SIR DIGBY JONES SPEAKING AT THE INAUGRAL LECTURE OF THE INSTITUTE OF DIRECTORS ON 13 SEPTEMBER 2006
I want my country back!

This is not in any way whatsoever to be taken as a reference to the current debate surrounding immigration. Let there be no mistake, I am a very keen supporter of conditional migration and immigration into our country; we are a bastard race, our values, our prosperity, our cultural richness honed over centuries by successive waves of people coming to a liberal tolerant land to work in a safer, more prosperous society where the rule of law is paramount; where you are welcome to help make this great country better regardless of the colour of your skin, the god you worship or the fact that your name is unpronounceable. But there must be conditions; you will speak English; you will bring a skill or, if it’s unskilled work you’re going to do – you will have a sponsoring employer; you will participate in the transparent economy, get a national insurance number, pay some tax (and get the benefits of employment and health and safety legislation at the same time) and work within, not without, this country’s world of regulated work. If you won’t – or choose not to – this country’s not for you and, for the sake of all of us, especially those wonderful people from all over the world who have played by the rules, don’t come or leave if you’re already here making a mockery of our tolerant, liberal home.
From Eastern European jewry who developed so much of the City of London – now the world’s no. 1 financial centre – to the Indians that Idi Amin stupidly threw out of Uganda, from Polish migrant labour today – how on earth we would get our fruit picked, our houses built or our tables served without them I really don’t know – to the Royal Family – every time we ran out, off we went to Europe to get another lot…conditional, controlled migration is good for this country. Mind you, we could do with a bit of help from the Government…as Andrew Rawnsley brilliantly put it, Tesco can track a can of beans…one can in literally millions – from the factory through distribution depots to stores and into the shopper’s basket (and if she uses her clubcard, no doubt tell you her favourite colour as well!), yet the Home Office cannot tell you where twelve hundred asylum seekers are, just after they’ve left the absolute control of our prison system!! 
No – “I want my country back” is a plea about a deeper, wider issue that really is troubling me hugely and I have chosen this, the Inaugural Lecture of the Institute of Directors here in my home town – Birmingham – to make my first major speech since leaving the CBI and air my concerns. It is not, I hope, the rantings of a grumpy old man to say that I see the values of my country being eroded every day and it worries me enormously. By this I do not mean change. I am proud of our changing country – we have met the challenge of globalisation better than most – not for us the hypocritical and ignorant protectionism of America and France – to the best of my knowledge we haven’t yet made yoghurt a matter of national security!  As you will have gathered, I am proud of our multi-ethnic, multi-faith society (although I feel we must push harder to build – as Trevor Philips my Chairman at the Commission for Racial Equality has said – a more integrated, indeed less multi-cultural Britain). As the country has tolerated the pain caused by the shift to a value-added and innovative society we have worked with the grain of change not against it, from shipbuilding to car factories.
No – my concern is about the erosion of the values of enterprise, of choice, of independence, of fairness, of common sense that this country has always stood for, that my country has sent men to die in their name…it is these values that I want back, or at least eroded no further.
Enterprise

“Don’t play conkers in the playground – you might get hurt.” Don’t do backstroke in the school pool – you might bang into someone!”

The CBI’s regional director up in the North West has a son – a rather competitive 8 year old – and at his school’s egg and spoon race – at 80 metres he’s winning. You will find this hard to believe, but the teacher then steps out, stops him and says “wait til the others catch up!!” And we wonder why we don’t win the World Cup! I want winners. I want people publicly praised for coming first. BUT our job – those in a lucky position to change opinion and influence policy – locally and nationally – is to get hold of those who didn’t win and take them to a place where they can win, for their own good, the benefit of the community and the country. I refuse to believe that someone does not have it in them to win. We, all of us, must take them to the place where they can win reaching out down, round and under to give winners a set of enduring values and wrongly called losers a new vision to maximise opportunity and talent…and win.
Don’t let this debate get hijacked by the politically correct thought police…I want my enterprising, striving, risking and winning country back.

