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Can I just say what a pleasure it is to be here at this event today and also a pleasure and, I think, a sign 
of the importance of Labour Friends of Israel, to see so many members of the shadow cabinet, the 
House of Lords, Labour Members of Parliament and distinguished Labour figures. My guru has even 
made it here. Some of you may have heard of him, Maurice Glasman. Whose guruness is greatly 
exaggerated, I think both of us would say. But it is fantastic to see you all here today.  
 
Can I start by adding my tribute to David Cairns because somehow this event doesn’t feel complete with 
David Cairns not here. He was an extraordinary inspiration, he was an extraordinary man. He is missed 
by us all, most particularly Dermot, but I think his legacy, not just in Labour Friends of Israel, but 
elsewhere, lives on. So David is sorely missed. 
 
Let me also thank Isaac Kaye who I have the privilege of sitting next to. Not just for sponsoring this lunch 
today, but Isaac your generosity, your philanthropy, the way in which you have turned business success 
into success for others, I think is a model for people, not just across the Jewish community but across 
business. 
 
I also want to give my special and heartfelt thanks to Jon Mendelsohn who is with us today, not just for 
his work for Labour Friends of Israel but his work for the Labour party as well.  
 
Let me also acknowledge the presence of His Excellency Ambassador Daniel Taub, and Daniel let me 
return what you said about our meeting a couple of weeks ago because I found it an incredibly refreshing 
dialogue about all of the issues that we must tackle together. Your presence in Britain I think will 
enlighten and enliven this country, and enlighten and enliven the debate, so you’re very welcome here 
today. 
 
And also I want to pay tribute to somebody who’s truly an extraordinary person not just as the Chief 
Rabbi of Britain but as one of the philosophers, thinkers, guiding lights for so many of the debates that 
we are having about the future of our country. Jonathan, you have been a fantastic friend to me and it’s a 
great pleasure to see you here today.  
 
I also want to recognise the important voice that Labour Friends of Israel provides. An important voice in 
the debate about Israel, in the debate about the Middle East peace process but also, and I think John 
alluded to this in his remarks, also an organisation where whatever people’s perspective, when they go 
on a trip with Labour Friends of Israel they come back enlightened; they come back saying they got a fair 
and balanced picture of what is going on; and they come back with lots of questions. I think that is a 
tribute to the work that Labour Friends Israel does. 
 
John, I want to pay tribute to you as the incoming chair of Labour Friends of Israel, I want to pay tribute 
to Meta Ramsay for the fantastic work that she does; all of your Vice Chairs. And of course, I’m not the 
first person to do it, but it’s important that I do, the extraordinary Jennifer Gerber, who has done such a 
fantastic job.   
 
Now, friends today is a very moving day for me to be addressing this lunch because – and I want to talk 
mostly today about my family history before I touch on issues about Israel, the Middle East peace 
process and then the role of British Jewry in Britain – because 61 years ago my grandmother left Spirov 
(sp) in Poland, with her daughter, my aunt, and moved to Israel. And she did it, and of course here I 
share this with so many people in this room. She did it widowed having lost her husband in the 
Holocaust. She did it having lost many members of her family, and she did it desperately seeking a new 
life for herself. And she built that life in Israel, in Tel Aviv, and Israel gave her great nourishment, gave 
her great refuge. It was a place of sanctuary for her. 
 
And I don’t know whether I speak for other people in this room but it is a very paradoxical feeling to be 
somebody with this sort of family history. Because on one level, one feels intimately connected with it, 
connected with the story of one’s past. But on another level one feels completely disconnected from it 
because it seems like such a different world. 
 



