AWARDS DAY – SUNDERLAND CHURCH HIGH SCHOOL – FRIDAY JULY 3, 2009
Thank you for inviting me.  You will be relieved to hear that I am a politician who believes in short speeches.

Congratulations to those of you who have done well in your studies – and to the teachers who have helped you achieve good results.     You never forget a good teacher.  Even now, more than 40 years since I left school, I remember with gratitude the outstanding teachers at my school.

To the students, I say be grateful to your parents, many of whom will have made sacrifices to send you to this good school.  Make the most of your education because it is the key to a fulfilling a useful life.

I have been a friend of the Church High for some years.   Each year I come and give a little talk to the sixth form, who might recognise some of what I am about to say today.

I want, if I may – on the strength of my 60 years membership of the human race – to offer a few words of advice to the young people here today, some of whom will be leaving and beginning a new phase of their lives.  

First, there is more to life than shopping.  Happiness comes from doing stuff, not buying stuff.   And the greatest happiness comes from doing something for someone other than yourself.

Second, always be aware of your good fortune -- and try to share it.  You have been born to prosperous families in one of the most prosperous countries in the world.  A country where, if you turn on a tap, clean water comes out.  Where if you flick a switch, a light comes on.  Where, if you are sick, you can see a doctor – free of charge.  Where there is education for everyone, regardless of whether or not they can afford to pay.  That is not how it is in many parts of the world and it wasn’t always so in this country.  Peggy Weatherstone, an old friend of mine who died the other day, was born into a large poor family in Hendon in the 1930s.  She told me that, as a child if someone in her family was sick, she would be sent to the phone box at the end of the road to ring the doctor. “Have you got a shilling?” the receptionist would ask.  “Not until my Dad gets paid on Friday,” Peggy would say.  “Then come back on Friday,” was the reply.  There are many people of your age and mine who would give their eye teeth to change places with us.  I remember a young man in Iraq who said, “some people are born in the light and some are born in the darkness.  I would just like to visit the light so that I can see what it is like.”

My third piece of advice is:  when the time comes, pay your taxes.   No one likes paying taxes, but taxation honestly raised and wisely spent is the subscription we pay for living in a civilised country.  Taxes are what pay the wages of most teachers – though not yours – doctors, policemen, binmen…If you want to see what life is like in a country where no one pays taxes, look around, there are no shortage to choose from.  Some months ago I received an indignant email from a constituent who was working on an oil rig off the coast of West Africa.  It seems that the Treasury was in the process of closing a loophole whereby those who worked on offshore rigs were exempt from income tax, even though they and their families live here and benefit from the services that our taxes pay for.  I am afraid I was not sympathetic. I replied saying that, if he wanted to see what life is like in a country where most people pay no taxes, he should get off his oil rig and visit the countries – Nigeria, Liberia, the Congo – a few miles from where he was working.  I have not heard from him again.

Fourth, do your bit for the planet.  It’s the only one we’ve got and it’s in deep trouble.  We human beings are using up the resources of the planet as if there is no tomorrow and, if we are not careful, there won’t be.  We can’t keep dumping our waste into holes in the ground because we are running out of holes.  If we don’t change our ways, nature will take its revenge.  Indeed there are already signs that this process has begun.  Most of you are going to live 40 or 50 years longer than me, so the bills may well come in on your watch.  My message to you is ‘don’t sit around waiting for instructions from on high.’    Do what is within your power, now, and set an example to those around you.  Don’t pollute.   Turn out the lights.  Re-use what can be re-used and so far as possible re-cycle the rest.

Lastly, you only get one life.  This is not a dress rehearsal.  |This is it.  Make the most of your life.  But not at the expense of others.  Put something back into the community.  Don’t just take, take, take.

Finally, apropos of nothing, I will tell you about my fleeting encounter with George W Bush….

