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MINUTI

Il-Minuti tal-Laqgħa Nru 30 li saret fit-30 ta’ Ġunju 2021, ġew ikkonfermati. 

LAQGĦA MAL-E.T. HANA HUBACKOVA, AMBAXXATRIĊI ĊEKA GĦAL MALTA

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON (Onor. Stefan Zrinzo Azzopardi): Il-laqgħa tal-lum hija mal-Ambaxxatrici Ċeka għal Malta. First of all I would like to thank you for meeting us here in the Foreign and European Affairs Committee. We welcome you to our Parliament, and it is our pleasure to have you here with us today in order to have this very frank discussion on the relations between Malta and your country. We are both members of the European Union and we also form part of The Friends of the Cohesion Group. We have a lot of common interests that I am sure we will have the opportunity to discuss today. Present with me we have Minister Bartolo and the Hon. Robert Cutajar. 

E.T. HANA HUBACKOVA (Ambassador of the Czech Republic to Italy): Mr Chairperson, thank you so much for this opportunity to meet you here in Parliament, in the Foreign and European Affairs Committee. It is a real honour for me and for my colleague who, for the first time, is my new deputy in Malta. So, my presence here is also a way of introducing my new staff, who are located in Rome, to the Maltese authorities. It is a great honour to have the Minister here in this session, and all of you of course. 

I have to say that I am extremely satisfied that I could make this trip after such a long time without being able to travel. It was also very emotional because we have not travelled anywhere for such a long time, not even in Italy, because we were locked down in the Embassy in Rome, and we were doing only what we needed to do. We had to respect all the regulations and rules which affected practically everyone. So, for us to come to Malta is really an emotional moment, and we really hope that the worst of the pandemic has passed and that we will be able to resume our normal work.

As I said before, I want to congratulate you for the success on your vaccination campaign. I think it is a very good example that you are giving to other countries. Also in terms of the approach of the population, I think it is incredibly responsible. So, congratulations on that issue. I would welcome very much your commendations on how you see the development of the epidemic in Malta because we also had some cases recently of Czech students, mostly young ones, who were taking part in the English language schools in Malta. It was getting very popular, and I have to say that Malta was getting very popular among the Czech population. Malta is very attractive to us. 

One of our attractions is that we are in a different part of Europe. In fact Malta is situated in this beautiful location and the Czech Republic is situated in a different part of Europe, which is also beautiful. I think mutually we can say that we are bilaterally very attractive countries to one another, but that is an opportunity to talk about so we could see what the developments of the pandemic are and what else remains to be done. I think this is also an important subject for the discussions of the ministers of foreign affairs and other ministers on the EU foras. I think the situation moved to a large extent two years ago, when we could hardly think about health European Union. Now we see that we need to have a European Union of health and security issues. So, things have been moving forward on that level. 

Generally speaking, I just want to say that we always had excellent relations with Malta. We never had any difficulty bilaterally. We are having healthy mutual trade even though it is rather small, but still our businesses in Malta are interested in doing business with the Czech Republic and the Czech business community is interested in doing business in Malta. So, to my understanding, that functions very well. We also have a small Czech community living here and I am going to meet them tomorrow. And I must say that I am looking very forward to this meeting. 

There is also a huge agenda related to the EU. The Czech Republic already started preparations for the presidency in The European Union. We are going to have our presidency in the second half of next year. So from the beginning of next year we will start the new trio with France being the first country, then the Czech Republic, followed by Sweden. It is actually the same trio as it was the case when we were having the first try of the presidency. I must say that Malta did very well, and I have to say it even now that you did very well in the course of your presidency. I think the rationalism and the very good organisation you presented is a lesson for us on how to pursue the presidency when it is our turn to take up the presidency. Thank you very much and I am really pleased and satisfied that I could make this trip. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you your Excelleny. Minister Evarist Bartolo, I give you the floor. 

HON. EVARIST BARTOLO (Minister of Foreign and European Affairs): We are very happy to have you here and to work together so that we keep on improving our relations. On the issue of how we see the pandemic progress, I would be very presumptuous if I tell you that I know how it is going to be because since it started, way back in the beginning of 2020, there have been many times when we said that we are seeing the light at the end of the tunnel, but the tunnel keeps getting longer! 