But what today means to me and why today is so important to me is because it gives me a chance to put 
on record my thanks, my admiration for what Israel has been able to do for my family. I visited first my 
grandmother when I was 7 years old. And I remember this is what 7 year olds do, right, pointed at a 
picture of somebody who I’d never seen a picture of before and I said in a slightly arrogant 7 year old 
way – as I then was – “who’s that?” I said?  And my grandmother’s eyes welled up with tears and I was 
taken out of the room by my mum and she said “That was my father David and he died some time ago 
before your grandma came to Israel”. At that point I didn’t understand what I had got into, what I was 
doing. I knew that I had a deep and unhappy family history, of course. So it is a place which gave refuge 
to my grandmother but it’s not just a place which gave refuge to my grandmother, it’s a place that gave 
refuge to many many of my relatives. 
 
And I remember on that trip when I was 7 years old visiting my cousins Yitzik and Sara at the kibbutz, 
picking oranges with them, not understanding so much as a 7 year old - even as a precocious 7 years 
old - the philosophy of the kibbutz and the kibbutzim, but understanding this is a fantastic place, and that 
they were having a fantastic life which had been built for them. Again not knowing the horrors that lay 
behind them. 
 
And then, as a grown up, I had the privilege of going to Yad Vashem with my mother and a man who I 
want to talk about today called Andrzej Sitkowski. And he and his mother, a catholic family, are one of 
the important reasons why I’m standing here today, because they were a catholic family who took in my 
mum, my aunt, and my grandma. And there’s no way I’d be standing here today if it hadn’t been for 
Andrzej and his mother. 
 
And we went to Yad Vashem to honour them in the Avenue of the Righteous. And that’s why I feel so 
moved by the chance to address this lunch today, and feel connected to many of the people in this room 
and the history that you all probably have, and the history that marks many of us out.  
 
And the thing I feel overwhelmingly about the State of Israel is that out of the darkness of the war and 
the Holocaust it gave light to my family. And I wouldn’t be here today if it wasn’t for the State of Israel 
and what it has achieved, and I wanted to make that clear. 
 
But of course I don’t just see the State of Israel as a member of a family that was affected by the 
Holocaust. I see it now from another perspective and that is from the point of view as a politician. And 
again I’m informed by my family experience because on this trip to Yad Vashem I had the chance to 
meet the different members of my family, and there are many different wings of my family in Israel. There 
are the Orthodox Jews, the liberal Jews and the atheists. 
 
And it was an extraordinary experience because I got to see the full gamut of Israeli society.  At every 
household there were big arguments taking place. It wouldn’t be a Jewish household if there weren’t big 
arguments! And I think in a way it conveys the fact that in the debate about Israel, often a homogenous 
picture is painted, when in fact in this room and indeed in Israel itself, there are so many different 
perspectives about the issues Israel is facing. 
 
But as I say, I see Israel also from the point of view of a political leader. A democracy in a region where 
autocracy is commonplace, and it is important to say that. A country where this summer the tent protests 
began as thousands of ordinary Israelis mobilised. In fact, Douglas Alexander who’s known for his sense 
of humour said: “never mind about illegal tents, they should ban legal tents as well” given his experience 
of camping as a child in Scotland in the summer months. 
 
But Israel is a country known for its thriving small business sector, renowned for its venture capital 
industry and from which we can learn. And it is a country also, and if I can put it this way, where we have 
a new Labor party with a new leader, Shelly Yachimovich, who is charting a new course for her party. 
 
The reason I tell this story is because I want to say very clearly I’m grateful to Israel, I respect Israel, I 
admire Israel and that is why I’m proud to be here to be here, to be part of Labour Friends of Israel. 
  



And I give you my word that under my leadership I will ensure that the Labour Party remains a strong 
and steadfast friend of Israel. And I want to say something about what that friendship means because it 
means, as John said, a friend in good times as well as bad; a friend who will agree but is not afraid to 
disagree; a friend who’s willing to tolerate straight talking to oneself and from oneself; and the straight 
talking that defines and affirms friendship. 
 
And that takes me on to saying something about the question of Israel’s security and the peace process. 
First of all, like LFI, I remain absolutely committed to seeing progress towards a stable two state solution. 
That is the only way forward, it seems to me. With Israel and Palestine living side by side; and with each 
enjoying self-determination and mutual recognition. And I stand shoulder to shoulder with all those 
Israelis and Palestinians that share this vision. 
 
