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Thank you very much indeed Sir David Garrard, and to you all, welcome, or should I say, welcome friends, 

welcome ‘haverim.’ 

It’s a great honour to speak to you today – at this annual Labour Friends of Israel lunch – and to join a long 

and distinguished line of speakers who have done so, Tony Blair, Gordon Brown, David Miliband, in recent 

years.  And may I say, right up there among them, Ed Miliband's powerful and personal account last year of 

his support for Israel and deep commitment to working with you to achieve stability and security and justice 

for Israel and the Palestinian territories through the two state solution that Labour Friends of Israel has so 

consistently and bravely advocated. And I should say none more so than our friend and deeply missed 

colleague, David Cairns. 

And I want to pay tribute to you John Woodcock for taking over, for your leadership over the past year, to 

the Board Chair, Jon Mendelsohn and all the team at LFI, to the Vice Chairs: Michael Dugher, Louise 

Ellman, Michael McCann, Jonny Reynolds, Rachel Reeves, the Lords Chair Baroness Ramsay and all my 

other cabinet and shadow ministerial and PLP colleagues here today, so many of them – who are tirelessly 

championing Israel within the Labour Party and in Parliament and who – in difficult times – are working 

hard to ensure that LFI goes from strength to strength. 

And let me add, as well, a particular thank you to Jennifer Gerber, as we heard currently on maternity leave 

and to Ben for stepping in so brilliantly.  And to all the donors and key supporters of LFI – without whom 

this work could not carry on.  

And the fact is this work is happening in difficult times, times I want to talk about today. Difficult times 

because the peace process is stalled, because the Palestinian leadership remains divided, because the 

Israeli public are losing hope and patience.  

Difficult also because the Arab Spring, which – in some parts of the region – is bringing in welcome 

freedoms and progress to millions, is also creating worrying instability in a region already volatile and rife 

with tension, alongside a continuingly defiant Iran which brings further instability.  

And difficult too because of the number of campaigns currently running that seek to unfairly isolate and 

marginalise Israel and its citizens through boycotts and demonstrations.  

Ambassador Taub, we appreciate your typically thoughtful speech today. On behalf of us all, I want to say 

– you can rest assured that in the British Parliament you have great allies. It is true there are some who 

know what they stand against and do not know what they stand for, but here we know what we stand for.  

We are your friends and we will be unstinting in our efforts to work with you for peace, stability and 

prosperity in the region and thank you for coming today.  

And of course, Ambassador, here in Britain we have difficulties too, our economy in recession as we deal 

with our unfolding banking scandal. Banks play a vital role in our economy, lending to businesses, to 

families, many hundreds of thousands of jobs depend upon our banking industry. But banking is a 

profession that depends on trust, that trust is currently in tatters. The public are rightly baffled and angry 

and they want to know what we politicians can do to sort this out.   

Which is why set against the depths of that malpractice, which we have been seeing again today, and the 

scale of the challenge we face in reforming and rebuilding trust in British banking, we are clear that only 

through an independent, forensic, open and judge-led public inquiry into the culture and practice of banking 

can we rebuild trust for the future. 



This is my first ever speech to an annual LFI lunch – how could I have had a better introduction than from 

the fabulous Sir David Garrard? Sir David, along with your significant business achievements, the work you 

do for LFI and to promote Israel and peace in the Middle East, is greatly admired and much appreciated. 

My first annual LFI lunch speech, but certainly not the first LFI or Israel event I have spoken at. 

My first speech as a politician, certainly to an Israel audience, was in 2004. It was not an LFI event, it was 

the annual Israeli Bonds dinner and we were celebrating that day in 2004, the first Israel – Sterling bond 

issue for 14 years. It was a huge event and I was the second speaker after the Israeli Foreign Minister, 

Deputy Prime Minister, Silvan Shalom who gave a very important speech that day and I sat at the dinner 

before the speeches with him and his wife Judy – a well known talk show presenter now in Israel – and 

also the then Israeli Ambassador. 

