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LAQGĦA MAS-SUR GEORGES DASSIS, PRESIDENT TAL-KUMITAT EWROPEW GĦALL-AFFARIJIET EKONOMIĊI U SOĊJALI (EESC)

THE CHAIRPERSON (Hon. Anthony Agius Decelis): Good morning, Honourable Guests. On behalf of my colleagues, I would like to welcome you to Malta.  We are honoured that you have included us in the programme of your first visit to the Maltese House of Representatives. We appreciate the fact that you found the time in your busy schedule to exchange views with us on issues of current importance across Europe. We are all trying to move forward towards a better Europe, and today’s meeting is further proof of our commitment to these plans. We hope that today’s meeting will be a catalyst for an effective working relationship between our organisations. 

This meeting is the first step in the period of collaboration as we move closer towards the Maltese Presidency, and we look forward to having you here as our guests. We hope that this meeting will be fruitful and that, at the end of it, we would have found that common ground on which we can work and collaborate together. Allow me to introduce the Members of this Committee. Here we have the Hon. Michael Falzon, who has a vast experience in local politics.  He was also Deputy Leader for the Labour Party, which is the party at present in Government. We also have with us the Hon. Edward Scicluna, who was a professor of Economics for a long time at the University of Malta, and we also have a new Member of Parliament, the Hon. Clifton Grima. Around you there are a lot of colleagues and friends with whom we work very closely, and so for us it is very familiar to work with these gentlemen. I welcome you once again to Malta, and now I would like to invite you to make your comments. 

MR GEORGES DASSIS (President of the EESC):  Mr Chairperson, it is a pleasure and an honour for me to be here with you today. As you have noticed, I am not alone on this visit. In fact, with me I have my colleague Ms Daniela Rondinelli, who works in my Office. I also have with me excellent colleagues who also sit on the EESC, and so it was only normal that I should request their presence here with me today since they organised my visit. And I also have an excellent interpreter. 

It is true that this is my first visit to Malta, but cooperation with Malta and my work jointly with Maltese individuals go back much longer, even before Malta joined the EU. During my time as a trade union official, I worked with a number of trade unions and trade unionists from Malta. I also had the pleasure of meeting John and Charles and have since met with other people representing civil society. I would like to thank my colleagues and yourself for arranging this visit in your Parliament, which for me I consider to be the temple of democracy. Parliament is always the temple of democracy, and I think it is vital for me to talk with MPs and to try to put across the message that we have been propagating in the European Union institutions and elsewhere.  

I have already had very interesting talks with civil society representatives, with the Minister for Labour and Social Affairs, and with the Prime Minister. At every occasion I have said that the success of a presidency in no way depends on the size of the country but, on the contrary, it depends on the political will and the political determination of political leaders to push forward and promote European integration. 

I must say that it is a great pleasure to see that Malta is doing well, and it can serve as an example in economic terms and, to a certain extent, as an example on the social side of things as well. As you know, the European Union – or Community, as it was then – was in fact very attractive and appealing for more than 50 years. But, ever since the beginning of the financial crisis that was imported from the United States and with the consequences being felt in the real economy and on the lives of our fellow citizens, Europe has become less appealing. This is in part due to the fact that there are some significant leaders who, ever since the crisis, have forgotten the basic principle of solidarity. This confidence that people had in the EU started dwindling because our citizens noticed that the policies that were being put forward were in fact austerity policies in many instances and, at the same time, hundreds of billions of euros were being spent in bailing out banks which were in a difficult position but which were, in fact, in no small measure responsible for the crisis. 

The fact is that our fellow citizens – or at least some of them – have lost their trust in the EU because they have felt that the basic principle that was at the core of the European community and its establishment, which was harmonisation through progress, has been completely lost and overlooked, and what was being offered to them was not progress, but in fact a worsening of their working conditions. And that is due to the idleness of the Barroso Commission during his two terms in office.  Actually, President Barroso tried to act only in the very last year of his second term. It is also true that this decrease in trust was due to the fact that major member states, founding member states, have completely overlooked this basic principle of solidarity, and started acting each on its own accord and hoping for the best. Many of our fellow citizens have felt that Europe was not paying attention to them but just to the banks, and that it was playing high political games. This meant that in 2012 European integration started to be put into question.  

