaged in the Somali National Reconciliation Conference and the subsequent political process and continue to work closely with the UN and other members of the international community to achieve a comprehensive and lasting settlement and a return to good governance in Somalia. My noble Friend, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office Minister for Africa, Lord Triesman of Tottenham, and my right hon. Friend, the Secretary of State for International Development, Hilary Benn, and their officials have met the Transitional Federal President, Speaker and Prime Minister of Somalia on many occasions and have urged them to resolve their differences through dialogue. 

They have also met with and fully support the Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General in encouraging Somali-owned reconciliation initiatives. We are working with other members of the international community to help convene an early meeting of the Transitional Federal Parliament inside Somalia and remain prepared to offer further assistance to reconciliation and rebuilding the Somali state

Jeremy Corbyn: To ask the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs what monitoring of the human rights situation in Somalia is undertaken by his officials; and if he will make a statement. [44457]

Ian Pearson: Our ability to monitor the human rights situation in Somalia is severely limited because of the dangerous internal security situation, but as set out in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office Annual Report on Human Rights 2005, our judgment is that Somalia's population, many of whom have been displaced, both internally and across borders, lacks access to basic economic, social and political rights as well as formal judicial systems

Jeremy Corbyn: To ask the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs what recent communications he has had with the Government of Somaliland; and if he will make a statement on future relations. [44454]

Ian Pearson: My noble Friend, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office Minister for Africa, Lord Triesman of Tottenham, met the Somaliland authorities' Foreign Affairs spokesperson, Edna Adan, on 20 May 2005. During the year he exchanged letters with the Head of the Somaliland authorities, His Excellency Dahir Rayale Kahin, on the London bombings and the Somaliland elections. We acknowledge the progress achieved by Somaliland and hope to help the authorities there to further their democratic and developmental agenda through bilateral and multilateral contributions to aid programmes. 

 Trident 15/01/07
Jeremy Corbyn: To ask the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs what proposals her Department will present to the May 2007 Preparatory Committee meeting of the nuclear non-proliferation treaty to reduce the arsenals of the declared nuclear weapons states.

Kim Howells:  The Government are strongly committed to the nuclear non-proliferation treaty (NPT), which is the cornerstone of the nuclear non-proliferation regime. The UK is determined to make every effort to ensure that this review cycle results in a positive and substantive final document. We will work with allies and EU partners at the May 2007 NPT Preparatory Committee to lay the groundwork for this. We have already made a contribution by announcing, in the White Paper on the Future of the UK's Nuclear Deterrent, a further 20 per cent. cut in our warhead stockpile.

Jeremy Corbyn To ask the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs what (a) foreign policy and (b) diplomatic considerations support the Government's decision to commence the replacement of the Trident nuclear weapons system in 2006; and if she will make a statement.

Kim Howells The foreign policy and diplomatic considerations relevant to the decision to maintain our deterrent are detailed in the December 2006 White Paper “The Future of the United Kingdom's Nuclear Weapons”. A copy of this document has been placed in the Library of the House.

Jeremy Corbyn To ask the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs what advice she has received from her officials supporting the view that it is necessary to make a decision on Trident replacement in 2006; and if she will make a statement

Kim Howells:  The Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) and the Ministry of Defence jointly produced the White Paper on the Future of the UK's Nuclear Deterrent. FCO officials were closely involved in all the preparatory analysis, including the realistic life of the Vanguard class ballistic missile submarines and the time required to develop replacements. The outcome of these discussions was that if we were to maintain unbroken deterrent capability, decisions needed to be taken now on whether to replace those submarines.

04/12/06:  Jeremy Corbyn:  Is the Prime Minister aware that the logic of his proposal will be to increase nuclear weapons around the world and that as Professor Joseph Rotblat, a Nobel peace prize winner and a nuclear scientist, made plain before he died, if powerful countries feel insecure and therefore need nuclear weapons, who on earth are they to proselytise or argue against weaker countries also obtaining nuclear weapons to protect themselves? Does not the Prime Minister think that the security of the 21st century would be better served by seriously pursuing disarmament rather than rearmament?

