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Talba


LAQGĦA MAL-KUMMISSARJU GUNTHER OETTINGER, RESPONSABBLI MILL-BAĠIT U RIŻORSI UMANI

[bookmark: _GoBack]Din kienet laqgħa konġunta bejn il-Kumitat Permanenti dwar l-Affarijiet Barranin u Ewropej u l-Kumitat Permanenti dwar l-Affarijiet Ekonomiċi u Finanzjarji. 

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON (Onor. Edward Zammit Lewis): First of all, thank you for your visit. Two of the most important parliamentary committees, namely, the Foreign and European Affairs Committee and the Economic and Financial Affairs Committee, are gathered here for this meeting. We understand how important your portfolio is within the College of European Commissioners because it comprises the budget. That, in itself, is a challenge and especially so with Brexit because the absence of the UK’s contribution will affect Member States considering that they all have different priorities. We believe that this is an occasion which unites us more and we give you our full support in the task of considering all these different priorities when coming to budgetary allocation. 

You are also responsible for human resources which, for a country like ours, with no natural resources, is very important because our economy is based on human resources as is the case with financial services and tourism. So, this is a very important meeting both at a parliamentary level and at the executive level because of the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF). 

Now I give you the floor to give us a brief about the priorities with regards to the EU budget and anything else that you may wish to add. 

KUMMISSARJU GUNTHER OETTINGER (responsabbli mill-badġit u riżorzi umani): Dear colleagues, Members of Parliament, Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for inviting me. It is in my interest to meet Members of your Government but also the Members of Parliamentary Committees because a European Multiannual Financial Framework is not just a Commission’s framework but it is a European Union’s framework and so it is relevant for the European Parliament and for national, regional and local parliaments. 

The next Multiannual Financial Framework will be coming out in the beginning of May and it will cover the period 2021 up to the end of 2027, a seven-year period. One main point is to check whether there are new challenges, new responsibilities. In 2011 and 2012, when we discussed the existing MFF we could not foresee new challenges or increasing responsibilities. For example, take the migration and refugee crisis which you know well. Take border protection and border control of our 27 Member States. For example, take research in general, take strategic infrastructure, energy, the digital revolution and so on. So, we have to speak with Member States about which challenges can be solved by Member States and which challenges can be better solved by Member States and the EU working together and may be by financial instruments on a European level. That is the first point. 

The second point is that we have long-term traditional programmes which, after a seven year period, we have to check them, to modernise them, to simplify the rules by making them less beaurocratic and how to achieve a high level of flexibility between programmes, headings and years because as in 2011 we could not foresee what will happen in 2018, we cannot foresee today what may happen in 2024 or 2026.  So, we need to have a flexible budgetary instrument. 

Then we have Brexit. Apart from all the difficult negotiations, we are expecting an EU 28 budget in 2019 and even 2020, that is, up to the end of the fifth MFF. But after a transition phase, EU 27 will mean losing a large Member State with a GDP per capita higher than the European average and a net contributor. That will mean losing €12 billion or €13 billion a year. This will create a gap between revenue and expenditure and so we have to close that gap.

The interests of each Member State are different and so we are proposing to close the Brexit gap by 50% cut in our existing structure and with the other 50% coming from extra money by the EU 27 Member States. In the interest of our Member States, for migration we are proposing an additional 80% and 20% cuts in our existing structure. In these days, we are visiting Member States, today we travelled to Malta and next Tuesday we will travel to Dublin and so on, so as to see what their general approach is and what are their special needs. Our common agriculture policy is important for Malta and the good thing is that we have one single market and you have products of high quality which are good for our consumers, however, an island does not have the same basis for farmers as, for example, France or Poland. 

Cohesion is very important for you and we have to see how to regulate our cohesion funds. Some are saying that cohesion funds should only be for less developed regions in Member States. I do not think so. So, we are seeing which cuts are acceptable without damaging or destroying cohesion.  There are a number of cohesion programmes available for all Member States. Cohesion is very important for your country because many young Maltese people are taking part in Erasmus because a small country cannot have several excellent universities.  Malta is not as industrialised as France or Germany and so we are seeing how to widen the Horizon Programme post 2020 for start-ups and for small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs).  Some of your players can take part in joint private public partnerships. We want to hear the expectations of our Member States.  That is the reason why I am here.  Let me stress one thing: when your government proposes the annual budget it will need a majority in your Parliament, however, for a seven-year framework we need unanimity of the 27 finance ministers, of the 27 members of the General Affairs Council and, at the end of the day, of the 27 Heads of State and Government besides the 27, or even more, parliaments. So, I need you. 

The last point I would like to make is that we will have the elections of the European Parliament in May/June of next year and that makes it even more difficult when it comes to negotiations. So, we are asking our Member States: are you willing to make the next MFF a priority in all our European institutions from May 2nd up to our next European Parliament elections? Thank you for inviting me. 

