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Bob Harris farewell speech to EI World Congress, Cape Town, South Africa, 25 July 2011

Colleagues, brothers and sisters, chers amis, companeros

On my first day of teaching, 46 years ago, the senior teacher set out my duties for me, then he said: ‘It’d be a good idea for you to join the union. Here are the forms for membership.’ It was natural, normal. Being a member of your union went hand in hand with commitment to teaching.
These were the sixties, for I am of that generation, and a rather sleepy Institute of Teachers in my home state was awakening to political activism. We joined with parents to win better conditions for schools and children. We put education on the political agenda. 
We did the same nationally. We achieved federal funding for state schools. There was a constitutional crisis in Australia, and we mobilized the nation to keep the funding despite political upheavals. 
At the same time I was working with Aloysius Mathews in Asia and the Pacific, and I had the privilege of joining colleagues in local programmes to build union capacity.
In 1978, when I left Australia for studies in the US and Europe, it was a moment of pride for me that my national Teachers’ Federation voted to join the Australian Council of Trade Unions.

The 1980 WCOTP Assembly adopted a programme of cooperation for development, and for the next years it was my task to work in the field, in all regions, on its implementation. Memories are still fresh of the wonderful colleagues with whom I worked in so many countries - their dedication, their commitment. SADTU has invited Magaretha and Annali here as special guests. They were the sisters of so many member unions, in all the continents.  
Of all the missions, the one that left the strongest mark on me personally was in this country. It was after the Alexandra six day uprising of 1986, when like the Soweto uprising a decade earlier, many schoolchildren died. I went to Soweto and Alexandra with our affiliate’s leaders, and I met with the representative of those working underground – those courageous leaders with a vision for a new South Africa. With Tom Bediako, African members then convened the meetings in neighbouring countries, then within South Africa, that led to the creation of SADTU. So, it is special, to be saying farewell at this Congress in South Africa.
As Thulas said so well in Berlin, achieving unity is rarely easy. It can be pretty tough, even painful.  But unity is one of the keys to success in achieving our goals – for education and for society.
The quest for unity among four international teacher organisations had been historically difficult. In 1989, the world changed. The Berlin Wall fell and three months later, Nelson Mandela walked free. In that context, there was an opportunity to take a major step towards international teacher unity. For WCOTP the mandate came from the 1990 Assembly in Costa Rica, when Lars Erik and I worked so closely together. 
There was some tough negotiating between the two teams led by Mary Futrell and Al Shanker, later our two Founding Presidents, while Fred and I worked on draft after draft of statutes and all kinds of other documents. We thought we were innovative, with our early laptops. It’s hard to believe, 20 years on, that we actually didn’t have emails or mobile ‘phones!
Out of those negotiations came not only words on paper, but respect, and trust, and friendship. Like those on the negotiating teams, colleagues in national member organizations contributed very significantly to the process. Don Cameron, and Paul and Lillemor, and others. So when we went to Stockholm in January 1993, we had the conditions for the creation of Education International.
EI grew rapidly. The early unity was consolidated and was completed in Berlin. We were also able to play a key role in the unification of the international trade union movement, and in the modernisation of the movement’s cooperation through the creation of the Council of Global Unions.
I am of course immensely proud to have contributed to the creation of this International of our’s, and to have helped in the years that followed, to develop its advocacy on behalf of the educators of the world, advocacy for quality public education for all. The challenges are as great as ever, and I am confident that a new generation, colleagues in this room today, will rise to those challenges and take EI’s mission forward.
As I look back, there have been consistent themes, which recurred in whatever I did, and I would like to think those themes will also be the basis for EI’s work in the future.
The first is the MAGIC of the teaching profession. 
Nothing, nothing can replace the magic of teaching: the awakening of young minds to the world, and to their own possibilities. Some of the most important outcomes of education, you cannot measure. And technology cannot be a substitute for the essence of education. 
Our profession is more relevant, more necessary, in today’s world than ever. All the more reason for a whole fresh look to be taken into the role of the teaching profession in the 21st century, for a new wholisitic approach to the recruitment, preparation, and professional development of the people of education – the educators; this to be driven by the profession: a new vision for the teaching profession. And this Congress has laid the foundations for it! 

The second is the NOBILITY of the trade union movement.

It has become fashionable to typecast trade unions as relics of the past. Yes trade unions have a great past of fighting for justice and equity. More, trade unions have a proud record in building the foundations of democracy. This is the nobility of the movement. In today’s world, the need for collective action in the face of growing inequity in the global community is more necessary than ever, so that individual men and women will not remain as spectators of the passage of history, but together, they can be the actors of their own destinies. There is a monster called globalisation out there, and we have to tame it, and we need unions so that we can do it together.
Both the teaching profession and the trade union movement must rise to these new challenges. Like all human institutions they are not immune from failings, even grave failings. But when they aspire to the best, when action matches ideals, when ethics and integrity provide the basis of their strength, the capacity of both the teaching profession and of the trade union movement to change the world is unequalled.  
And the third theme, the one I feel deep in here, is the RICHNESS of the diversity of humanity. 

We all bring to the human adventure our identities – national, cultural, ethnic, gender – and our beliefs. Those identities are present in our classrooms today, for the world has come into each classroom. In the global community, there is no turning back of the mobility of people and information. It is so critical for education to foster within each young person confidence in his or her own identity while respecting the identity of others. 
Combine these three things: the magic of the teaching profession, the nobility of the trade union movement, and a profound belief in the value, the richness of diversity, and we have, 
I believe, the essence of Education International, the basis for its creation, and I would like to think, the inspiration for its future.
Finally, I come to this moment with some emotion. I could not even begin to express my personal appreciation to so many friends and colleagues with whom I have shared so much over the years. As I could not adequately convey a mix of personal feelings, I would like, in conclusion, to share with you, my friends and colleagues, some lines of the Lebanese poet Kahlil Gibran, from his great poem, The Prophet:
Shall the day of parting be the day of gathering? And shall it be said that my eve was in truth my dawn? A seeker of silences am I, and what treasure have I found in silences that I may dispense with confidence? If this is my day of harvest, in what fields have I sowed the seed and in what unremembered seasons? ...
 These things he said in words. But much in his heart remained unsaid. For he himself could not speak his deeper secret... a sadness came upon him, and he thought in his heart: How shall I go in peace and without sorrow? Nay, not without a wound in the spirit shall I leave this city... Yet I cannot tarry longer. The sea that calls all things unto her calls me, and I must embark. Fain would I take with me all that is here. But how shall I? A voice cannot carry the tongue and the lips that gave it wings. Alone must it seek the ether. And alone and without his nest shall the eagle fly across the sun.”
Thank you, merci beaucoup, muchas gracias.