I think that even now we have to be very careful about what we say on how the situation is going to develop. The tension is always between health and the economy as these go together. One must understand the big pressure on Malta because roughly 30% of our economy depends on some kind of tourism. Directly or indirectly, it is about 30%. And it has been very tough. One of the big studies carried out halfway through last year put Malta at the top of the list in terms of vulnerability, openness in terms of our economy, because we were one of the most open economies in the world. In fact our openness - in the statistics - is bigger than our GDP because we totally depend on the rest of the world for services or products! 

In the other sectors of the economy, it has been okay, but when it comes to tourism … So, one of the decisions we recently took was to open up again the English language schools. And obviously we know the rest! We have just published a new legal notice to close these schools again. It is not easy for us. The English language sector is a small part of the tourism market, but it is a very important part. We are pioneers in that area and although we are a very small country, we are in the top five to six destinations in the world for language teaching. We have had over a million people passing through Malta, year after year, and is one of the most proud in terms of standards. 

We were among the first to regulate this sector and also to set standards in terms of schools and those who teach in these schools. And this because there was always the temptation to have cowboy operations like having unqualified people and bringing young people to have a small number of classes and then let them enjoy themselves and saying that it was an educational experience! 

This has been tough for us and as we all can see numbers have increased again. But even if we look around us we can see that the situation has become very worrying again. On both sides of the Mediterranean the numbers are increasing. We are aware of what is happening in France, in the Czech Republic, in Germany, in Austria, in Luxembourg and in Belgium. There the numbers are increasing again. But also, on the other side of the Mediterranean the situation is very worrying. In Libya and Tunisia, the numbers are very high. And in our case, this affects us also because of the immigration issue! The slogan that “no country is safe till the whole world is safe” is not a slogan anymore. The global situation is very worrying because if you see the rate of the vaccinations in terms of the world’s population, you can see that Africa has less than 3% of its population vaccinated, and over 17% of the world’s population lives there! So, the areas where we have less people living the rate of vaccination is higher than in the rest. 

As someone said, we are in the same storm, but we are not in the same boat! We are in different boats, and some boats are much more vulnerable or stronger than others. So, in our case, again, we have the difficult decision of how to take care of health and how to take care of our livelihood, and now we are coming to the stage where the first vaccinated people in Malta have been vaccinated for six months. That is going to be interesting to see the outcome. Perhaps it is a bit pervert to say “interesting” because it is a sensitive and delicate issue because, as you very well know, this is the first time in medical history that a vaccine has been tested and brought to the market without giving enough time to really see what the consequences are. 

So, we have to be careful and look after our health and at the same time, because it is in our interest as well, we have to see as much as possible that the people who come here, are either vaccinated or have tested negative because it is not in the interest of anyone to keep on spreading this virus. It is tough but we are happy that in terms of vaccination we are among the top in the world. But it is not enough. We still have to be very careful. We have seen that in dealing with this virus our toolbox cannot have only one tool! We still have to be careful of the vaccine and we have to keep social distance, wear masks, etc. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you. The Hon. Robert Cutajar. 

HON. ROBERT CUTAJAR: Good afternoon. On behalf of the Opposition, I welcome you to our Parliament. As my colleague was saying, in terms of the pandemic we are facing the challenge of the COVID-19 situation like any other country in the world, but I think there is another challenge that we are facing like the rest of the world. Here in the Maltese Parliament, I am the shadow spokesperson for the environment and climate change. I believe that, like in Malta, even in the Czech Republic there are these challenges regarding climate change. 

In your introduction you mentioned that the Czech Republic is going to have the presidency of the European Union. Is there any possibility that climate change will be one of the top items on the agenda while you are holding the presidency? Returning back to the COVID-19 situation, what are the numbers of the Czech Republic students coming to Malta and those who had to cancel coming to Malta because of the decision taken, rightly so, by the Government with regards to the English language schools? 

E.T. HANA HUBACKOVA: Thank you very much for your questions because they are absolutely pertinent. I will start with the second question. Unlike Italy, for example, where I have seen the situation, we are having students who have either been detected positive or had to be put into isolation because they were in direct contact with somebody who was positive. So, we do not have such a difficulty here. And here I would like to thank the Minister for being very flexible so we could open a temporary consulate here in Malta. In fact, we got your permission to do so, and I think it is important, especially in the course of the summer, because we want to assess the citizens who get into some difficulties. And this might be one of the cases which we will be dealing with. 

