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Former United Nations secretary-general Kofi Annan called today for a "bold investment" in poverty relief in Africa to heal the past wounds of slavery. 
In a rare address to both houses of parliament to mark the bicentenary of the abolition of the slave trade, Mr Annan said slavery was a "stain on human history" from which hardly any part of the world was exempt. 
"The trade whose abolition we commemorate today was an abominable practice taken to its most abominable extreme," he said. 
"And today we should ask ourselves not only why Britain abolished it 200 years ago, but why it was tolerated for so long." 
Mr Annan said many Africans believed that history had still not repaired the past wounds for slavery, driving a demand for reparations. 
But he said that, at a time when Africa might be the only region of the world which would not achieve the majority of the UN's millennium development goals by 2015, the issue was best dealt with through investment in poverty relief. 
"In order to build on our common rights and values, we must be conscious of our intertwined fate," he said. 
"A bold investment in addressing poverty in Africa, as promised by the G8 in Gleneagles, would be the best way to heal the wounds of the past and turn the page." 
Mr Annan said that with thousands of women and children around the world being sold and exploited every day, slavery has still not been consigned to history. 
"Despite international labour standards and a UN protocol against human trafficking, millions of victims, particularly children - made vulnerable by poverty and exploited by criminals - are working in mines, sweatshops, brothels and plantations, trapped by debt and violence," he said. 
"In a perverse commercialisation of humanity, they are used like products and then thrown away. 
"Slavery cannot be relegated to the annals of history so long as men, women and children are still being coerced, drugged, tricked, and sold to do dangerous and degrading work against their will." 
Mr Annan said the success of the abolitionists such as William Wilberforce and Thomas Clarkson in exposing the cruelty and suffering of the slave trade showed how public opinion could be mobilised to change policy. 
"The abolitionists of 18th century Britain represented a moral truth that seemed remote from the ways of the world, a moral passion that must at first have seemed utterly impracticable," he said. 
"Yet by persistence, by resolve, by eloquence, and by imagination, they changed history. They showed that moral persuasion could prevail over narrow self-interest. They demonstrated that public opinion could change the law. 
"In the half-century following the Slave Trade Act, the Royal Navy freed almost 150,000 beings. Ideals that once seemed quixotic were backed with battleships. And so we revisit the history of the slave trade not only with horror but with hope." 
Addressing the joint Houses of Parliament is considered a major honour which has previously been bestowed on only 31 world leaders since 1939. 
The list includes Nelson Mandela, the Dalai Lama and former US presidents Bill Clinton and Ronald Reagan. 
In an opening speech, the deputy prime minister, John Prescott, said that, in the 34 years Mr Annan had spent in the service of the United Nations, the world had "transformed incredibly". 
He said it had gone from "the old cold war to the new hot planet". 
"Vicious local wars and acts of terrorism have supplanted the stand-off of the global superpowers. 
"And the massive global movement of capital and labour has been accompanied by new forms of modern day slavery. 
"In an era of bewildering change, in which we need collective action more than ever before, there was a growing loss of confidence (and credibility) in many of our multinational institutions." 
Paying tribute to Mr Annan, Mr Prescott said: "Of course huge challenges remain, but Kofi, in the last 10 years, you have played a major part in reforming the United Nations - so that it can reconnect with the people of the world and respond to issues like climate change which demand global solutions to global problems. 
"Kofi, you may recall, when we met in New York last November we reflected on the consequences for African growth and African countries of the slavery of the past - which remains a matter of sorrow and deep regret for us all, a crime that shames us all. 
"I met a group of children in Ghana who said, in a dramatic re-enactment of the slave chain, and I quote - 'Not every black man was innocent. Not every white man was guilty.' 
"An accurate and powerful statement on that evil trade from the mouths of schoolchildren. 
"We looked forward to this year's commemoration of the 200th anniversary of the abolition of the slave trade. But we also spoke of the suffering which remains today, in the form of modern-day slavery - human trafficking, child conscription, bonded labour and other appalling acts of inhumanity in our world today. 
"In this historic anniversary year, we are delighted that you have accepted our invitation to speak on this special occasion, in which we commemorate William Wilberforce MP, the former slave Equiano and the thousands of other people who campaigned for an end to the evil slave trade. 
"We express our appreciation for your efforts to secure a safer and more sustainable world, in which the inhumanity of modern day slavery can finally be purged from the world." 