And Silvan Shalom was introduced and went up and gave a fabulous speech and then as he walked back 

the announcer said ‘Our second speaker is the former Treasury adviser and prospective Parliamentary 

candidate for Normanton in West Yorkshire, Mr Ed Balls.’  And Judy turned to me and said “Who is this guy 

and why are we listening to him?” And I had to turn to Judy and say “I am terribly sorry Judy, it is actually 

me!” And I set off up to the stage to give my speech. Not the most auspicious start to a speech I have ever 

had. 

My first speech, but not my most embarrassing moment – some of you will have heard me tell this story 

before but it is true: I was – a year later – invited by Keith Vaz to come to a reception at the Labour Party 

Conference with the Labour supporting Indian community. And he said just come along and show your 

face. I arrived at 7.15 and Keith said “I am terribly sorry that Margaret Beckett has not showed up, can you 

make a speech?” I said “Keith, I have done no preparation.” But he said “It will be fine, just get up there!” 

And I was whisked up in front of 150 people with all the cameras flashing. I thought ‘what do I do as a 

Minister, to celebrate the long standing relationship between our two countries, years of history, deep 

commerce and political ties.’  

I said “It is great to be here at the LFI, the Labour Friends of Israel annual reception.” And people started 

yelling out from the audience “No, India,” “India,” “We are from India,” which was immediately completely 

obvious to me on the platform. I got to the end of my speech with great speed – as I came off I was met by 

the High Commissioner from India. I said “I am terribly sorry, High Commissioner, it is such an 

embarrassing mistake!” He said “Do not worry, nobody minds, anyway John Prescott made the same 

mistake last year, it is no problem!” 

However, as you said, Sir David, my greatest honour was to speak at the 60th anniversary in Trafalgar 

Square to celebrate that long standing partnership between our countries and that monumental 

achievement – the establishment of the State of Israel. As you said, my pronunciation left a lot to be 

desired as I said  ‘Am Yisrael Hai’…’The people of Israel live on’…  There were rather too many people 

who wondered, what is he trying to say from the platform, but I was grateful to have been given the honour 

to speak.  

A day capped for me by being invited, or should I say spontaneously dragged, to dance the ‘hora’ in front of 

the stage and live on TV with the Chief Rabbi, with Henry Grunwald – my old friend Greville Janner and my 

wise adviser on Israel and the Middle East and many other things, Lord Michael Levy. What a sight we 

were dancing the ‘hora’ in front of that stage that day.  

In my speech that day, I quoted these memorable words from the Chief Rabbi who said, “To defend a 

nation, you need an army. But to defend a civilisation, you need schools.” 



And I am, we are all proud, of the work that we did in Government, with the Board of Deputies, with the 

then Board President, Henry Grunwald, now with President Vivian Wineman, who has tirelessly 

championed Jewish education in our country.  

And we did so with good reason. Because many Jewish schools are among the best in the country. Indeed, 

it was at the opening of one of the best – called Yavneh, at that time one of the newest Orthodox Jewish 

state schools which I opened with the Chief Rabbi – that I again tried out my Hebrew. As many of you will 

know, the Hebrew word for a school is: ‘Beit sefer’ which translates as ‘house of books.’ 

I think nothing better sums up, and I know Stephen Twigg will agree with me, nothing sums up education’s 

power better; good buildings matter, but it is actually great teaching, learning and scholarship which make a 

difference in our education system. And no-one who ever has dealings with this community can be other 

than struck by the depths of support and understanding for education in this community, and its power to 

liberate potential.  

It was through my education as a child at Sunday school – I had no choice but to go because my Dad was 

a Sunday school teacher, so attendance was compulsory – that I learned of the inspiring struggle of the 

Jewish people towards freedom from slavery, the horrors of the Holocaust and the significance of the 

Jewish homeland. And let me say and pay tribute to the work of the Holocaust Educational Trust – which 

we were proud to support and finance in government. Karen Pollock – never has an MBE been so well 

deserved. 

But I also learned something important then which I have seen through my professional life working with 

this community and that is the belief that opportunity must be for all and not just for some. 

I had the pleasure – I choose the word carefully – to negotiate with Gerald Ronson the final funding 

settlement for JCOSS, another fabulous path-breaking school. I say ‘negotiate’ – I am not sure if anyone 

ever really negotiates with Gerald, and we congratulate him on his well-deserved CBE.  Not least for the 

work he has done with the Community Security Trust, which does such vital work, and which is now as a 

result of something we started, but Michael Gove has now delivered, working hard on security in Jewish 

schools in our country.    