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Thank you very much for giving us an overview of the Commission’s priorities which are also the priorities of our citizens. I will now ask my colleagues whether they have any observations or questions. The Hon. Mario de Marco. 

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO: First of all, thank you for taking the time to meet us. As Commissioner responsible for the Budget and Human Resources, yours is one of the most challenging responsibilities within the Commission. In June last year, the Commission published a reflection paper on the future of EU finances wherein five scenarios were laid out and, undoubtedly, the fifth scenario was the most ambitious scenario.

Earlier this year, you laid out a number of proposals effectively putting to the side the fifth scenario. So, from the remaining four scenarios, which one are you seeing as the most likely scenario to effectively take place and to be successful in obtaining unanimity which you require within the Member States in having the next MFF? 

KUMMISSARJU GUNTHER OETTINGER: In my opinion, we need a mix of several scenarios. I would say, 50% of scenario 5, that is, more Europe, migration, border protection, development aid, research, fight against terrorism. We can say that several Member States are coming together on several issues with some being pioneers while others may follow. Not all of our current work has to be continued and so we are analysing our daily work as necessary. We are asking: can we give something back to Member States and national parliaments? We are thinking of a mix from scenarios 5, 3 and 4, that is, 50% of the fifth scenario and 20% and 30% of the third and the fourth scenarios could be quite a convincing mix.

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO: I think one of the main points that rightly so you emphasised is the need for flexibility and the importance of a vision, even though, despite the best vision one might have, there are certain things one can never foresee. I think that five years or ten years ago few of us around this table would have predicted Brexit or, to a certain degree, the rise of popularism across international politics. So, within this realistic context that politics changes on a weekly basis, yes, flexibility is crucial. Given that we are going to lose the second largest contributor to the EU budget, how do you intend ingraining within this MFF the required flexibility that is going to be required? 

KUMMISSARJU GUNTHER OETTINGER: In our financial regulations we have an omnibus and, in addition, a mid-term provision review. In the meantime, we have more flexibility between programmes, between headings and between years than we had before. We may need even more flexibility, but we also have to see, for example, that farmers and researchers need more certainty as well. Maybe you can take some money from our Horizon 2020 Programme or our two agricultural pillars to migration, but you cannot reduce them by 50% because that would destroy trust and confidence. A farmer or a researcher needs a clear idea of the amount of money he will have for a programme from the beginning up to 2025. So, it is always a balance between fixed programmes and a certain amount of extra money together with flexibility. 

ONOR. DAVID STELLINI: First of all, thank you Mr Commissioner for coming to Malta. Like my colleague, Hon. Mario de Marco, I come from the Nationalist Party which forms part of the European Peoples Party. I have a couple of questions, one of them is more of a clarification, if possible, about the outline of the Commission’s proposals about the Multiannual Financial Framework. Is the MFF going to include the contributions of Member States, pre-allocations for Member States and the contributions to expenses according to sectors so that we will know whether there is going to be … For example, during the last informal summit the Heads of State and Government decided that they are going to allocate more funds to migration, security, defence, Erasmus and, if I am not mistaken, even to climate change. So, if Malta is going to receive less funds from the Cohesion Fund and the Agriculture Fund, then I would presume that the Government of Malta will aim to get more funds in terms of migration, for example, for projects in Africa. So, if there is going to be more money for migration, presumably there would be more European projects in Africa and then Malta would try to get more of those funds. This is why I am kindly asking you to give us an outline or more details about the Commission’s proposals. 

Secondly, there is the issue of conditionality. During the same summit, Chancellor Angela Merkel and EP President Antonio Tajani floated the idea that the Visegrád Member States are willing to lose some money or to pay more money if they do not contribute in terms of solidarity on migration. Broadly speaking, they are not participating in responsibility sharing on migration and perhaps this would be a way out for them. 
The last question is a bit sharper: Will Malta still be a net beneficiary or not? 

KUMMISSARJU GUNTHER OETTINGER: To close the budget gap means to accept some cuts. The UK, with 64 million citizens and a GDP per capita of €40,000, is a game changer. We have to close the gap and so we need to have some cuts, but acceptable ones of about 5% to 10% reduction in the CAP (Common Agricultural Policy) and in the Cohesion Fund. The outcome will be that every Member State and every region can ask for cohesion funds. 

Regarding migration, we are learning from the past and so we are developing instruments whereby we invest more outside and inside Europe. Next week we have to decide if we should continue with the second edition of the Turkey-EU Agreement by investing an additional €3 billion to stabilise the humanitarian situation of 1 million refugees coming from Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan, who for the moment are living in Turkey. We should also see other options as to how to come to an agreement with stable governments, even non-democratic governments, because we have to help the people. We have to consider this in the case of Jordan, Lebanon and Libya.  It will be feasible to spend some money if we reach reliable agreements with obligations on both sides for, for example, border protection and by investing in more people in Frontex to support and assist countries like Greece Bulgaria, Cyprus, Malta and Italy.  

