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LAQGĦA MAL-ONOR. EMILIA MONJOWA LIFAKA, CHAIRPERSON TAL-COMMONWEALTH PARLIAMENTARY ASSOCIATION (CPA)

THE CHAIRPERSON (Onor. Edward Zammit Lewis): First, I would like to welcome you to our Parliament. We are very proud of this building. As the President of the Chamber may have told you, it was designed by the famous Italian architect, Renzo Piano. We give you a very warm welcome to Malta, mostly being your first time in Malta. 

Today, we would like to discuss issues related to the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association. In the past, the Speaker and Members of the Maltese Parliament have contributed a lot and they continue to do so in the present, as on a national level we give it a lot of importance. As you know, we hosted the CHOGM twice under two different administrations. And that is a sign of how much importance we give to the Commonwealth and to the changing of parliamentary best practices. I must mention also the rulings delivered by the Speaker of the House where he cites different decrees and rulings given by different parliaments within the Commonwealth to establish good guidelines and best practices in our Parliament. 

And now, Hon. Lifaka, I give you the floor. 

HON. EMILIA MONJOWA LIFAKA (Chairperson of CPA): Mr Chairman, I would like to thank Mr Speaker for extending the invitation to us to visit Malta. The spirit of the Commonwealth is to exchange ideas, share good practices and to learn from each other, because every day is a learning process. I wish I had an opportunity to follow one of your sittings so when I go back home, I would have picked up at least one thing that would maybe make a difference in my parliamentary set up. 

In 2017 I was elected Chair of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, while before that, I was the Vice Chair and I have been involved in the CPA activities for a while now. In 2014 I have worked with the Foreign Minister who was in Cameroon for the Commonwealth Ex-Co. Even Speaker Anġlu Farrugia was in Cameroon in 2014. Since I took over this role, one of my most important objectives was that of narrowing the gap within the Commonwealth, so we could come closer to each other and try to break those barriers that divide us. Of course, there will always be some kind of barriers, but we should try to limit and narrow them. The aim is to be closer to each other. 

One of my objectives is to reach out to the different branches that make up the Commonwealth. There are about 180 branches, which are national and sub-regional branches. The Maltese Speaker was the first elected Chairperson of the small branches that make up part of the executive committee of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association. As a Chair of the small branches, he has brought in a lot of innovation, which lifted up the small branches’ aspect of the organisation as it is putting in a lot of emphasis on climate change, youths and good parliamentary practices. As a member of the Ex-Co, Speaker Farrugia is putting a lot on the table. He has experience as a legislator and as a lawyer. We have been able to benefit from that experience for free. The work we do in the Commonwealth is more or less as a charity. In fact, the organisation is registered as a charity in the UK. 

We have been involved in all these things. Now, we are trying to offer programmes, like the master classes, within the Commonwealth where we try to get MPs to study in the McGill University in Canada and in the Witwatersrand University in South Africa. MPs can get a certificate in parliamentary practice and procedure. All of this is sponsored by the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association. We also had a Small Branches Programme that was set up by McGill University. In fact, the University in Canada won a prize because of this programme that was laid out and worked upon with Speaker Farrugia. We are trying to improve and increase the number of programmes from which parliamentarians can benefit and see how we can coordinate activities that will make sure that legislations are really implemented. If we adapt the Sustainable Development Goals, we still need to go a long way to enhance the life of women, the life of children and get more women in parliament. 

The needs of women, both from a social and humanitarian aspect, are different and affect the life of the common man and children. So, if we have more women in parliament, some of the laws we vote on will be different and would change the world, as we say in our females’ anthem. I think that we should not just get our governments to ratify conventions, but after the ratification, we must make sure that they are implemented. We have a process where we upskill our parliamentarians with seminars and workshops so that parliamentarians could effectively be able to have the skills to carry out their oversight job that they are supposed to do. 

In a nutshell these are the issues that I am trying to target during my mandate. Of course, one of the biggest issues is to try to get our association to change its status from a registered charity within the UK to an international organisation. This was a big issue within the organisation, as there was a split with some parliaments thinking it is necessary and others thinking it is not. A working group was put in place with a representation of the nine regions that make up the association, that in turn came up with a document that was adopted in 2016. After 108 years of the CPA’s existence, everyone agreed that it was a valid point to move from a registered charity within the UK to an international organisation because it is our respective parliaments that contribute towards the functioning of this organisation. 

