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Very pleased to be joining you today at your conference.

In this room are centuries of Labour local government experience . And yet none of us have experienced a time quite like this before

· A time when people are fearful – about their job and their future

· A time when labour in government has taken bold action – both here at home and internationally

· At a time when the contrast between labour and the tories has never been starker
So, we have work to do…. 
*communities to defend.  

*An economy to protect 

*and elections to win  - both this June and the next general election
In this room is a great depth of  Labour commitment.

Our strength is in our values and our commitment.  We face unprecedented times but with our enduring values.
And our strength is in our unity and in our team.

The party as the engine of progress

As we face new challenges we look especially to the party to generate and develop the new path forward.   It can never be and should never be just the government bringing forward the ideas for the future.. And as we look to create a new and better future it is the commitment, experience and values of the whole Labour team that we draw on and that includes the team of labour in local government in all parts of Scotland, Wales and England. That’s why the work of Chris Leslie is important  

For all that we are a national party and have striven to be and to stay in government – labour is a team working at local and national level. In every region there are councillors playing their part in every aspect of the life of the party.  On the NEC we have Jeremy and Ann Lucas.  In Scotland we have the pioneering work of Steve Purcell in Glasgow City council – right through to Sharon Taylor leading Stevenage council.  This is even more than just providing services and taking the action to protect local communities in difficult economic times – it is also the engine room for the ideas of our understanding of how things work in practice and our aspiration to do more.

And as we make a priority at national level of working on the economy – we know that it is at local government level that we have to make a reality of economic regeneration and of protecting local economy in difficult times.

And I want to pay tribute not just to the labour leaders of councils but also to the leaders of labour groups, and labour councillors in areas where we do not have control.   I saw for myself when I went all around the country for my deputy leadership campaign – and I see for myself as I travel round the country on the vote 2009 campaign and I see every day in Southwark -  that labour in local government is the backbone of the organisation of the party.  And I even want to pay tribute to what are described as “paper candidates”. They are, of course, no such thing.  They are members who are prepared to see their name go forward on to the ballot paper so that the labour flag can fly in all areas.  This is especially important when we have at the same time as the council elections, European parliamentary elections which are proportional and where every vote counts.

Our values guide our way forward

Some say that the times are so hard that we have to abandon – or put on the back burner – our commitment to fairness and equality.  But we know that it is precisely when times are hard that fairness is important.  It is precisely when you want to look to the future that we need to show that people can hope for a better, fairer chance in life.

So we have not given the CBI a veto on our determination to make sure that parents are given more help to balance their work and family responsibilities. So we did go ahead and bring in the right for 4 1/2  million more parents to request flexible work.

And we will carry out our manifesto promise for a new Equality Bill.  Which – as Labour governments have always done -  will take bold new steps.  We will shine the spotlight on the hidden pay discrimination in every workplace.  We will let employers have the right to choose to diversify their team – with positive action.  We end the last lawful discrimination – which is against older people.  And I want to pay tribute to the role that Jeremy Beecham has played in shaping a radical, progressive Equality Bill which recognises that inequality is grounded in gender, race, disability, age and sexual orientation .
And we are pressing forward on equality in representation where Labour has a proud record and wants to do more.  Last week I was in Pendle where the leader of the Labour group was telling me that they have a third women in their group and half are from the BME community.  We have more black and Asian councillors than all the other parties put together.  But we still need to do more – particularly to involve asian women in our local government team.  I’m really grateful to the women councillors who are working on our black and Asian councillors task force which I set up as minister for women and equalities. Including Anwara Ali, Lorna Campbell , Manjula Sood, and Yvonne Jardine,  
Brown – strong and bold leadership

At this difficult time for the country, we are fortunate to be able to look to the leadership of  Gordon Brown’s leadership.  He is demonstrating “conviction” leadership.  
*Not waiting for the economic commentators to agree and then following.  
*Not waiting for other world leaders to agree and then following. 
*Not waiting for public opinion to point the way and then following. 
Instead he is leading.  
*Leading to step in and take action. 
*Leading to recognise that we protect the longer term future of the economy only if we act now.  
*Leading in saying that too little too late will mean a price paid by people and communities up and down the country.  
*Leading, too, in saying that most help needs to go to those who are hardest up. And most needs to be contributed by those who can afford it – hence the 45% new tax rate. 
And from the outset of the recession he has been utterly consistent.  Consistent, too, in saying that you can’t cut your way out of recession, you can only invest and grow your way out of recession.
Cameron the inconsistent

Cameron has been the opposite.  It’s no good trying to sniff the wind in a hurricane.  He has been utterly inconsistent.  Just one example.  His proposed loan guarantee to business.  Which he says would make available £50b.  but he says it would not add to public debt because it would not cost a penny.  If you give guarantees, some of them will fail and have to be paid. You cannot both offer guarantees which are meaningful and say they will cost nothing.  They are not worth the press release paper they are written on.  It’s the same when it comes to  cuts in public investment.  As Gordon said in PMQs, Cameron calls on us to do more but to spend less.  It’s all phoney.  Its all tactical.  And we will get that message across between now and the June election and between now and now and the General Election. 

Dividing lines
Dividing lines between us and the Tories is not some tactical game.  It’s a recognition that elections are about voters making a choice – and we are pointing out what that choice means in these exceptional times.  That they would cut, while we are investing, that they would let the recession take its course while we act to protect people, that we fight against the menace of the racism of the BNP while they keep the leadership of Thurrock council by relying on the support of a BNP councillor.
Time to be confident.
I think now is a time for us to be confident and for us to be determined.  The Tories are following in our wake.  Cameron’s first task as leader was to make it clear that he now agrees with us on a whole raft of measures which they opposed.  Every day it is clearer that we have the answers to the big questions and the big future challenges.  So we should be confident,

*in our record

*in our values

*in our leadership

*and in our team

And I will do everything I can to help you as you work in that important task.  Thank you.