---------------------------------------
Adjournment Debate:  Legal Aid 11/01/07
Jeremy Corbyn: Clearly, the running costs of solicitors’ practices vary enormously around the country. Perversely, in inner London, there are areas of extreme deprivation and poverty but incredibly high running costs—higher staff costs and so on—for any sort of business. Many of us fear that we will end up with far fewer legal aid practitioners in precisely the areas where they are the most needed.
Vera Baird: But that does not follow in the slightest. Solicitors who enter the bidding process and bid at a price that returns them a profit …

Jeremy Corbyn: I am interested in the Minister’s discussion of the fixed fee. When the Government or other public authorities, acting as a prosecutor or in their own defence, retain solicitors, do they also operate on a fixed fee basis?

Vera Baird: I think so. I think that most payment for legal work is done on a fixed fee basis.

Jeremy Corbyn: At the same rate?

Vera Baird: No, I doubt very much that it is at the same rate. There has always been a huge difference between publicly and privately funded work …

Jeremy Corbyn: The Minister misunderstood my point. She was talking about fixed fees for legal aid solicitors doing representation work, but I am asking about what happens when public authorities or the Government retain a solicitor to undertake defence or prosecution work. If a fixed fee is involved, is it the same as the fixed fee that a legal aid client would have funded from public funds, or is it much higher? We could have a scenario in which the public prosecute somebody who receives less funding than they do.

Vera Baird: As far as I know, the public authorities pay fixed fees in such situations, although they are unlikely to be the same fixed fees. … 

Jeremy Corbyn: Does the hon. Gentleman know or have an estimate of the shortage of practitioners who are prepared to take on immigration or asylum cases? My experience as an inner-city Member is that large numbers of people are barely if at all represented in very serious cases and that we need an increase in the number of practitioners.

Mr. Bellingham: I am grateful to the hon. Gentleman for making that point. I have a brief from the Immigration Law Practitioners Association, which makes it clear that there is already a severe shortage of young people coming into this area of law …

Sir Nicholas Winterton (in the Chair): I seek the co-operation of the House. I should like to call the Minister to respond briefly towards the end of the debate at 5.20 pm. Seven hon. Members wish to speak and I hope to call them, so if they put seven into about 55 minutes, they will know how long each should speak.
Tony Baldry (Banbury) (Con): I am not quite sure that I can.

Jeremy Corbyn: Seven minutes and 45 seconds.

…
Sir Nicholas Winterton (in the Chair): I thank the hon. Gentleman for his co-operation. There are six minutes left.

Jeremy Corbyn: Thank you, Sir Nicholas. Six minutes will be quite sufficient.  Like others who have spoken, I represent an inner-city constituency. I welcome the fact that we are debating legal aid, I welcome the Minister’s commitment to legal aid, and I welcome the principle of legal aid. We should be proud of it. It could be considered a continuation of the principles of the welfare state—a means of ensuring that everyone has equal access to justice. It is important that we emphasise and stick with that.

As someone who has represented an inner-city constituency for a long time, I am depressed about the increasing difficulty that many of my constituents have in getting any kind of advice about anything. Sadly, there were more advice facilities in my constituency 25 years ago than there are now. The number of law firms that do legal aid work is decreasing, so the pressure on the remaining ones is increasing, as is the pressure on them not to take the complicated and difficult cases.

A large number of legitimate asylum cases fail simply because the applicant has great difficulty finding anyone to represent them first time round, or because, if they find someone to represent them, it is an immigration adviser who does an incompetent job. The case is effectively lost from the beginning, as I am sure colleagues will be aware, because of the incompetent representation. Those cases end up in our constituency advice bureaux. I did an advice bureau this morning and exactly such a heartbreaking tale came up. We see the strong case of someone who well merits asylum in this country but that case is likely, tragically, to be lost. I look to the Minister to recognise that.

I have been contacted by a number of local legal aid firms and I shall cite a letter that I have received from Burke Niazi, a local firm with 98 per cent. of its work in legal aid. It calculates that in mental health cases the firm will suffer an overall loss of 48 per cent., in child care cases a loss of 50 per cent., in housing cases a loss of 58 per cent. and in welfare benefit cases a loss of 59 per cent. I know that the Minister will say that the firm and I are scaremongering. I am not; I am repeating what a reputable local firm has told me that it estimates will happen. What is wrong with that?