Choice

There has always been a sense in Britain of freedom of choice and yet now I am seeing an attempt by political dogma and vested self-interest to deny choice to many people. I refer of course to the attempted reforms of public services. As the Prime Minister himself said at the Labour Party Conference, the rich have always had choice – they’ve always been able to pay for it. I ask -what gives trades union, politically  motivated and selfish, the right to deny choice to millions who can’t afford to buy it? In my time as Director-General of the CBI I so often saw examples of where, in our schools, our hospitals and our prisons the deliverer came first, second and third. The system was geared to helping the person employed in the delivery of the service, not the poor, voting, tax paying consumer. What hypocrisy for unions to say that public services are ‘safe’ with them. What they mean of course, is that their jobs are safe…and you and I as consumers should shut up, accept how it’s always been done…cos it’s free.. Free?! £90 billion spent each year on the health service is free is it??

And look at pensions – in my six and a half years in the job I never saw such an act of craven surrender as the Government’s cave in at the first whiff of gunshot over public sector pension reform. There is not an employee in the private sector who hasn’t seen his or her benefits reduced, or retirement age extended or contribution rate increased as demography, the vagaries of the stock market and the Government’s slight of hand stealth tax policies all did their worst. But at least the tax payer didn’t bear the cost. In the public sector, precisely at the time that it is proposed to extend the state retirement pension age to 67 or 68, up pop greedy trade unions to say – “we retire at 60 (and you will all pay for it) or we strike”. And the Government ran away – influenced by a mixture of ignorance (who’s going to pay for it in years to come? The country simply can’t afford it…and Gordon Brown clearly knows it), of self-serving cowardice (why have a scrap and spend political capital on an issue where the benefits will only be seen way past existing careers) political careers and in response to paid-for pressure (the Government is in the financial palm of the Trades Union’s hand – the money they have paid for a place at the table of government makes paying for peerages – however wrong mere pocket money. And a couple of years ago this Labour Government  actually gave  £10 million of the taxpayers’ money to a single vested interest – the unions - who funded their party to help them reform!). 
Choice must be available to a retired council tax payer whenever she receives her services. Choice must not be denied her or because she is forced to pay more to fund pensions for unions who refuse to reform the public sector pensions system. Indeed, let them have choice too, if they want to retire at 60 …fine – it’s hopefully still a free-ish world – but it’s their choice – they pay for it, not you and me. Their pay is now commensurate with the private sector…welcome to the real world. And reform can be scaled in its introduction, so any employee over, say, 40 could still retire at 60. Yes, the boardrooms of Britain must set a better example with their pension provision, but it is no excuse to stop reform on the basis that a very small minority set a bad example.
Oh and I want my country back to a place where, if we must put out our refuse in one -size-fits-all “it suits the council not the consumer” containers – then old ladies don’t get fined hundreds of pounds for putting them out too early! Maybe I’m wrong – it’s not too early – it’s just late from the last time they weren’t collected!
Independence

I want my country back – we, the British, have enjoyed a good relationship around the world for a long, long time for independence of spirit and fair application of the rule of law.

And I sadly see this diminishing in ways we could never have imagined only a short time ago.