The institution I am proud to preside over has reacted and did react from the very beginning as soon as the crisis broke out. As you know, we are an advisory body and, as such, we cannot decide on anything, but we can bring together and we can find an agreement between trade unions, companies and employers and representative organisations from civil society. When we do manage to come together to agree on something, we can put forward concrete proposals. Whenever such concrete proposals are put forward, they tend to first of all become the Commission’s position, and in due course become a Europe-wide position. One example is the Charter for Fundamental Social Rights – which is now part and parcel of the European Treaties – that was initially a document drafted by the European Economic and Social Committee. I do hope that, alongside my colleagues, we will be able to secure similar results on the issue of Pillar of Social Rights in the Euro Zone, for which President Juncker has asked us to provide an opinion. 

For instance, we suggested that sovereign debtor states should be pooled so that speculators will not keep some countries and governments hostage. Obviously, we have not got there yet, but a lot of work and progress has been achieved since 2010. During President Barroso’s second term, we suggested that there should be a levy on financial transactions, and we put forward a very concrete and detailed specific proposal. I do not remember what the exact number was, but it was a very miniscule tax. In fact, it was something like 5c on every €1,000 of transactions and, with such a levy, we could have raised around €50 billion to €55 billion per year! That sum would have been more than enough to double the budget of the structural funds or, at the very least, to bring about development policies, or rather to bring about policies that would have a genuine concrete impact on our fellow citizens. Given the alarming rise in poverty, we suggested that a Minimum Survival Income Level should be established, and that this should be available to each and every European citizen. And this should be guaranteed by European funds.  

We started reacting to the migrants’ issue a long time ago, while more recently we reacted to the refugee issue. We clearly stated that we should not confuse the issues of migrants and refugees. We have also clearly repeated and focused on the fact that we have an obligation to welcome refugees. In fact, we have a legal and a moral obligation. In November 2015, we sent out 11 missions across 11 member states in the European Union, including Malta, to review and to see on the ground the actual situation of migrants and refugees. Incidentally, we also sent a mission to Turkey and, on the basis of these individual country reports, we drafted a synthesis report. One of the conclusions was to ask the European Commission to put forward a Europe-wide policy on migration and refugees.  

There are other proposals and ideas that we put forward over the 60 years that the Committee has been up and running, but I do not want to overload you with other examples. So, if you will allow me, I would like to hand you these documents on migration and refugees because, after all, they are still particularly relevant, and this will give you an idea of who we are as an institution. It will give you an idea of what my colleagues and I hope the EU will become, an organisation that is genuinely democratic, that shows solidarity, an area of peace and an institution that is genuinely close to its citizens. 

Finally, let me briefly tell you what I told the Prime Minister when I met him yesterday. I must say that I found him trustworthy; I felt confident that he would succeed, and I told him that he had to dare and be bold. In fact, as Chairman in office of the European Union, he will be in a position to put forward proposals, to identify issues on which to work, and to push these issues forward. I told him that, even if this fails, it does not matter because you would have dared to push someone forward into doing something. I must say that it has not always been politicians from large countries that have taken Europe forward and helped it grow.  Look at Paul-Henri Spaak from Belgium or Jean-Claude Juncker from Luxembourg, both coming from small countries. So, generally speaking, I am optimistic about the Maltese Presidency.  I think that there will be successes and, as I told the Prime Minister, my institution and I will be ready to support Malta on any initiatives he may take during the Presidency, initiatives that will help restore the trust that the citizens have vis-à-vis the EU because, indeed, if the EU collapses, what will happen next is undoubtedly war! 

THE CHAIRPERSON: President Dassis, thank you for your presentation. You mentioned a lot of important points, and I am sure that we could spend hours discussing them. I will make this literature you gave us available to all Members from both Committees. Now, I would like to invite Minister Scicluna to make his comments. 