Vera Baird: What is wrong is that those calculations are not based on reality. There are no fees fixed for any family work, nor for any mental health work. Any concerns that have been expressed in that way are out of date and are based on the Carter fees. I can understand why, because the Carter fees were fixed where they were, people are apprehensive, but such a calculation is utterly impossible because they do not know what will come out next.

Jeremy Corbyn: I am grateful for the Minister’s intervention, and I hope that she will not mind if I pass the correspondence from the firm on to her. It has made a logical, intelligent, sensible case based on a profound knowledge of a needy local community and it does not lightly raise concerns at that level any more than others raise the question of difficult cases simply being forgotten because of the changes and of people with real difficulties ending up leaving the system altogether.

I hope that in this short debate the Minister will seriously consider the proposals’ implications for small firms of solicitors who deal with vulnerable groups, particularly linguistic minorities who deal with one solicitor, where clearly the idea of a federation simply will not work. I hope that she will look to their needs and to the needs of the community that suffers, and to the problems that the law centres and the not-for-profit sector are facing. I am a great supporter of law centres; they are a wholly good idea and have opened up a huge area of legal opportunities for people who are otherwise denied them. They are not happy about the proposals. They are having difficulty with funding in many cases and they will have greater difficulty because of the changes.

I hope that the Minister recognises our position and that she shares it—that is, that we support legal aid and universal access to justice, but we want to ensure that the proposals do not take us backwards and deny the most vulnerable people justice. Those who come in with carrier bags full of all their letters and correspondence, who often have a real grievance, who are confused and not good at expressing that grievance and who require a lot of time and patience to do so, deserve to be represented just as much as the more articulate groups. I fear that in future they will simply be turned away because the firms will not have the time, the money, or—because the firms do not have the time or the money for training—the expertise or the newly trained solicitors needed to deal with such cases. Can the Minister not look at some of that afresh and listen to the serious and helpful points that have been made to us?

Sir Nicholas Winterton (in the Chair): I thank the hon. Member for Newcastle upon Tyne, Central (Jim Cousins) for his patience.

---------------------------------------

Equality Act (Sexual Orientation) Regulations (Nth Ireland) 2006

Second Delegated Legislation Committee 
Jeremy Corbyn: Does not the hon. Gentleman also acknowledge that Christianity teaches tolerance, understanding, respect for people of different opinions and co-existence?

David Simpson: The hon. Gentleman’s question will be answered later in my speech

Jeremy Corbyn: I shall be brief because other hon. Members wish to speak in this extremely important debate.  We have heard some extraordinary contributions from Opposition Members, the like of which I have not heard in this place for a very long time.
In essence, some hon. Members have said that it is okay to practice bigotry against people of a different sexual orientation. The hon. Member for Upper Bann has said that the erection of a sign above a guest house saying, “Gays may not come here,” would not be covered. That sort of humiliation is precisely what will be covered. Bigotry is being dressed up as freedom of speech. We live in a society in which one hopes that such bigotry, discrimination, homophobia, gay-bashing and so on have been left well behind.

My only disappointment is that the regulations do not cover the whole of the United Kingdom. I hope that the regulations are passed into law in Northern Ireland and that they will apply to the rest of the UK as soon as possible, so that those who wish to provide goods and services will be prevented from actively discriminating against individuals.

Before I or any other hon. Member was in this House, the then Labour Government introduced the Race Relations Act 1965, and exactly the same arguments were made. It was said that we could not legislate to end racism, bigotry or to stop such practices. Obviously, racism did not end in 1965, any more than it has ended now, but it created a very important political benchmark—our society said, “Racism is out”. It gave space to people to campaign and it isolated racists.

Think of the implications if we do not pass these regulations. What message will that send? That it is okay to discriminate against people because they are gay; that it is okay to put up signs to prevent them from accessing services, and that it is okay to be beastly towards them, because they do not follow some rather strange readings of some parts of the Bible.