Pooling of sovereignty, doing nation-to-nation deals – the stuff of membership of the European Union – is understandable, indeed to be encouraged, where the end result is a safer, more prosperous, more competitive country. But when I see so many in Brussels and in member states doing a passable impersonation of the ostrich with its head in the sand as they march valiantly towards 1970, when I see so many countries who should know better set an appalling example and have their EU membership a la carte…cheating or ignoring the rules when it suits, when countries are more concerned to protect 4% of their GDP – agriculture - with tariffs and subsidies that harm the poor of our planet rather than invest in and stimulate tomorrow’s value-added economy in services, academia and innovation – I begin to ask – ‘where’s the   beef’ ‘Where’s the value added?’…what are we actually getting in return for our partial loss of independence? There is a challenge for a Labour or Tory Government…get stuck in! 
One of the most shocking and worrying aspects of loss of independence…even if only the minds of the electorate (apparently, judging from the past few weeks, to the political class, fighting for them has never been as important as fighting each other) has been a refusal to stand up to the United States in so many areas. I’m not talking about Iraq, Afghanistan or Lebanon – whole rainforests have been felled to provide the paper carrying views on that! No – my concern is in areas where our country could have and should have stood up and fought a protectionist, bullying America - in the fields of trade, investment and the rule of law.
We stand meekly by whilst America takes our intellectual property in military hardware, uses it and refuse to hand it back. We stand meekly by whilst America refuses to allow overseas airlines access to the domestic US market (by ownership or route operation) yet enjoys access to the European  market. We stand meekly by whilst the Securities Exchange Commission imposes Sarbanes Oxley administrative tyranny on companies neither listed in the USA nor operating there. We stand meekly by whilst America demands extradition of British subjects on the strength of evidence sufficient only for an arrest, not a charge or a trial (ask Lord Levy to explain the difference!) – they are then banged up or subject to oppressive bail in America whilst their accusers construct a case when the costs to defend it will never be awarded and the pressure to plea bargain is enormous. I thought men walked up a beach in 1944 and died in their thousands to ensure a Briton is innocent til proven guilty, could be free, could be independent. 
And why do they stand meekly by? All in the name of a so-called Special Relationship – some relationship when it’s all one-way! Don’t blame America – they have Senators even now fighting reciprocal extradition laws concerned that we will call to account people who funded IRA terrorism; they have powerful lobbies from farmers and manufacturers to trades unions and the Christian Right, pushing their interests just as far as we let them. I say to this Government – stop fighting each other and start fighting for those you are elected to look after. My country is not the Labour Party, nor the Tory or Liberal parties for that matter, and the self indulgence of party politics is detracting from focussing on the real issues that are vital to this country’s interests.

Fairness and Common Sense

Lastly I want my country back so that once again, common sense and fairness (values for which Britain has been renowned for centuries) can rule and be seen to rule.

I despair!

Where is the fairness in having a disproportionate number of Scottish MPs (even after the latest reduction) compared with anywhere in England? The West Midlands has a larger population than Scotland… I wish there were as many Brummie MP’s running Britain as there are Scottish ones running England!

Where is the fairness in those MPs having a vote on Education policy in England when firstly they have no vote on Education policy in the Scottish constituency that elected them and secondly no English MP has similar rights north of the border?

Where is the fairness in rivers even by an English local authority in the North of England being run by and regulated by Edinburgh and not London, or even a local English authority?

Where is the common sense in devoting huge amounts of parliamentary time to passing a law – a law! – to stop a minority harming no one from chasing a fox across the countryside (and, by the way, I’ve never hunted and don’t like it) when MP’s time should be spent on issues that really matter.

· 20% of the adult population in this country can’t read or write 
· our prisons are overcrowded
· Westminster should get exercised about EU legislation before not after the event. 
But no! What do we get?...

Where is the common sense in fining an Exmoor man £500 for chasing a fox with two dogs on the same day as Afghan hijackers who endangered life and limb and helped make you and me feel less safe, released to work in the country!
Where is the common sense in declining to take a stand in the sensitive area of profiling in security operations at airports? Believe me, it might be politically incorrect to say so but you and I are statistically at greater risk from a plane load of young males from one particular religious group than we are from airbus full of fully paid-up members of Saga off for a weekend in Benidorm! 

The real tragedy, ladies and gentlemen, is that this wonderful country is equipped in so many ways to deal with the challenges and threats, the opportunities and insecurities of a brutally competitive globalised economy…better equipped than many other members of the developed, let alone the developing world.

But it will count for nought, we will become an also-ran in the global stakes, our cherished and respected values will erode to nothing…if we don’t take on: 

· the thought-police 
· the battalions of the politically correct
·  those who shy away from politically courageous decisions and action 
· the politically motivated, opaquely funded NGO’s
· the selfish trades unions
· the bad employers who shamefully fail to the train their people or don’t go the extra to reach out to those who feel helpless or without hope.

21st century Britain can be a wonderful country…so let me have my country back!
