I ’m_ﬁr:bud of my roots and [
hope Indians are proud of me’

f she wins the British general
elections, expected some time in
A_early May, she could be the first
woman of Indian origin to sit inthe
House of Commons. If her brother
retains hisseat, it could make a rare
sibling team in the British parlia-
ment. For, nominated as the Labour
party candidate from Walsall South
in west central England is Valerie
Vaz, who traces her ancesiral roots
to Goa and is the sister of Britain's
longestserving Asian MP Keith Vaz
who has been returned to parlia-
ment from Leicester East in south
rast England since 1987.
“It is a privilege to be able to be

actively involved in public service
at this level particularly as my ori-
gins arenot from Britain. However,
I have lived here (Britain) for over
40 years. It will be an honour to rep-
resent the people of Walsall South,”
says Valerie,

Of Goan ancestry, lawyer/poli-
tician Valerie was born in Aden and
migrated to the UK when the family
moved there. She currently works
as a solicitor for the government le-
gal service at the treasury solic-
itor’s department. Prior to that, she
set up her own firm Townsend Vaz
solicitors and has sat as a part time
deputy district judge in the county
court on the Midland and Oxford

| understand there are a
number of seats reserved for
women in India and | applaud
the positive action taken to
ensure women are
represented at all levels of
government. | would be keen
to exchange ideas so that we
can support each another

Valerie Vaz

circuit. Shealso worked for the BBC
on the television programme Net-
work East.

Walsall South is in the West Mid-
lands, not far from Birmingham,
and was thecentre of the steel indus-
try that has now largely disap-
peared. It has an ethnic minority
population of 26%, the second gen-
eration of which has been born in
the UK.

Valerie expects the main issues
in the election will be jobs and edu-
cation. “Insomeareasof the constit-
uency, the key performance indica-
tors of GCSE's (exams taken by
16-yvear-olds) vary from one ward to
another, [ will try to ensure that all
children haveaccesstoresources to
enablethemto achieve topscores ir-
respective of their background,”
Valerie promises.

“Owingtothe global crisis, there
has been an increase in unemploy-
ment but the Labour government
has brought in measures to ensure
that particularly young people stay
in training until they can secure
jobs. It has a large manufacturing
base and a leather industry that al-
though reduced, still makes the
&ueen’s handbags,” says Valerie,

Though she hasn’t had a chance

As a Labour party nominee for Britain’s
House of Commons, Valerie Vaz traces
her Goan ancestry while she talks
politics to Alexandre Moniz Barbosa

to nurse the constituency and was
selected only on March 17 after sit-
ting MP Bruce George decided tore-
tire, the Labour majority of 7,900
and George having represented it
for 39 vears, should help Valerie
hold the seat pretty easily.

This is not Valerie's first at-
tempt in politics. She was deputy
leader and elected councillor of the
London Borough of Ealing. “This
will prove very helpful in running
my campaign and I hope ultimately
to support a Labour government,”
says Valerie.

With brother Keith putting all
he has behind Valerie's campaign,
the Vaz siblings in the UK parlia-
ment is a very likely possibility. “1
am extremely proud of Keith's
achievements, and he is a mentor. [
was first elected to the council in
1986 and Keith to parliament in
1987, so our political activity has
run in tandem,” says Valerie.

Four decades in Britain haven't
watered down Valerie'sattachment
to India. “My father and my moth-
er's uncles worked for The Times of
India a while back, so I am proud of
my roots and I hope the Indian peo-
ple areproud of me,” says Valerie,

Once elected, she looks forward

to working with Indian MPs. I was
selected from an all-woman short
list so I am keen to establish a net=
work with other women MPs in In-
dia. I understand there are
number of seats that are reserv
for women and I applaud the posi
tive action taken to ensure wom
are represented at all levels of gov.
ernment. I would be keen to ex-
change ideas so that we can support
eachother,” says Valerie.

Keithand Valerie aren’t theonly
members of the Vazfamily tobe pas-
sionate about politics. “Politics aps
pearstoruninthefamily, butthat
only because we want to serve and
wewere told if much is given toyou,
much is expected from you. In addi-
tion, we want to make sure that the
difficulties we have faced are used
in a positive way so that other peo-
ple do not face those same diffieul:
ties,” says Valerie.

The Vaz siblings' mother Mer-
lyn too dabbled in politics and was
Leicester'sfirst Asian woman coun:
cillor and championed the cause of
pensioners’ rights. Shedied in 2008

With family supporting her |
this latest venture, Valerie hojp
take her place among Britaln
makers a fow wooks from ne