Now we come to conditionality and migration where you mentioned the Visegrád Member States. Here, we have to decide, and we have to differentiate. If we should invest more on migration through the EU budget, as I already mentioned, I am sure that all 27 Member States are willing to do that. Ireland could say that refugees are not their problem because they are far away, but they are willing to invest if it is a common issue and to show solidarity among Member States. From the point of view of my own country, Germany, it is important to strengthen the borders of our southern Member States because if we do not do that then refugees coming to Lampedusa could end up in Munich. I think that to invest in people in Nigeria, Mali, Libya and Turkey, and to strengthen control of our borders via the EU budget, is an efficient strategy and clear to all of us. 

The quota system is difficult, and I think that it is causing a huge problem. We have to see whether we are all willing to fulfil the quota, including Hungary, Poland and so on. We should avoid a division in the EU. If the EU were to be divided it would be a big gain for autocrats in Ankara and Moscow. 

Will Malta be a net beneficiary? That depends. For the moment you are. With the UK’s exit from the EU, you will be no richer because you will still have the same GDP per capita, but the average GDP per capita will go down. I think that in the short and medium term you will be a net beneficiary but your economy is growing, your policies are being successful, Malta is an attractive place for investment, for services, for financial services, for SMEs and so you are nearing the average or even higher. I think the better option is to be higher than the average. 

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: There is no option.  It is Hobson’s choice. 

KUMMISSARJU GUNTHER OETTINGER: It is the negative outcome of a success story. It is the same situation in Latvia, in Estonia and hopefully even in Romania. I think our main interest should be to reduce the differences in GDP per capita. The EU GDP per capita average is €28,000, in Germany the average is €40,000, in Luxemburg the average is €100,000 and in Bulgaria the average is €6,800.  In a single market we need to bring these averages closer but that does not mean that we will bring the average of Luxemburg down to €6,000 but that via cohesion and smart policies the average of Bulgaria, and all the others, will go up to €15,000 or €20,000 or €30,000. We will never have one GDP per capita for all EU Member States but we have to invest through a smart European strategy to improve the GDP per capita average of certain Member States. In Malta, the GDP per capita does not vary so much. When Germany was unified, we had a huge difference between the GDP per capita average of East Germany and that of West Germany. The principle is to give under-developed Member States and regions a chance to reach at least the EU per capita average. 

ONOR. DAVID STELLINI: Thank you for your answers. If you will allow me, Commissioner, I will now turn to politics because the Multiannual Financial Framework is to reflect the politics in Europe. For example, the Italians are heading to the polls and we know that their main anxieties mostly concern migration from Africa. Even in the case of Brexit, the main driver was migration even though that was more related to the freedom of movement. Then if you look at Germany and France you see extremist parties gaining ground and that too is mostly related to migration and security. I think I will be speaking for all of us, even for those from the Government side, that the EU is a great project and that Malta has benefitted a lot. But, has the EU learned? Is the EU understanding the feelings and the main anxieties of its people which are bringing to the fore Eurosceptic parties and which has brought about Brexit?

KUMMISSARJU GUNTHER OETTINGER: A very interesting question. Having been several times in Asia, Africa, the US and South America, when I take into account our quality of life, our economy, our nature, our multicultural citizenship, our freedom and our peace, Europe is the most attractive continent but with the most difficult neighbourhood.  Africa is our southern neighbour and it is a challenge for Europe. Africa can have a future, but we have to stabilise it. We have been doing things in Egypt, Palestine, Eritrea, Libya and right down to Nigeria.  But we have to do more. We need to have a clear strategy on Africa. No doubt that concerns Malta directly but it also concerns Denmark or Sweden indirectly.  

Yes, we are aware of the rise of populism, but migration is only one aspect. In the last decade, our generation has been influenced by globalisation, automation and digitisation and that is an ongoing process. A minority of people is getting concerned because they are thinking that they may become the losers in this development, globalisation, automisation and digitisation and so their vote is a warning signal against this development and it is resulting in populism, protectionism and nationalism. So, we have to do more to convince everyone that such things as globalisation, trade agreements and digital technologies and services are good for us even if they present some inevitable challenges but, in the end, they are bringing benefits. Our children are being brought up in the digital environment but with regards to people who are 50 or 60 years old we have to stabilise their situation in our labour market so that they will not feel that they are losers in this revolution. This is an important obligation on the part of local, national and European politicians, and also for the social partners such as employers and trade unions. 

ONOR. EMANUEL MALLIA (President tal-Kumitat għall-Affarijiet Ekonomiċi u Finanzjarji): Thank you Commissioner Oettinger. Our roads crossed when you were European Commissioner for Digital Economy and Society but today, we have had the pleasure to hear your exposition about the EU budget. I am aware that you have further meetings on your busy schedule and so, we thank you once again for visiting us and for answering the questions of my fellow colleagues. Thank you. 

Fil-11.40 a.m. il-laqgħa ġiet fi tmiemha u l-Kumitat aġġorna għal data u b’aġenda li jiġu komunikati aktar tard.
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