There is no reason why after 100 years, we should still be registered as a charity in the UK and guided by the charity laws, which means that there are so many things that we cannot do. If you do not have a work permit to work in the UK, you cannot get a job within the Secretariat of the Commonwealth, even if you are qualified to get that job. Our Parliaments contribute to run the Commonwealth Association. So, we think that the time has come that we should be like the IPU or other international parliamentary organisations which are similar organisations to ours. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Your Excellency, may I ask what the obstacle is to change the status? 

HON. EMILIA MONJOWA LIFAKA: As regards to the obstacle to change the status, I presented a document to the Prime Minister and to the Head of State regarding this agreement. The UK Government has asked us to prepare a business case, which we prepared and presented to Her Majesty’s Government. The reply was that because of Brexit and the deal of Brexit we must wait. We need a legislation from the British Parliament for us to move away from the charity status. If that legislation is not passed, no other country can move on with this change. As I have said, we were informed that they were dealing with Brexit, so they did not have time to table it in Parliament. In 2016, they have told us that the legislation will be in place in two years’ time. Now we are in 2019 and they are still dealing with Brexit! 

What we are trying to do now is to try and lobby our respective governments to put in a word with the Foreign Minister of the UK, stating that our countries cannot wait until Britain solves its personal problems. This is a very small issue which if tabled in Parliament, will not pose any problem to the Brexit negotiations. All the nine regions concerned have agreed to the change. Now we just need this legislation to pass from the House of Commons. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: I believe that the change is pertinent and long overdue. On a parliamentary dimension, you have our support. I know that tomorrow you are going to meet our Prime Minister, where you will have the opportunity to discuss this issue. I believe that what you are proposing is more in line with what other international organisations are doing. I also believe that the situation of Brexit gives more relevance to the Commonwealth perspective. All countries within the Commonwealth have an interest, more so to European countries, to strengthen this particular framework. 

I now invite my colleagues to make their remarks. Parliamentary Secretary Aaron Farrugia. 

HON. AARON FARRUGIA (Parliamentery Secretary for European Funds and Social Dialogue): I have a comment and a question to make. With regards to Brexit, I now understand the dynamics of the House of Commons. As the Chairperson has just said, there should be an agreement by October 2019, latest June 2020, when by then, all member states of the European Union should agree on the Multiannual Financial Framework. With Brexit out of the way, we can reach an agreement. So, the latest for the House of Commons to entertain your request would be June 2020. 

I am an alumnus of the International Visitors Leadership Programme of the Department of State of America, like the Hon. Carmelo Mifsud Bonnici. This is a programme – I do not know if you are familiar with it – where you go to the United States and spend six weeks in four different states so you get accustomed to the political lifestyle and systems that they use, meeting Congress Members, Senators and the like. I would like to ask whether there is something similar on these lines for the Commonwealth countries because if not, I think it would be quite interesting to explore this programme for our younger generation of Members of Parliament. Thank you. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: The Hon. Carmelo Mifsud Bonnici. 

HON. CARMELO MIFSUD BONNICI: I would like to hear your views on the future of the CPA. If we are to dream for the next 15 years, what would your dream be? 

HON. EMILIA MONJOWA LIFAKA: My dream is that the CPA will be one of the biggest organs attached to the Commonwealth. As we know, the Commonwealth has so many administrative organs, like the CPA, the CHOGM and so on. After the CHOGM it is the parliament. As CPA we do not have a legislative organ, but we meet, share ideas, discuss together and agree on issues. We should be able to come with a Commonwealth Parliament like the European Union Parliament. We should also be able to have a kind of free movement within the Commonwealth because even as Chairperson of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, there are instances when I find it difficult to move to another Commonwealth country because I cannot get a visa. 

For example, I was supposed to go to Australia when they were having the General Assembly and I could not enter the country because I could not get a visa. The secretary in London tried very hard to get me a visa to enter Sydney, but the process was very complicated. As the Chairperson of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association going to another Commonwealth country with a British visa on my passport was supposed to be a normal thing but I still could not access another Commonwealth country! These are the kind of things I dream to change in the coming years. These unnecessary barriers in this day and time should be eliminated to give way for us to be able to work and communicate freely. 