But let’s be frank, we’re 18 years on from the Oslo accords and we are 10 years on from September 11th 
when the Middle East Roadmap was first talked about. And anybody looking at the picture would think 
things remain quite stuck, and there doesn’t seem to be that much hope or progress.  
 
What is the task then of the Labour Party, what is the task of leadership in this time? I see the task for us 
as this, first of all understanding. Understanding of both sides, and I just want to say something about 
that because I think it’s important. First of all to say, I understand and share the anger of people in this 
room and people in the Jewish community about the 10 years of rocket and mortar attacks on Israeli 
civilians from Gaza. The most recent of which happened just yesterday and indeed two weeks ago in 
Ashkelon an innocent civilian was killed. It is wrong, it is the murder of innocent people and we all 
condemn it. 
 
I understand also the fear that is generated when we hear people question Israel’s very right to exist. We 
should condemn completely, and have no tolerance of those who question the state of Israel wherever 
their voices are raised. 
 
And I understand too, and reference was made to it, about the fear of what is happening in Iran. We 
know that Iran has supplied thousands of missiles to Hamas and Hezbollah and we must stand up to the 
challenge posed by Iran’s nuclear programme. The international community must speak with one voice 
and apply maximum pressure on the Iranian regime.  
 
And I understand also concerns about developments in the region. I believe strongly we should welcome 
the Arab Spring. As friends of democracy, and this is something that we have learnt I think in Britain on 
all sides of the party political divide in the past months. We must be on the side of those who assert their 
own democratic rights. 
 
But Egypt, we are also concerned by the recent attacks on the Israeli embassy and the security vacuum 
in the Sinai which led to the murder of Israeli civilians by militants operating out of Egypt earlier this year. 
This must be addressed by the new Egyptian government.  
 
And in Syria, President Assad’s government continues to defy the will of the international community and 
of other Arab states, by continuing with bloody and ruthless aggression, and this must stop too and we 
must all put our efforts into making it stop.  
 
So I understand the fears about security, about Hamas, about the neighbourhood. 
 
Equally I understand the fears and frustrations on the other side in the Middle East. The fears about 
settlements, about the withholding of tax revenues from the Palestinian Authority and above all the 
sense that there hasn’t been that progress.  
 
So there needs to be understanding. But what else can we do? I think we have to make decisions that, in 
our best judgement, will advance the cause of peace, not set it back. 
 
John referred earlier to the decision on universal jurisdiction. I look at this in a very very simple way. In 
government we supported the change to the law in universal jurisdiction. There are some people in our 



party who said, ‘now that you’re in opposition you should oppose the government on UJ’. But that would 
have been the wrong choice, the wrong choice because we can’t have Israeli politicians coming here, 
being arrested without any prospect of prosecution, setting back the peace process, and that is why we 
took the right position, in my view, on UJ. 
 
Equally, and I have been candid about this, there will be people in this room who didn’t like the position 
that we have taken in relation to Palestinian statehood and I understand people’s concerns about that. 
What I would say about that decision and every decision we make, is that we do so trying to make our 
best judgement about what can advance the peace process. 
 
And let me give you my word, every decision we make will be directed towards the goal of a negotiated 
solution. Because a negotiated solution is the only solution and we know it can only happen if both sides 
want it to happen, and we know the challenges are complex. 
 
Let me also say, however, something else, which is that Britain’s relationship with Israel or indeed our 
own Jewish community, cannot be defined simply by the issues of peace and security. In government, 
Labour rightly supported the flourishing business relationship between Britain and Israel and will 
continue to do so in opposition. I’m proud of the major British companies who have significant business 
interests in Israel, and I’m proud the Labour government launched a now thriving British Israel research 
and academic exchange programme and I want to pay tribute to Trevor Pears and many other people 
who supported that programme. And I’m proud of the work leading Labour people, such as Jeremy 
Beecham, who is with us today, does with Arab Israelis; and of course Tony Blair, in his vital work as 
Quartet representative in the Middle East.  
 