The hon. Member for Upper Bann claims that there is some kind of Christian perfection behind his arguments. I do not have strong religious beliefs myself, but I talk to people of different religious faiths in my community—every religious faith is represented in inner London—and they all tell me that the teachings of the Bible, as they understand them, are of tolerance, understanding, compassion and co-existence in society. 

I do not understand why the hon. Gentleman should claim any particular perfection for his reading of the Bible.

We have a duty to pass the regulations into law and to send out a message that we will put behind us the days of violence against homosexual people. We wish to live in a tolerant society and a tolerant world. I do not think that there should be any exemptions. I hope that the exemptions that unfortunately are included in the regulations will eventually disappear and that an amendment will be made or that a legal action will take place to ensure that they disappear altogether, in accordance with the European convention on human rights.

Those who are opposing the regulations—I find the position of the Conservative party absolutely extraordinary—are playing up to an audience of discrimination and bigotry and a nasty, divided, unpleasant society. Those people who support the regulations in Northern Ireland, Wales, Scotland and England do not want to see such a society. They want us to pass the regulations into law to make a declaration of the decent, equal society in which we all want to live.

3.47 pm

Lady Hermon: I am glad to have this opportunity to speak about these controversial regulations …

Jeremy Corbyn: If the Northern Ireland Assembly were in Session—there are no guarantees as to when it will come back into operation—would the hon. Lady support the approval of the regulations as presented to the Assembly?

Lady Hermon: Believe it or not, I am extremely grateful to the hon. Gentleman for his intervention. … 
---------------------------------------

Queen’s Speech Debate: Foreign Affairs 22/11/06
I am delighted that we are having this debate today. Never before have international affairs so dominated domestic politics. Certainly for all of the last five years it has been one of the major areas of debate, and the war in Iraq and the linked war in Afghanistan are part of that debate. We should be aware that the war in Afghanistan generated an enormous amount of opposition at the beginning and still does, and the war in Iraq generated the biggest ever demonstration in British history when more than a million people assembled in Hyde park to protest against it. Therefore, it would be pretty unwise of Parliament simply to ignore what is happening outside, and I find it astonishing that we still do not have a date for an extended serious debate about the situation in Afghanistan and Iraq.

The statement made by the Prime Minister while visiting Afghanistan a few days ago was extraordinary. He told the British troops there that they are fighting the crucial battle of the 2lst century. What exactly does he mean by that? Does he suggest that this is some kind of 19th-century colonial last stand where the final message to the troops is, “You succeed here and the empire will be saved,” or is it an encouragement to yet more wars and conflicts of the type that we are seeing at the present time? We cannot go through the 21st century with the idea that there is a moral correctitude and a moral supremacy on both sides of the Atlantic that can be imposed on the rest of the world. We have seen the consequences of that in the current conflicts.

Colleagues might dispute some of the figures and some of the debate and information, but the reality of Iraq is that the Saddam regime was in many ways a product of western benevolence. It was armed by the west, it was strengthened by the west and to some extent sustained by the west, particularly during the Iran-Iraq war. We then had the Gulf war, followed by the period of sanctions, and we have now had the invasion, and according to The Lancet—no one has seriously disputed its figures—650,000 people have lost their lives in Iraq since that took place in 2003. That is one in 40 of the population.

We all know that at some point in the not-too-distant future British and American forces will withdraw, and, as many others have said, they are now part of the problem, not part of the solution. The British troops in Basra seem to spend most of their time in their barracks defending themselves, and ditto US troops in the central part of Iraq. In a debate on CNN last week, I said to an Iraqi Government official, “Look, you know that there will be a withdrawal. You know that at some point you will have to talk and negotiate with the insurgent forces and all the other groups,” and he confirmed that that was already being done. We know that that political process is already under way. It is time that we named a date and set about the withdrawal of those troops.