We have to start from somewhere. For example, regarding the master classes for the certificate programme, quite often it is difficult for parliamentary members to be out of their jurisdiction for six weeks. And sometimes, the MP himself would not want to be out for that long. What we are trying to do even with our master classes is to get the professors, for instance, in Africa and get the parliament members within the region to attend those classes. We might decide that the University in Malta could run some of these classes and get parliamentarians in the area to attend these classes. We also think that some of the courses should be made by distant learning so that parliamentarians could do them at their convenience. 

Maybe a parliamentarian could attend a course for a week or two at university and then continue the course online. This will give MPs the possibility to break off from work and after some weeks they can go back to their constituency. I guess this will suit everybody, mostly thinking that parliaments have different calendars. So, these are the challenges we are facing, and we are trying to work on. We need to find programmes that are suitable for the majority of our members. That is why we are trying to bring the courses nearer to the parliamentarians so that we have more parliamentarians benefitting and participating in these courses. 

The programme you mentioned is a very good one, but it is very challenging for members since they have to leave their constituencies for a couple of weeks. Sometimes, even if the programme is spread over four or five days, it is not easy. Having said that, we will look at this idea and see if it is possible and feasible. I believe that it is very good for members to see other parliamentary practises. That helps to enhance and upskill their knowledge. After all we always learn something new from other experiences.

MS EMMA TERRIBLE (Research Analyst): The CPA fundamental programme as well. 

HON. EMILIA MONJOWA LIFAKA: Exactly. 

MS EMMA TERRIBLE: We have an alumnus of the CPA fundamental programme. He read the Small Branches course. 

HON. EMILIA MONJOWA LIFAKA: The McGill University won an award for that course. 

HON. AARON FARRUGUIA: It is very well organised. 

MS EMMA TERRIBLE: Maybe we can shed more light on these courses. There is a CPA Fundamental Course of one semester and there are two courses, which are a general course and the Small Branches course. The fact that Malta is a Small Branch helps us to be eligible for that course as well. Possibly, Malta can be eligible for both courses, as it depends on how many applicants there are and on how popular it is. It is a one semester course and it is an online course, but if I am not mistaken, there is a one week of lectures that have to be attended to either at the McGill University in Canada, if it is the Small Branches course, or if it is the general course, at the Witwatersrand University in South Africa. 

HON. EMILIA MONJOWA LIFAKA: One can do the general course in both universities; McGill or Witwatersrand. 

MS EMMA TERRIBLE: Yes, of course. Last year, we had the Hon. Glenn Bedingfield and the Hon. David Stellini who were interested in this course and this year, till now there is the Hon. Byron Camilleri who is interested in undergoing the Small Branches course. If someone would like to enrol into the next course just let me know.  

HON. EMILIA MONJOWA LIFAKA: In the last meeting we held, members were very concerned on the investments we are making on the youth programmes grants. They think that in as much as we want to encourage the youth programmes, investing so much in it is not beneficial to the organisation. They are of the idea that the association should invest more on sitting members, through seminars. We organise seminars for new members and election observation missions as well. Many think that we should concentrate more on trying to improve the parliamentary skills of our members. This is because there is no school where you can go and learn to be a politician. So one must learn only through experience. 

There are times when you have your own dreams before you enter politics and then you realise that you cannot achieve them. Sometimes, things are very different from what you imagine from the outside. This is the case particularly in Africa, where being in politics is like working as a social service, where people expect you to do so many things, like bury the dead, organise weddings and prepare them for delivery, among other things! The expectations of the electorate can be rather high. That is why we organize seminars, which in turn, cannot be a one size fits all. It is important that we take into consideration the specificities of each parliament when we are preparing seminars for new members. The contest is different across the board. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you very much for this meeting. Obviously, you have all our support with regards to these issues that you have mentioned. If we can be of any help, I can assure you that all our Members are very enthusiastic to participate. I believe that you already know that we participate a lot in all levels. We remain at your disposal. Thank you very much. 

HON. EMILIA MONJOWA LIFAKA: In the not distant future, we will see MPs from Malta coming for an exchange visit to Cameroon. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: That would be interesting. Thank you. 

Fil-5:17 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data u b’aġenda li kellhom jiġu komunikati aktar tard.
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