Jean Lambert MEP – speech to PLAID CYMRU CONFERENCE – 22.9.20001





I very much welcome the opportunity to address the Plaid Cymru Conference, especially in this spacious and comfortable hall, which is so unlike the old students’ union from my time at Cardiff University. Then, we met in what seemed like an old church hall and the women were asked to leave the premises on a Saturday night if the rugby teams had been playing at home. Glenys had obviously not worked her feminist magic on Neil when he was President of the Students Union shortly before my arrival there!





As you will know, I work closely with your 2 MEPs within the Green/ European Free Alliance Group with the European Parliament. I know that some in your Party, as in mine, have misgivings about this co-operation. I have just come up from the Swansea by-election so I know that there has been no merger of identities on the ground. This is also true of the Group: we know there will be differences of policy and of priorities: we do not, as parties, share the same view of the single currency for example.





So why do we sit in the same Group? Apart, of course, from the fact that we enjoy each others’ company and share a liking for Indian food, red wine and Tom Jones (the later albums!) and I have the photos to prove it!





Firstly, there is the reality of political life in the Parliament: size matters. Virtually everything works proportionately in the Parliament – this can be a difficult concept for those of us used to British politics, especially given the way that local government reform is operating in many areas. So, the bigger your group, the more places on Committees, the more reports your Group can have to work on and develop Parliament’s views, the more speaking time you have etc (in our Group, we consider ourselves lucky if we get 2 minutes in a plenary session). So there is a definite advantage in having a bigger group. We are currently the 4th largest in the Parliament and are necessary if the left wants to create a majority, so we have some brokering power. Given that the Parliament has an increasing amount of joint-decision power with the Council of Ministers, this is important.





The Parliament does not work on simple opposition: if you want to change the Commission’s proposals, you need a majority (sometimes a qualified one), so you have to find partners on particular issues. You also have to put forward what you want by way of change, you can’t simply say “no” or you end up with what the Commission and Governments want. None of us here came into politics to be a rubber stamp – we want to make changes. 





Partnership can also add value. We legislate for 15 member states and the decisions of the EU can have repercussions throughout the world. You will know that the EU’s decision to ban  growth hormones and BST in cattle has challenged American agricultural practice.  Our preference regime for bananas from the Caribbean has been essential for small-scale producers there. The EU’s robust stance against GMOs has given hope to campaigners throughout the world, in places such as India and East Timor.


I believe that the greater the breadth of experience and perspective in our Group, the better our decisions might be on that wider stage.





But there are limits to partnership. Occasionally voting the same way as the Tories, for example, is one thing – sharing a Group with them is quite another. There, you want something more and that is increasingly important.





The world order is changing and that rate of change has accelerated over the last few days since the massacre in New York and Washington. The EU could play an ever-more important role, but of what sort? We have heard a lot of talk recently about the values of freedom and democracy: how should we embody those and demonstrate them on a global stage?





I want to see us with a set of common values: respect for individual, a recognition


 of our common humanity; an end to poverty, social exclusion and exploitation and a sense of our common future on this planet.





What frightens me is what else is implied at the moment if you want to claim those values.  





Does this mean that we have to have only one economic order, policed through the World Trade Organisation? Do we really want to see our public services thrown open to the private sector because those pushing for \a new trade round want a General Agreement on Trades and Services? We must put the Labour Party’s policies in this global context. What price the European Union’s aim to be the most “competitive knowledge based economy” when we know that in every competition there are winners and losers. We can’t all be Manchester United – someone will be playing in the Vauxhall League. Is that really a level playing field, when the basic resources are so different? Do we really want a world like that?





And what of the latest threat that “if you aren’t with us, you’re against us.” Does this mean that if we don’t share a military view of how to combat terrorism, we are assumed to support the destruction of thousands of lives, whether in New York, London , Cardiff or Afghanistan – wherever the allies or the terrorists choose to strike?





I spent part of my summer in Japan, at a peace conference in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, which covered the anniversaries of those nuclear bombings. I spoke at meetings attended by thousands ( they didn’t come to hear me!) They came together because they are determined that there shall be no more Hiroshimas and no more Nagasakis and no more hibakushas – those who survived but suffer enormously and their stories are as moving and heart-breaking as those we have heard over the last few days.  





We discussed their concerns about the growing power of America, the moves to set up  a NATO of the Pacific with Japan playing the British role, the threat of nuclear proliferation in China, India and Pakistan – especially if Bush walked away from the ABM Treaty – a signal that international negotiation and agreements would count for nothing  when set against perceived national interest. They are even more worried now.





Within our political Group, we have a variety of views as to how best to act at this time and how to combat terrorism effectively, in both the long and short-term. But what we do agree on, is that we have to find a way in which we can develop a world in which we can have shared values but within a diversity of systems. There cannot be only one way: democracy and freedom require active consent and reject imposition and domination, whether from Taliban or the USA and the allies of either. 





I think it is clear that where people feel oppressed and their identity is denied, there is a breeding ground for anger and resistance.





Not surprisingly – thanks to the presence of parties such as Plaid -we have worked together a lot in our Group on these issues  in terms of stateless nations, both within the EU and outside it. Kashmir is one such area – particularly relevant at the moment as it has provided a training ground for the Taliban. 





As well as the Western Sahara – still waiting, almost frozen in time, for its promised UN-backed referendum - Eurig and I in particular share an interest in the Kurdish area of Turkey and the Ilisu Dam campaign. As any of you who have seen the Mark Thomas Product, or who have heard Eurig speak, will know this concerns  the construction of another part of huge dam project in the region. It will displace thousands of people, drown the historic city of Hasenkeyf and divide the Kurdish people as well as being a potential environmental disaster. The Government has been “minded” to back Balfour Beatty to the tune of £200million of tax payers money in Export Credit Guarantees – which have no ethical criteria. Patricia Hewitt is due to make her announcement at the end of this month as to whether or not she will go ahead.





I’m sure we will continue our good co-operation to make our views felt on this decision.


I hope that the government has the courage to make the right decision and backs the people on the ground, not their questionable friends in the city. If Turkey invested in improving the energy efficiency of its infrastructure, it wouldn’t need the damn dam!





The question of our future energy supplies and their environmental and social impact, will be of increasing importance over the next few months as we prepare for the World Summit in Johanesburg next September: the so-called Rio + 10. There, world leaders will be looking at progress towards sustainable development: that which meets the needs of the present without compromising the opportunity of future generations to meet their needs.





It is my firm belief that we cannot do that while we have a world in which our international economic institutions require cuts in spending in health and social services to service debt repayments; where thousands, including young children, are in bonded labour: where we, in one of the world’s most affluent countries, have people living in poverty: where too many still regard the environment as a free good and where the colour of your skin or your religious belief means you can be treated as less than human. I am equally convinced that you do not develop a sustainable future by staring down the barrel of a gun.





It is important that those of us who feel the same way can work together, while respecting our differences. It is an important lesson for the future of this planet.
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