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FOR three weeks each summer, I
moonlight as a tennis
correspondent for a tabloid

newspaper. So it was with particular
interest that I listened to a speech by
Venus Williams in Dubai last weekend.
After thanking the tournament•s
sponsors and collecting the winner•s
cheque for $500,000, the champion, who
is as remarkable for what little she
usually says as for her prowess on a
tennis court, suddenly veered off-
message with the waywardness of one of
her hapless opponent•s forehands.

Williams referred enigmatically to
•one of our players who should be hereŽ.
This was Israeli Shahar Peer … denied a
visa to compete in Dubai by the United
Arab Emirates, which does not have
diplomatic ties with Israel. In her
subsequent press conference, Williams
referred to Althea Gibson, who
overcame prejudice to become the first
black player to enter and then win
Wimbledon… which Williams emulated
some 40 years later. She said: •Gibson
played and I thought of the people who
stood up and played with her when no
one else would.Ž

Following this furore in the usually
sedate world of tennis, the tournament
was fined a record $200,000 by the
sport•s governing body. Israeli
competitor Andy Ram was granted a
visa for the men•s tournament in Dubai
this week. Peer was awarded $42,000 as
compensation for hurt feelings … an
amount equivalent to her average
tournament winnings for the previous
year. I trust that if an Arab athlete had
been denied a visa to play in Israel, the
game•s governing bodies would have
been equally swift in taking action.

The  history of sport has thrown up as
many •what ifsŽ as it has unlikely
champions, as athletes have fallen victim
to the politics of their home countries.
Would anyone remember Scotsman Alan
Wells, the last white man to claim the
Olympic 100 metres gold medal, if the
United States had not boycotted the
Moscow Games in 1980? 

Despite the fact that not a single South
African grape passed my lips until 1990,
I have a natural suspicion of politically -
motivated boycotts and those who
advocate them. Agendas become blurred
and motives shift as quickly as the
political reality of any given situation.
Those commentators who urged Britain
to boycott the 2008 Beijing Olympics
soon shut up when it became clear that
our swimmers and cyclists were doing
rather well. While it can be empowering
to join a boycott and often it is the only
course of action open to those without
enfranchisement, acting without being
in possession of the facts or having
foreseen possible consequences can
cause as much harm as doing nothing.

The latest call for a boycott comes

from the Irish Congress of Trade
Unionists. After a delegation returned
from a fact-finding trip to Gaza, the
ICTU launched a campaign to boycott
Israeli goods … a whole year after its
members came back from Gaza, in fact,
and not until after the latest
disproportionate attacks by the Israeli
military.

Predictably, the DUP dismissed the
ICTU report as unbalanced. Equally
predictably, Sinn Fein president Gerry
Adams, who hosted the report•s launch
at Stormont, commended the trade
unionists and backed the campaign. And
herein lies the problem with boycotts.
While they can highlight a situation that
might otherwise be ignored by the
media, support for any boycott depends
on existing political persuasions and has
little to do with the likely effectiveness
or otherwise of a particular campaign.

ICTU president Patricia McKeown,
who led the delegation to the Middle
East, meeting both Israelis and members
of Hamas, spoke of her profound shock
at conditions in Gaza, before expressing
her regret that the debate had split
along Unionist and nationalist lines. But
what did she expect? It was ever thus.

Almost uniquely among forms of
political activism, a boycott of another
country means those who support it
have seldom, if ever, visited the place
they are shunning … still less have any
real idea of what it is like to live there.
Life in many countries can be
unbearable, but the information we rely
on to make our decisions is often
unreliable at best. At worst, it can be
based on a deliberate untruth.

The brave people who walked to work
rather than take the bus in Montgomery,
Alabama in the 1950s might rightly be
considered heroes. But what of those
who boycotted Jewish businesses in Nazi
Germany and Poland, or the Iraqis who
boycotted Jewish businesses for a decade
during the Farhud ,the violent
dispossession of the Jews in Iraq
between 1941-1951. What of the
Philadelphia merchants who refused to
pay their taxes without representation
in 1769. Founding fathers of the world•s
greatest democracy or whingeing tax
cheats? 

In a new report, Amnesty
International accuses both Israel and
Hamas of committing war crimes during
the latest conflagration. Before
considering whether to boycott Israeli
produce (for any other reason than it
has been flown halfway around the
world) or convincing ourselves that
Palestinian olive oil really does taste
better (it does not), we must ensure we
have the information necessary to make
an informed decision. Without taking
precautions before taking action, we risk
responding to one form of extreme
fundamentalism with another.

The fundamental trouble
with supporting a boycott
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says. •I just didn•t want 18 weeks of
discomfort and pain to have the possibility
of another three months to live. It doesn•t
seem worth it.Ž Even when he contracted
pneumonia shortly after being diagnosed
and was prescribed methadone by his
oncologist, Brian has refused to take any
medication. He says: •I want to be awake
and aware of what is going on around me. I
don•t want to feel drowsy or drugged up.
Every moment now is precious.Ž

In December Brian, who lives alone,
moved out of his house … he has been
unable to sell it because of the collapsed
housing market … to move into sheltered
accommodation. When he originally
contacted Gedling council asking to move,
he received a letter saying that they would
get back to him within 12 months … by
which time he could be dead. The council
later apologised for the •administrative
errorŽ.

Stephen Gillingham, 51, from Derby was
working as an English language teacher in
China when he noticed that his health was
rapidly deteriorating … so much so that he
could no longer climb the stairs of the
school where he was teaching He returned
to Britain on June 26 last year. Thinking
that he was suffering from tuberculosis, he
visited his doctor for an examination. On
July 22, he was told that he had •stage 2Ž
lung cancer and mesothelioma. Two weeks
later, he was taking his first course of
chemotherapy. The disease takes hold that
quickly.

Shortly after he was diagnosed, Stephen
had a visit from a Macmillan nurse. She
spelt out clearly three ways in which he
could die: he could have a coughing fit that
is so bad it induces a heart attack; he could
cough until he runs out of breath; or, if he
is really lucky, he could have the morphine
dosage turned up to such an extent that he
dies in his sleep. •You really don•t get much
starker than thatŽ, says Stephen. •All these
bankers and City spivs who are crying in
their Porsches after losing their jobs and
bonuses … I don•t have one ounce of
sympathy for any of them. I•m dying … beat
that.Ž

Currently, Stephen takes more than 
30 pills a day to keep him alive, as well as
being on an oxygen cylinder. He takes
painkillers and two kinds of morphine to
numb the pain; folic acid tablets to
maintain his appetite; tamizipan to help
him sleep; metoclopramide to reduce
nausea and sickness; and lactulose to
relieve constipation. •I hate taking 
these pills, but you have to stay aliveŽ,
says Stephen. •I was told that I wouldn•t
see last Christmas, but I did. I•m now
hoping to see next Christmas and if the
pills and the chemotherapy help, then 
I have to do it.Ž

�All these bankers
who are crying in
their Porsches after
losing their bonuses
� I don�t have one
ounce of sympathy
for any of them. I�m
dying � beat that�
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