(APPLAUSE) 
 
It’s good to hear applause when Tony Blair’s name is mentioned. 
 
I also want to say something about the Jewish community here at home. I’ve been making an argument 
in recent weeks about the responsible economy and the responsible society and how we put values back 
in the heart of the way we do business. For me, the Jewish community and the Jewish business 
community is the embodiment of those values. People like Sir Trevor Chinn, who’s with us today, and his 
support for the living wage, in everything he does, in everything so many people in the business 
community do, they are already showing what responsible business means in practice. 
 
And not just in business, but on social welfare and charitable giving right across a range of activities. 
 
I look forward to working with the Jewish community on this important agenda. 
 
But what I also say, and I give you my word on this too, as a party we will have no tolerance for anti-
Semitism in Britain. That is the way it must be. I know as leader of the Labour Party, it is our role not just 
to keep the debate in the Middle East sensible and balanced, but to ensure the labour party challenges 
speakers of hate and those that seek to marginalise Jewish voices and shout down those who make the 
case for the State of Israel.  
 
And it is why I’m also against the current calls for boycotts which frankly would cause isolation not 
progress in the Middle East peace process. 
 
Friends, I want to end by saying something about the need for optimism and political will as we seek to 
grapple with the very difficult issues that we face together. 
 
Israel is a country with extraordinary people, culture, companies and heritage. My own heritage. 
 
But unless we can find ways of addressing issues of peace and security we all know Israel will be held 
back as a country. 
 
Optimism matters because for the change to happen on both sides, hope has to overcome fear. 



 
Now I know I should be rightly wary of drawing parallels between different conflicts. But I just want to say 
something, and I mentioned this to the Ambassador when I met him last week, about the parallel with a 
time when I was growing up in the 1980s, and we saw what was happening in Northern Ireland. 
 
People believed about Northern Ireland fear would always beat hope. In the last couple of weeks I’ve 
seen Peter Robinson and Martin McGuiness in my office. Two people who were part, even symbols in 
the 1980s, when I was growing up, of conflict and hopelessness. 
 
Now I meet with them as first minister and deputy first minister of Northern Ireland, and they’ve just ran 
for re-election on what was essentially a joint ticket. Now if you’d said to people 20 years ago that was 
going to happen, they would send you to the nearest doctor, frankly. And it shows that hope can 
overcome fear, because today they are dealing with the messy business of politics together. Sometimes 
related to the troubles of the past, but more often the concerns of the present. And it is incredibly 
inspiring whenever I meet them to see this in action.  
 
Now what lesson do I learn from this? Well I learn the lesson that hope can overcome fear, but I learn 
the lesson also that political will can breed hope, which can overcome fear. And 16 years ago this month 
we mark the death of Yitzhak Rabin, and this is what he said on the signing of the Oslo Accords. He 
said: “We all love the same children, weep the same tears, hate the same enmity and pray for 
reconciliation. Peace has no borders, here is where we were born; here is where we created a nation. 
But we are not alone here on this soil in this land. Our neighbours are Palestinian people. We all see you 
in your difficulties, we saw you for generations; we who have killed and been killed are walking beside 
you now toward a common future and we want to be good neighbours.”  
 
Friends I think these are inspiring words. 
 
To create political will though requires dialogue, debate and understanding. And that’s why I want to 
reiterate my support for the work that Labour Friends of Israel does. Ultimately we all know what the 
solution is. We know the vast majority of Israelis and Palestinians want peace. Let us all pledge to do our 
best to make this peace a reality. And I make this pledge thinking of the deep ties that exist between 
Britain and Israel and Labour and Israel. Ties of cooperation, of culture, of common purpose. 
 
Let us pledge together to work for the cause of peace and understanding. Let us pledge to work together 
for a common future based on the values we share. 
 
Thank you very much. 