There are many special things about JCOSS. But one is the co-location on the school site of the Pears 

school for children with learning and physical difficulties, supported by the Pears Foundation, which does 

such marvellous work for children such as these. 

And here I think, in education, we see the coming together of the values of this community, of Labour 

Friends of Israel and the Labour Party, of which I am proud to be Shadow Chancellor. 

We know that every child has talents and potential but we know that for some children – because of 

disability, a special need, where they grew up, their family background, something which has happened 

along the way – things are harder and tougher. There are barriers in their way.  But we know that no barrier 

is too big to overcome if the community comes together and goes the extra mile to give those children that 

extra chance and that is what the Pears Foundation is doing for those children at JCOSS School.  

The universal truth that we can achieve more together for justice and aspiration, by working together rather 

than standing apart.  



And I think that same commitment – to opportunity, to justice for all and the power of the community is also 

clear in what is happening in the Middle East and the work I did in the peace process with my colleague Sir 

Jon Cunliffe in Government.    

The starting point of our work commissioned by the G8 Finance Ministers back in 2006 was that we need to 

learn lessons from the peace process in Northern Ireland: that, alongside political negotiations, there was 

huge potential for economic ties and business relationships to cement progress and make going back 

unthinkable.  

But a second important finding of our work, again with a clear parallel with Northern Ireland, was that there 

is an asymmetry in these economic relationships. That while for Israel, an economic relationship with the 

Palestinian territories was not essential, Israel could look outwards, east and west for trade, commerce and 

labour, markets and labour – for the Palestinian territories an economic relationship with Israel was and is 

essential for the future.  The youthful populations of the West Bank and Gaza need a stable economic 

relationship with Israel – for trade and jobs and business opportunities and access to the outside world. 

And the collapse in that bilateral economic relationship which has been a tragic disaster for the Palestinian 

people, with much suffering as a result, for which all sides must accept their share of the blame. 

I am pleased to say throughout our work, I was hugely supported by the Jewish community here in London 

on these business and economic aspects of the peace process. Indeed, I remember Sir Ronnie Cohen and 

I together seeing first-hand the need to build business to business links when in the autumn of 2006, we 

together – before Hamas took control – met with the local chamber of commerce in Gaza City to see the 

challenges they faced.  

And I want to pay tribute to the tireless work Ronnie has done, Isaac Kaye, Sir Trevor Chinn, Sir Victor 

Blank, and many others in building those economic and business ties with the Palestinian territories, and 

that work must go on.  

But there was another very important lesson that I learned from those visits and those times, that there is 

no solution to those economic and political challenges that does not start with the security of the Israeli 

people. 

This is why the LFI visits by Parliamentarians are so important. Because it is impossible for anyone who 

has not visited Israel, crossed through Israeli checkpoints on the West Bank manned by desperately young 

Israeli soldiers – men and women – or transited into Gaza through the Karni crossing, to understand how 

real that security threat is, that Israeli citizens feel every day. 

As the British Ambassador to Israel explained to me last week, the fact that the number of rocket attacks 

into Israel from Gaza has now passed 12,000 – 130 in the last week alone – makes it clear that solving the 

security challenge is vital if peace is to have a chance.  

And it has been a difficult few years since I was last in Israel – characterised by a lack of common 

understanding and endeavour, continued tensions over shell attacks, settlements and closures. And there 

has been no progress – despite the brave efforts to re-start the peace process from progressive voices in 

Israel, and my old friend the Palestinian Prime Minister Salam Fayed, but only one side, at this moment, 

has so far even agreed to come to the table. 



And the passage of time is not helping. This status quo can’t last. A lack of progress on the peace process 

is neither in the interests of the Palestinians nor in the interests of Israel. It only helps Israel’s enemies. And 

there are many of them, and their influence is growing.  

Only last week we saw in Egypt the election of the Muslim Brotherhood. I think we all welcome the fact that 

Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu personally congratulated the new President and urged him to protect and 

guarantee the peace treaty with Israel. But there are members of his movement still openly denying the 

right of Israel to exist, and it is right that we remain vigilant. 

