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“Opportunity and Hope”
When I consider the mood of the electorate, what do I see? There's a hunger for change.
That’s in part because the Labour Government appears tired, worn out and lacking in drive and imagination. It’s partly because we’re in very difficult economic times and that’s hit lots of people very hard. But there’s also a sense of “who got us into this mess in the first place?”
And in hard times, the electorate is looking for alternatives, for a party which seems to offer some way out of the problems we’re experiencing.
And if you should be thinking that things seem to be going the Tory’s way at the moment, let me offer you some thoughts which Nick Clegg offered to the Parliamentary Candidates earlier this week. 

The public state of mind is much more open than in past elections. People are now asking whether they should vote in a different way than they have in the past

Conservatives are not running away with the election. People realise that Tories are simply parroting the language of change. The rhetoric does not match the reality.
The Tories want more tax breaks for millionaires, they are teaming up with climate change deniers, and they won't say if Lord Ashcroft (one of their biggest donors) is paying UK tax.

Look at the recent local election results. As of this week, we now have a Liberal Democrat Mayor in Bedford, despite the Tories putting in a massive campaign team there. 
Since September, Liberal Democrats have won 14 local by elections, and the Tories have lost 50.
Following the round of Fresher’s Fairs around the universities we now have more LD youth members than ever before, because we have a natural appeal to the young

There's a need for the Liberal Democrats, both nationally and locally. The opportunity is there to move into that gap.
There is a strong Lib Dem vote in this area. Nearly 30% of the electorate voted for us here at the last General Election compared with around 25% nationally. 42% of the electorate voted for us in Frimley Green and Mytchett in the County Council elections in June. Those statistics tell me that this is a constituency with real potential for the Liberal Democrats.
We have good people in the Liberal Democrats in Surrey Heath. We have solid campaigning experience, and we have achieved a lot in the past.

We can achieve far more in the future.

This is not a time for disillusionment; it is a time for opportunity and hope. If we just freeze like the rabbit in the gaze of the snake, then we will miss our opportunity. This is no time for the rabbit to shake with fear; this is the time for the rabbit to roar and to show its teeth; to make the snake turn on its tail and run.
This is a time for planning, for building our hopes for the future. It is a time for being ambitious in terms of what we can achieve. And there are lots of areas where we can and must stand up and be counted as Liberal Democrats
And who else would stand up to the Tories in Surrey Heath?

 Labour is a spent force here. It's only the Liberal Democrats that stands between the worst excesses of the Tory Rottweilers, who want to tear down and destroy, and an electorate that is waiting to see what we have to offer.

And the question is "Are we ready to stand up to the Tories and to expose them to the bright light of challenge"

Let's start by challenging Michael Gove's much heralded plans to reform education. The latest Tory newspaper boasts about a “good school place for every child”.

It skips over the question of where the money will come from to provide these additional school places.

It skips over the question of how much parents will have to pay for these new school places

It skips over the implication that for these new places to be provided, some of our existing local schools will be allowed to fail and be closed.

And then there is the Tory myth about local accountability. Michael Gove would have you believe that local people would be given he power to run local schools. 

As usual, the Conservatives are being “economical with the actuality” 

The reality is that the Tories want to control the curriculum down to the level of the view of history that our children are taught, for example making Winston Churchill a compulsory topic in history. 

Churchill was a magnificent figure. As well as his war record, I have huge respect for his courage to advocate Britain’s place in a united Europe from the late 1940's onwards. I wonder if the Tories will allow that part of Churchill’s achievements to be taught in the brave new world of Conservative education.

I always thought the purpose of education was to provide our children with the tools they needed to challenge the accepted view of the world, so they could shape its future. 

The Tories seek to shape our history in their own image. And as a Lib Dem I will resist that will every ounce of energy in my body. I want our children to shape the future based on our experiences as a nation, not to learn a history shaped and edited to fit conservative stereotypes.

And schools won’t even have control of their school uniform policy. No, Mr. Gove knows what's best for our children. Irrespective of what parents and teachers want, our children must be dressed in government regulated uniform.

No, there is something quite fundamentally different between the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats.
W E Gladstone, the grand old man of Liberalism said "Toryism is hatred of the people tempered by fear; Liberalism is trust in the people tempered by prudence" 
Gladstone saw very clearly what it was that separated the Tories and the Liberals 100 years ago. We probably wouldn’t use those words today, but he focused on the philosophical gulf that separated the two parties
We sometimes think that we oppose the Tories because they’re not very nice people. And some of them are indeed quite unpleasant or unimpressive characters.
But equally, some Conservatives are quite pleasant people. I’ve had several people say to me that Michael Gove will be difficult to beat because he’s a nice person. I’m quite sure he is, though I’ve not had the opportunity to meet him yet.

But I will campaign against Michael Gove and all the other Tories in Surrey Heath, not on the basis of their character but because they are fundamentally opposed to the principles that I and the Liberal Democrats stand for.

Liberal Democrats have a deep affection for community, as something that binds people in a locality together, creates a common identity, develops shared objectives and which will lift the ability of people in an area of improve the place in which they live. 

The Tories, as in Gladstone’s day, basically distrust the idea of community. They instinctively want to hold power to themselves.

Liberal Democrats have a strong belief in the integrity of democratic debate, believing that it is by a rational examination of the arguments, by engaging with people who don’t necessarily share your beliefs, that you will achieve something that is better and which will have the support of the bulk of those involved.

The Tories are uneasy about debate. They dislike having to engage with people who don’t agree with them, and they would prefer to just tell people the decisions they have reached behind closed doors.