…
In an excellent speech earlier, my right hon. Friend the Member for Manchester, Gorton (Sir Gerald Kaufman) pointed out what was happening in Palestine and the product of the Israeli policy there. He was quite correct to point out that the situation in Palestine is a running sore throughout the entire region. Unless we are serious about forcing Israel to behave in a legal and decent manner, to stop the assassination attacks that take place and the construction of the illegal wall, and to stop starving the Palestinian people of their own money through taxation income, or through the British and American policy of donating money only through non-governmental organisations, we will create a worse situation of greater instability and poverty within Palestine. I hope that when the Minister replies he will at least recognise that we are fundamentally on the wrong course there. The Palestinian people elected a Government and Israel has arrested some of its elected politicians and Ministers. That is simply not an acceptable way of going on, and we should not continue the pretence that there is somehow or other a conflict of equals between Palestine and Israel. What one has is a very wealthy first world country, heavily supported and subsidised by the US and to some extent western Europe, and the deeply impoverished Palestinian people.

…

I am interested to hear that, and tragically not in the least bit surprised by such an approach. Imagine if it had been the other way round; if a Palestinian hit squad had gone into the Knesset and arrested a number of Israeli Members of Parliament. There would be uproar all around the world. That is the reality of what has happened. People complain that Palestine is turning into an extremist place, but poverty, unemployment, assassination, indiscriminate arrest, illegal behaviour create extreme behaviour. It is up to us to be much firmer with Israel on these matters, and it should recognise that there is a wish around the world for recognition of Palestine and for a long-term peace.

I have only a few moments left, so I want to address two other general areas. The Foreign Secretary talked about the existence and development of nuclear weapons and talked about the danger of proliferation. Yes, there is a danger of proliferation of nuclear weapons. Yes, nuclear weapons are a danger. Nuclear weapons are fundamentally immoral; they are a weapon of mass destruction. By their very nature they are indiscriminate in their use and who they affect. This country and the other four members of the Security Council, the five declared nuclear weapon states, all signed a non-proliferation treaty, under which any signatory nation must not develop its own nuclear weapons, but the existing declared nuclear weapon states must also disarm. It is true that there are fewer nuclear warheads on patrol and fewer available to this country than there were in the past, but we are still a nuclear weapon state, and the idea that we should expend £25 billion or £26 billion on developing a new generation of nuclear weapons, and a further £50 billion on deploying them over the next 25 years, is unthinkable. If we want to be taken seriously around the world in insisting on non-proliferation by North Korea, Iran or any other country, we must be serious ourselves about the obligation that we have set ourselves, and that is of long-term nuclear disarmament. I hope that when the Minister replies he will tell us when the Government’s White Paper—I wish it were a Green Paper—will come out, and if he will produce a response to the white paper produced yesterday by the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, “Safer Britain, Safer World: The decision not to replace Trident nuclear missiles”.

We are in danger in the 21st century of sleepwalking into one war after another, led largely by the Unites States, but also by our own increasingly militaristic ambitions. There is a different agenda around the world that is not one of war and neo-liberal economics, but is something slightly different; that is about sharing resources, about justice and about recognising human rights around the world. If anyone doubts that they should start looking at social movements in south Asia and Latin America, and look at the thirst of those people, not for neo-liberal economics but for the economics of social justice. That is why great changes are happening in Bolivia and Venezuela, and that is why huge changes are afoot in central America and other parts of the world. We are a small island in one part of the world and we seem to think that our whole future is bound up solely with the policies of the Neo Cons in Washington. The Neo Con policy has brought war, disaster and danger to the world. Surely we can do rather better than that by a more intelligent examination of the issues facing the world rather than the need to keep in with Washington at every turn.

…

I am pleased that the right hon. Gentleman mentions the non-proliferation treaty. Is he fully aware that the terms of the 1970 treaty also include within it an obligation on the five declared nuclear weapons states to undertake long-term disarmament? In that light, is it right for his party, or indeed anyone else, to support this country’s re-armament with an increased nuclear capability? Should we not be showing the way on the NPT by adhering to it ourselves.

… 

Does the hon. Gentleman recognise that one of the problems is the enforced poverty in Palestine resulting from the west’s refusal to pay money directly to the Palestine Authority, which has created mass unemployment, along with the inability of Palestinian producers to export any goods for a meaningful price? The cycle of poverty and deprivation continues, and the violence also continues as a result.

…

In the pressure that the Foreign Secretary is putting on Israel, what is she saying about the continued construction of the illegal wall in Palestinian land and the continuing settlement policy on the west bank?





      END
