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Thanks to SERTUC and the T&G for organising this conference – alongside the Cuba Solidarity Campaign, Venezuela Information Centre and Justice for Colombia.

This is a hugely important and timely event.

In a world that seems to become more unequal and so more unstable by the day, what is happening in much of Latin America offers a  beacon of hope.

It’s worth reminding ourselves just how seismic the changes have been.

A woman socialist elected in Chile.

A former trade union leader elected for a second term in Brazil on a platform of social justice and redistribution.

A government in Bolivia standing for indigenous rights and standing up to overseas corporations.

In Argentina, the Government rejecting the strictures of the IMF and World Bank.

Now in Equador, the prospect of a Left victory against the banana magnates.

And in the past few weeks, the former Sandanista leader, Daniel Ortega, elected President of Nicaragua.

Ronald Reagan must be spinning in his grave.

And that’s before you consider the Bolivarian revolution in Venezuela and Cuba’s ongoing magnificent defiance of the Bush government’s might. 

What we are witnessing in Latin America defies the laws of neo liberal gravity.

A new pan Latin American social and political movement, built from the grassroots up.

Different in the way it manifests itself at national level, for sure, but representing a genuine shift left-wards across the continent.

Those who claimed the end of the Cold War represented the end of history, the ultimate triumph of free-market capitalism, have been proved wrong.

We have living proof that there is an alternative to the neoliberal straightjacket of the World Bank, IMF and multinational corporations.

No wonder the Washington is getting nervous.

For the time being George Bush is still chasing insurgents in Iraq and Dick Cheney is busy shooting his mates.

But rumours circulating in Washington about intervention need to be taken seriously.

For a century, the Monroe Doctrine held that Latin America was the United States’ sphere of influence, in effect a southern bloc for the American empire.

Sanctioned by military power, underpinned by cultural arrogance.

So much so that an American Vice-President could declare that he wished he had studied Latin, on the basis that he could then speak to people in Latin America.

But no more.

The tide has turned.

The countries of Latin America have re-asserted their right to self-determination, free from the interference of their northern neighbour, liberated from its economic grip.

For everyone on the progressive left, these are important times.

Here in the UK, unions have been building ever-closer links with our comrades in South America.

Two years ago, with a TUC delegation, I visited Colombia

And this year, again with a TUC delegation, I visited Venezuela.

It was an opportunity to compare and contrast.

For some Venezuela may be controversial, but much of what I saw was inspirational.

How social misiones on health, education and housing – funded by oil wealth – are transforming the quality of life of the poorest and most disadvantaged groups.

How trade unions are organising workers in the car industry, public services and transport.

How Cuban doctors are helping to build a health service, and construction workers are building homes and schools.

How the workers’ co-operative we visited that makes shoes is providing jobs, financial independence and a chance of some control over their lives for women from the barrios – many of them single mothers, some of them survivors of domestic violence.

There is much debate among Venezuelans about the role unions should play in the rise of the state supported cooperative movement but no one can question the value of their labour  - ensuring that all children, however poor, not only have the right to an education but that each and every one of them is given a free pair of school shoes to wear there.

That, to me, is practical socialism.

Let’s compare this then with the situation we found in Colombia.

Still by far the most dangerous place in the world to be a trade unionist.

Where state collusion has caused the murder of thousands of trade union colleagues.

With many more beaten and imprisoned without trial.

The threats of privatisation stripping oil workers and their communities of a future.

Plan Colombia, funded by the Bush Government, displacing so many agricultural workers from their land and flouting human and union rights.

A war on workers in the name of a war on drugs.

A war on trade union leaders, like Hernando Hernandez, the oil workers union leader who spoke at a TUC Congress, in the name of the war on terror.

To a man and to a woman, the trade unionists I met were an inspiration.

Despite the fear, despite the violence, despite being held in jail on trumped up charges of rebellion, they were prepared to stand up for what they believed in -workers’ rights, trade union rights, human rights. 

They need all the support they can get.

And we can start by lobbying ministers and MPs here in the UK to clean up our act on Colombia.

To challenge the British government to stop supplying military aid to a country that treats labour rights and human rights with such contempt.

All this has made me think about the imminent 200th anniversary of the abolition of slavery in the British Empire and the Prime Minister’s apology – although, by the way, we should remember that it wasn’t the actions of the wealthy evangelical Christian William Wilberforce alone that led to abolition but rather the waves of resistance and rebellion led by slaves that swept through the Caribbean from 1791 onwards.

Of course we must welcome the Prime Minister’s apology for the British Empire’s responsibility in slave trafficking.  

But let’s hope it won’t take 200 years before we receive an apology for Britain’s collusion with the Bush Government for funding one of the most repressive and right wing regimes in Latin America – whose army operates hand in glove with paramilitaries that murder trade unionists. 

And I would say to the Government - better than any apology would be action -  and that action must be to freeze UK military aid to Colombia now. 

So I urge you all to support the campaign being run by Justice for Colombia .

And I urge you all to keep campaigning for basic labour rights in Colombia and wherever in the world they are denied.

Freedom of association, freedom from discrimination, freedom from forced and child labour - respect for core ILO labour standards are the hallmark of true democracy.

Bush wants a world made safe for multinational corporations.

But we want a world where business can’t do as it pleases, where workers are treated with dignity, where children have the chance to go to school, where one country has no right to plunder another, and where social justice matters just as much as economic growth.

A world where when Hugo Chavez is elected President on a programme of redistributing wealth and power to the people – in the teeth of the opposition of a wealthy white landed elite – he, and the democratic wishes of the people, are given the respect they deserve. 

There is nothing natural or inevitable about greed, poverty and inequality.

 And as the experience of many Latin American countries shows, another world is possible.

Together, we must keep fighting for it.

Thank you. 