HON. EDWARD SCICLUNA (Minister for Finance): Mr President, I would like to share with you the same pain that you have of disappointment from the European Union and its institutions, especially during the last six, seven years after the financial crisis. I myself was a Member in the European Parliament, and I was Vice Chairman of the Economic Committee which was very united when it came to legislate on financial regulations, but was very divided when we started discussing the response to the Euro crisis, in particular the Two-Pack and the Six-Pack. And that was something which really shocked me as a new politician because they excluded any reference to employment, to investment and to other similar positive policies.  These were explicitly deleted and voted against by the Conservatives in Parliament. So, I am not surprised that we got what we got!  

It was like a herd instinct; one country in front that believed that the remedy that worked for its own country will work for everybody, when even doctors know that the same medicine cannot work for everyone! So, I find it very disappointing now to be pushing forward a social pillar – which I find no problem with – but I find it offensive to come after the storm and to talk about the future. It does not mean that we should not cooperate for the future, but we had the test and we were always very proud of having a social Europe. We used to compare ourselves with the United States; but, unfortunately, when it came to reacting to the crisis, it was worse than the United States. The United States managed somehow to grow as much as it was before the crisis, whereas with us, with a shared consolidation, any economist could see that when all the countries come together, strong and weak, cut expenditure and cut investment, the debt and deficit will grow as a burden. 

I was also a rapporteur on the Euro in Parliament, and I remember the brick wall we found against it.  So, I think that the way we have to look at the future is to see the ingredients which led to this attitude by the Parliament and the Council, and see that they will not happen again because, otherwise, we can have as many pillars as we like, but if the system is affecting the order where the opinion of the strongest country becomes like a monopoly, then it will happen again and again.   

MR GEORGES DASSIS: You are quite right when you mention the United States. In fact, for a very long time we were ahead of them in the social affairs field. I remember that when Bill Clinton was campaigning, he used to say that for the social model he would copy a European social model. But, as you rightly pointed out, the Obama administration, from the beginning of the crisis, threw a lot of money at the problems. In fact, it threw €700 billion worth of investment into the real economy! That is very significant. In January 2010 – and, in those days, I was the Chairman of the Workers’ Group in the Committee – we put forward the idea of a financial stability mechanism, and we submitted it to the Spanish Minister, who was the Chairman at that time, and he came back to us and, in private, said that yes, we were probably right, but that it would be very difficult to get it through the Council! 

This brings me to another point.  When people say that things do not move in Europe, mainly it is not the European Parliament’s fault, but it is in the Council that it does not move. Some leading politicians in the Council have a very difficult time trying to identify what is really essential, and what is of secondary importance. In this respect, I do hope that Malta – I am full of hope – will be able to send a signal on these issues. As I have said on a number of times, the history of Europe is all about major staging points for development in our history.  

We had the European Coal and Steel Treaty, and then the internal market was pushed by the right of law, followed by the unfortunate French referendum on the treaty and other staging points; but, I think that what we have today is an opportunity for Malta to do something on what I have just said, that is to open a new phase on external borders. It just does not make sense that Malta, Italy and Greece should bear the full brunt of the full cost of the refugee crisis by themselves. As I often tell my Nordic colleagues, next time it might happen to them. So, there is an opportunity, and something must be done. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: The Hon. Scicluna. 

HON. EDWARD SCICLUNA: I just want to make one final point about what my Ministry will be having as its priorities in the Council for the next six months. We are going to give first priority to the Capital Markets Union because we believe that the problem now is the access to credit, especially for SMEs. We should encourage other venues of getting credit, and not just from the banks. There should be justified reasons for the crusade of putting more and more rigorous financial legislation and, by doing so, this crisis will not happen again. Together with the parallel crusade against money laundering – which is also a justified policy – but now together they have brought the banks in a situation where they are de-risking and not addressing or managing risk, but they are letting it go and not touching investment, especially between European countries in the Mediterranean with their neighbours outside the EU! So, all the opportunities in Iran, in the Middle East, in North Africa and beyond have now become impossible. 