Liberal Democrats are passionate about freedom and justice, because we believe deep in our hearts in the unique importance of each individual, and in providing the framework where people can develop more of the unique potential inside themselves. It’s from this same passion that springs our focus on good education for all. And that good education for all is a right, not a privilege for those who can afford it.

The Tories believe that freedom and justice are only for those who deserve it, who conform to their patterns of behavior.

I don’t think I’ve ever been very good at conforming.

I joined the Young Liberals at the tender age of thirteen. I was out on anti apartheid marches in my teens.
And when people said to me that you’ll never change apartheid though marches, I replied “I oppose apartheid because it’s fundamentally wrong to keep one group of people as an underclass, to deny their rights, to refuse them the opportunity to shape the future of their country, and it is particularly loathsome when you do so on the basis of the colour of their skin.”

It wasn’t my job to worry about how effective my protest would be at the time. I knew that it was important that I stood up for what I believed. It was sufficient that black South Africans would know that there were people in this country who stood alongside them, and were prepared to lead a change in the climate of opinion.
It took another 20 years for apartheid to finally fall. Change does not come about easily. It comes about when men and women of courage and integrity are prepared to stand up and be counted.

One of the campaigns with which I’ve been most proud to be associated was with a group of young people down in Worthing.

When I was the Lib Dem candidate in Chichester at the last General Election, a mum approached me to tell that me the story of her daughter Hayley.

Hayley had been out clubbing at a local night spot some miles outside the town on the edge of the countryside. She had missed the last bus and decided to walk back into town. On the way, she walked over a railway crossing, stepped back as a car went past her and fell on the live rail, and died, leaving her 2 year old son without a mother.

Hayley’s mum, Cynthia, asked me if there was anything we could do to stop this happening again. 
Hayley was the live wire in her group of friends and they were desperately upset to have lost her.

I met up with them and we formed “Remember Hayley – Come Home Safe” to campaign for safer clubbing, safer transport home and safer railway crossings. We had 20 – 30 young people aged between 16 and 25 out doing surveys of clubbers in Worthing at 1:00 in the morning. 
My role was encouragement, vision and a bit of organisation. The youngsters (and not me) presented petitions, gave presentations to the councillors and met with the police and the night club owners. We were in the papers, on local radio and TV, because we touched a nerve with both parents and young people. And suddenly Worthing had to come to terms with the fact that there were a lot of young people locally who had a voice and an opinion.
We had started with nothing and within months we had made a real difference. But for me, the massive satisfaction was in helping to give a voice to the voiceless, to stand alongside people who had something to say and who just needed some help and encouragement to stand up and say it, and who would this earn the right to be heard.
And that is what keeps me going. My belief that, as Liberal Democrats, we have the courage, the commitment and the integrity to make a difference. 
I think sometimes we are a little scared of the Conservatives. Surrey Heath Tories have a lot of money and they’re quite well organised. We did well against them when they weren’t particularly well organised, and we’ve lost some ground since then.

We should certainly know our opponents and make a realistic assessment of their strengths and weaknesses. But we should never be scared of them. It’s our courage and our commitment that will see us through.

One little anecdote that might amuse you. I was talking earlier this week to a Lib Dem candidate who happened to have a lot of Tory friends. She commented that the Tories are scared of the Liberal Democrats, mainly because they can’t understand how we can achieve so much with so little money! So never underestimate our ability to give the Tories a scare.

But I want to achieve something more than scaring the local Tories, though that would have some satisfaction in itself.

I want to see a major shift towards the principles of Liberal Democracy in this constituency. 
I want to see principles of fairness and justice, of care for the poor and elderly, of decent education; all founded on the principles of greater involvement of and greater power to our communities.
And yes, that will involve getting more councillors elected. But it will also mean more campaigning, more and smarter ways of getting our message across, more getting out and talking to people, more debate, and more fresh ideas. And through that process, we will raise our profile, and we will be talked about as the people who want change in Surrey Heath.

And where does your Lib Dem parliamentary candidate fit into all this?

Would I like to be the next Member of Parliament for Surrey Heath? Yes of course I would. I would love to be able to help to bring about change in the constituency and in the country through a place in the House of Commons.

Clearly, right now the odds are against my winning the seat at the next General Election, which most people expect to happen in early May 2010.

But will that stop me campaigning against Michael Gove with all my energy. No it will not.

To achieve change in Surrey Heath, we will need to get more local councilors elected in the elections in May 2011. I want to see our General Election campaign be the springboard, the breakthrough in our credibility, which will see us ready to run a full on campaign to elect more Liberal Democrat councilors in all our target seats in May 2011.
And that, believe me, is entirely achievable. It will take hard work. It will take planning. It will take money. It will involve change. We won’t win many friends amongst the Tory hierarchy.

I love the saying “From many small streams flows a mighty river”

Each of us can only play a part in helping to change Surrey Heath. For some it may be a small part, hosting a small event in your home, asking friends for their views on our campaigns, helping to pay for printing Focus or delivering leaflets. 
But together, all of these small streams come together to make a mighty river, that can sweep away the complacency and arrogance amongst the Conservatives in Surrey Heath, that can see something new, something fresh, something better in our community.

If you decide to endorse me as your parliamentary candidate, I will play my part. I will be there to encourage and support you, to provide a strong, clear vision for the way forward and to be the public face of the constituency when that’s necessary.

But without the help of each one of you, I might make some noise, but I won’t achieve very much. But believe me, there is nothing so powerful as a group of people who believe in themselves, who are committed to bring about change, and who will work together to make it happen.

I wish I had the eloquence of a Barack Obama, with his saying “yes we can”. And I can very much identify with that sentiment
But perhaps I can add something of my own. To “Yes we can”, I’d like to add “Together we will” “Together we will”.

I believe that. I want you to believe it with me.
Thank you.
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