And then, of course, there is Iran – which continues to sponsor terrorism against Israel and supply 

weapons to Hamas, Hezbollah and Islamic Jihad. 

Labour’s position is clear. 

We all know the words of Iranian President Ahmadinejad denying the Holocaust and the right of Israel to 

exist are abhorrent. And, our Shadow Foreign Secretary Douglas Alexander has been forthright and 

determined in saying that the threat that Iran poses to Israel and the wider stability and security of the 

region and the world is a real and deep and growing concern. 

We are clear – as Douglas has said – that the international community has a duty to prevent Iran from 

acquiring a nuclear capability – and we must do so through a combination of sanctions and diplomacy, we 

must do what is needed  to secure a change of policy in Iran.  

But it is important too, that we say loud and clear: we understand that Israel feels threatened but Israel is 

not isolated in the world community.  There is simply no place in our politics for those who deny or question 

the existence of the State of Israel or the reality of the Holocaust. 

So this is our commitment – as Shadow Chancellor with Ed Miliband, with Douglas, with Shadow Chief 

Secretary Rachel Reeves with all my Cabinet colleagues, many of them here today – we will be stalwart in 

our support. 

Just as we will resist those in our country who, through words or boycotts, seek to isolate Israel and who, in 

so doing, set back the prospects for peace and a two state solution. 

And we see our mission as the opposite of those who seek to weaken economic, trade union, intellectual 

and cultural ties. I believe in my area of the economy our bilateral economic relationship is vital and must 

be strengthened further. 

I have to say at a time when the Israel economy grew last year by 4.7% and the UK economy actually 

shrunk as we slipped back into recession, we clearly have things to learn from Israel. But the good news is 

that our bilateral relationship is strengthening. We are the second biggest export market to Israel, we have 

over 250 Israeli companies working and employing people here, exports to Israel from Britain grew by 17% 

on the latest figures. 

And I want to dig deeper into the nature of our bilateral relationship, and understand how Israel has 

succeeded so impressively in building a modern and digital economy. And I think what we will find is in 

marked contrast to the free-market, anti-government rhetoric we hear in Britain. Abolishing support for 

science, tax support for the digital economy, the regional support agencies, walking away from a modern 

industrial policy. I believe the Israel experience teaches us that a strong and active partnership between 

business, universities and government is the right way forward, not laissez-faire.  



And so I am pleased to say today that, backed by LFI and Sir Trevor Chinn, and with the support and 

blessing of Ambassador Taub, Liam Byrne and I will be launching and leading with Chuka Umunna, an LFI 

UK-Israel Economic Dialogue, so that we can study and learn from Israel on the modern digital economy, 

venture capital, R&D, universities. 

And we will be visiting Israel in the autumn, meeting with Israeli businesses, Israeli entrepreneurs and 

helping to do our part in learning, but also cementing, the economic ties between the United Kingdom and 

Israel.  And alongside that economic dialogue, we will continue to deepen our political ties and support for 

Israel and the peace process. 

Despite the difficulties it has faced, Israel is a modern economy with a liberal democracy, a thriving 

economy, which stands out in the region in which it is a part and from which we in Britain have much to 

learn. 

And I hope we will be able to meet with our Labour colleagues, including Labour’s new leader in Israel 

Shelly Yachimovich, and discuss how we can continue to work together – for peace and justice for Israel 

and Palestine.   

So in conclusion, let us affirm today that those who want to destroy this great nation, who do not recognise 

Israel’s progressive values, who question its right to succeed, we all say as Labour Friends of Israel: ‘You 

will not succeed – and we will do all we can to ensure the Jewish people shall never be forced again to run 

from tyranny.’ 

That in the month in which London hosts the Olympics for a historic third time, we look forward to 

welcoming Israeli athletes to the Olympics and to commemorating the tragedy of Munich.    

That we all pray for a secure and stable Israel - alongside a viable and prosperous Palestinian state  

And that we in the LFI will do what we can to ensure security, peace and prosperity can advance together – 

in the Middle East and across the world. 

Thank you for having me.  