Our banks are not allowing accounts to be opened, even from legitimate businesses. Besides the European files, which we will prioritise to ensure that we have more access to credit in the informal meeting in Malta, in the beginning of April, we will invite the South of the Mediterranean countries.  There will be a three-day conference, which is very important, where we will bring the ministers, central bankers, the businesspeople, and I even approached the World Bank, to address this issue. And this is a big issue. American banks are dropping their correspondence facility so we cannot even trade and transfer payments because they say we are in the Mediterranean, and we are too risky according to these new types of regulations! So, we have to keep in mind that this is becoming an issue. We are not talking about lower regulations, but somebody must support; the banks, the EIB, the World Bank or the EBRD must give certain guarantees for legitimate businesses to happen. Otherwise, it is of no use to talk about EFSI. We should invest wherever opportunities exist. 

MR GEORGES DASSIS: I do hope I can extend some support on this one, and we will keep in contact during the Presidency. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Mr President, we only have eight minutes left before your next meeting. So, now I would like to invite the Hon. Michael Falzon to make his comments.  

HON. MICHAEL FALZON: I will only make a very brief point. First of all, thank you for finding the time to meet us. One issue which perhaps would help in this is the role of parliamentarians and the role of parliamentary diplomacy. Would you see a scope for this if the role of your committee is expanded in the future? 

THE CHAIRPERSON: The Hon. Clifton Grima.

HON. CLIFTON GRIMA: Mr President, thank you for your presence here today. Keeping in mind the intervention made by Minister Scicluna, and keeping in mind all that the European Union is going through right now, wherein we spoke about solidarity and about the financial crisis, what is your committee’s biggest challenge, and what will the same committee be doing to address these challenges? 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you. President Dassis, the floor is yours. 

MR GEORGES DASSIS: To address your question on what challenges the Committee has to face, I think that the first challenge we have to face is being honest and dignified in the way we genuinely represent the people of Europe. In fact, all representative trade unions active across Europe are represented in the Committee; all the employers’ organisations active in Europe are represented in the Committee; and all the NGOs and all representative organisations in Europe are represented in the Committee. So, again, it is a question of representation and embodiment of the hopes and aspirations of the people, and we want to do that properly and honestly. What we have to do today is to put forward proposals, but not just any old kind of proposals. We want to have concrete proposals to push forward and to carry the hopes and aspirations of our fellow citizens, as well as to convey these proposals to the decision makers, basically to the European Council. 

As for ambitions, there is the financial taxation aspect that I mentioned earlier. This is an old project, something that goes back a long time. It was overlooked, and then the European Commission used our calculations and our numbers to put forward its own proposals. In fact, 11 member states have now endorsed this proposal. So, something has happened there. To react to what the Minister said, I would say that we can issue opinions, and we have issued a number of opinions on similar topics, and commissioners and senior politicians can turn to us to request opinions. They are even more potent and valuable that we managed to – or we tried to – represent genuinely the interests, and to have a majority of support in the Committee for the proposals that we put forward. 

As for the issue of the European Parliament, I would say that we are very much at the disposal of the MEPs. Personally, as an activist, about 30 or 35 years ago I was one of the very few people who felt – honestly, there were not that many of us – that we had to bridge the democratic gap in Europe. And, in its own way, that contributed a small part in turning the European Parliament into what it is today. It is true that, in the very beginning, it was not even referred to as the European Parliament, but it was called the Advisory Parliamentary Assembly, which goes to show how little, if any, power it had then.  If we had more time, I would have also shared my philosophical views about what we should do with the European Parliament and how it could work. However, I am not sure if this has much relevance for you today. Thank you.

THE CHAIRPERSON: President Dassis, thank you once again for your time and for sharing with us your views and ideas. We look forward to having a closer working relationship, and I am convinced that we have a lot of common issues and goals between us. We hope that you will like Malta, and that you will come again on an unofficial visit. Thank you.

MR GEORGES DASSIS: Thank you. We will be back on an unofficial visit to Malta.

THE CHAIRPERSON: Nirringrazzja lil kulħadd.  Il-Kumitat issa huwa aġġornat għal data u b’aġenda li jiġu komunikati aktar tard.

Fil-10.58 a.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data u b’aġenda li għandhom jiġu komunikati aktar tard.
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