Address to a Group of Labour Party visitors, invited to the European Parliament by MEP Glenis Willmott.
Strasbourg, 22nd May 2007
Dear comrades, dear friends,
My very good friend Glenis Willmott has asked me to address you a few words about my work at the European Parliament and about the process of European construction at large, and the circumstances which we are undergoing currently. Actually it is up to me to thank you very much for the chance which you give me to spend a while with such a significant group of visitors which I welcome very much at the headquarters of the European Parliament.

Glenis was right when saying that I have had quite a complicated life. When I was born my father was sentenced to death penalty for his activities as a leader of our Socialist Labour Party and as a leader of our Trade Union Movement. He was not executed but he spent many years in prison: I only knew him at home when I was a teenager. My mother was also put in prison by the fascist for a few months just because she was active as a Trade Union member. I accompanied her in jail for eight months as she was pregnant and was released just to give birth of a child, myself who had therefore the strange privilege of being in prison before being born. Afterwards as a young student I was one of the founders of the underground Young Socialists who organised the resistance struggle against the dictatorship. That was going to cost me being arrested, tortured, and jailed for years. Fortunately I succeeded to escape, and to join our brothers and sisters in exile, in France, and in other places in Europe. There I endeavoured giving there my support to Spanish democrats who were preparing the future of our country. It was in those years when I had the opportunity to be hosted at Beatrice Webbs House for training courses organised by the Labour Party. It was there where I best learnt about solidarity and social democratic values. My gratitude goes to the Labour Party ever since and I am very pleased to recall it today in front of all of you.

After the period which I have mentioned, (my period as a Socialist freedom fighter), I came back to Spain to rebuild our Socialist Party and to reorganize our Trade Union, UGT, the sister organisation of the British TUC. Later, in 1977 we had our first general elections, through which democratic rule started to be restored. I was among those elected as a Member of our National Parliament and I remained an MP for over 22 years. Then in 1999 I became a Member of the European Parliament and have remained in my seat for the last eight years.
Glenis has asked me to tell you briefly what my specific tasks are as an MEP.  For a number of years I have been mainly working at the Committee which deals with issues referring to North-South solidarity: European development cooperation and humanitarian aid with reference to Third World countries. I even was the coordinator and the spokesman of the Socialists in that Committee and I had the privilege to closely work with another British comrade which some of you may know: Glenys Kinnock who is a very relevant leader and a model for many of us through her personal involvement in solidarity with developing countries.
At the beginning of this year, in the middle of the legislature, all the positions are put to vote again at the European Parliament and I have been elected as Vice-President of the Chamber. We have a Bureau made of one President and 14 Vice-Presidents, five of which belong to the Socialist Group. Having been the one of us getting highest number of votes I am the spokesman of the Socialist Vice-Presidents at the Bureau of the European Parliament. In this new capacity I have mainly four different tasks, the first of which is precisely the coordination of the Socialist in the Bureau, and the representation of our Group at the highest body of the Parliament.
Otherwise one of my tasks is to deal with staff issues in the Parliament. We have here almost 10.000 civil servants and members of the Bureau are supposed to take care of promotions for those holding responsibilities here and there; and we also lead the juries to admit new staff members... It is not a funny job, but certainly an indispensable one.

My second task is to deal with the issues related to multilingualism, in a body where every word -spoken or written- needs to be translated into 22 different languages. This is a very complex work and it requires plenty of time and wisdom... 
My third task covers the relations of our Parliament with the Chambers of the countries which are candidates and currently do negotiate their membership to the European Union. This concerns so far Turkey -which is the largest file- and also Croatia and Macedonia.

Indeed, besides all this I have to keep in touch with may own country, with my own fellow citizens and with my own Party where I have some leading responsibilities in my own region which is "La Mancha"; around the city of Toledo, in the centre of Spain.

Having presented you my work at the European Parliament let me briefly comment on the crisis which the European Union at large, is currently undergoing. Actually, to explain where we do stand, I have to go back to the first steps of the European construction process, fifty years ago. One has to realise that for decades and even for centuries European countries had been developing plenty of positive ideas and a brilliant civilisation, but our History was also made of a series of wars between different countries and peoples. The problem was that with the growing sophistication of weapons the wars between Europeans were becoming more and more terrible, to the point that the two wars in the first half of the 20th Century had meant millions and millions of killed people and a horrible destruction of the cities, industries, agriculture and of the societies at large in many of our countries.

The concern of the leaders of those countries when they faced the challenge to rebuild their societies, was to do it under a formula which should secure that they wouldn't be destroyed once more in one or two decades. The formula which they found was based on three elements. The first one was to have each country investing their resources not only at home but also in the neighbouring ones. The idea was clear: if French invested in factories in Germany, and if Germans invested in factories in France, and so on, when they would have some conflict, they would not tend to solve it by bombing their own factories in the neighbouring country. Mind you: those who had the money -and the factories- were the same ones who had the weapons… So, conflicts should be solved through dialogue, negotiations, and so on… The second basic element of the new set up was to articulate democratic systems in each one of the countries, where the rule of law would be fully respected. The third element for the formula was the one basically introduced by Social democrats: I mean solidarity. Richer countries would give a bit of their wealth to help progress of poorer ones. So, by eradicating inequalities, one would avoid tensions and social confrontations.

By these three factors, peace was to be granted, and indeed it was. But that peace meant also a lot of stability; and stability was to mean social progress, among other reasons because it was to develop under a solidarity scheme. The process was therefore tremendously successful: so much that at the beginning six countries only were involved, but in the following years many more came and joined in. Membership grew all the time to nine, ten, twelve, fifteen, twenty five and twenty seven as from 1st of January, of this very year 2007.

The problem was precisely there: we have changed very much -we have grown very much in number -but also the world where Europe lives and acts has changed very much. And nevertheless we have not been able to change our Treaties in order to allow the European Union to operate, to function internally in an efficient way, and to operate and act on the international scene, in favour of our values and in favour of our interests.

This means that there is a tremendous challenge in front of us: we need to change the basic Treaties, the rules under which the European Union exists and acts. And on such an issue it is essential to gain large support, for instance among the British people and even more among the British Labour family. Let me summarise the question with a very simple example. The choice is quite obvious: either we Europeans play all together, like an orchestra, or we play each one of us on its own. If we play together our music will be loud enough as to be heard. If we play in a separate way, the music will be very poor, but besides it, nobody will hear it, and of course nobody will listen.  Under this second option, we, Europeans, will not enjoy any influence on world affairs. And if that is the case, we shall not be able to maintain our prosperity; and possibly we shall no be able either to maintain peace and freedom. Peace, freedom and prosperity are matters which seem to be taken for granted by every European nowadays. And that is both wrong and dangerous. Because actually they are not granted: there are new dangers which threaten peace and prosperity. Terrorism, for instance. But I am hundred per cent convinced that the peoples in Europe -also the British people- will understand it. We need you very much and I am sure that all together we shall succeed to overcome the current doubts, hesitations and scepticisms, and we shall succeed to relaunch the European project for good.

Comrades, thank you for your attention, enjoy your visit and have a good time in Strasbourg.
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