Generally speaking, I have to say that prior to COVID-19, we saw an increasing trend of students and normal tourists coming to Malta. When we were looking at the figures, in the last year prior to COVID-19, we were somewhere between 30,000 to 40,000 tourists coming to Malta which I think is a very high number. And that is evidence of what I said before that there is a real attraction between our two countries towards each other. 

With regards to our presidency, I must say that we still have a couple of months before we start to function. But yes, it is around the corner, and with this feeling, the Government has already started - in the Spring of this year - working on the logistics because this has to be handled in parallel with the substance. We were dealing with the logistics, but I think parallel with that we also have to look into the substance. In terms of the substance, what the presidency is going to do first - and I think everybody is expecting it as our partners – is to guarantee the continuity. So, we as any other presidency, will have the task to guarantee that there is a continuity. 

This continuity also refers to the climate agenda. So, the climate agenda will be in the appropriate councils as part of what has been done so far, it will be continued by the French Presidency, and surely it will be continued by the Czech Presidency, that will come after that. We are now having a review of all the line councils; what they have been doing so far, where we see our strong points and where we want to continue in particular when the Czech Republic will be having the presidency. 

There are very likely to be some foreign affairs priorities for us. Some of them are very natural which means that we will be continuing to support the enlargement process of the European Union which was restarted by the introduction of the new methodology. But we have to keep in mind the motivation of our partners who are interested in acceding the European Union. So that will be very high on our agenda, and that relates in particular to the Balkan countries. 

We will also be taking care of the Eastern partnership agenda which certainly is very interesting, not only because there are developments in the Eastern partnership area but also because there are a couple of crisis that seem to be frozen and are still far from being sorted out. So that is another priority. We are also looking at the Indian Pacific region because we think that the European Union is having political and economic interest. We will see how large our capacities will be, but we are not the only ones working there. We will be offering the agendas, but we will be working with all the other European Union countries and with all the European Union institutions. Certainly, promoting the role of the European Union as a strong player outside of Europe is a very important agenda. 

We know that very likely immigration will not be sorted out. We know that it will be handled by the upcoming presidencies, but it is a complicated issue that does have a lot of elements. I want to assure Malta that as a country that is suffering from illegal migration you will have the solidarity of the Czech Republic. And from the beginning of the crisis, we have been looking for ways on how to contribute. I think we are quite satisfied at the moment that the portfolio of how we can contribute is a bit larger than it used to be in the past, and I think it is very important for us to see that there are ways for us on how we can really contribute and make a change. 

I cannot compare myself in the expertise about countries of origin of migration or countries of transit, especially in Northern Africa. We are always listening to your expertise, and we are also in close touch with our Italian colleagues simply because the present situation in Africa and the knowledge of Libya is extremely important in terms of what we can do and how we can handle migration. But I am sure this is going to be on the agenda as well. 

We will be dealing with pleasure on the outcome of the discussions on the future of Europe which had been started in all the European Union countries and also in the Czech Republic. I have to say that we try to involve to quite a large extent the young generation, so we try to focus on that part of the Czech community simply because they will be the leaders in the future. It directly relates to them, and they will lead the European Union in a couple of years. So, that is going to be an important agenda and follow up to the discussions, and I am sure there will be a lot of other matters. 

We are very open to suggestions and ideas. We have not prepared everything because that is not possible. I remember that in the first presidency I was an ambassador in Belgrade. We thought we were prepared but at the beginning of the presidency the crisis in Ukraine regarding the gas deliveries erupted! So, the first thing that the Czech Presidency had to deal with was the gas deliveries that were stopped by Russia across the Ukrainian territory. I think that was an experience for every presidency and has taught us that we have to be prepared for the unprepared. Generally speaking, as I said, some of the priorities are more or less clearly defined but we are very much open to discussions with our partners, and Malta is an important partner in a very particular location, where there are some sensitivities. And I am sure that migration is not the only issue. 

HON. EVARIST BARTOLO: When it comes to enlargement and the Western Balkans, without being disloyal to our members of the family, the French, where you will be succeeding the French presidency, from what we can understand we do not expect any impetus for enlargement during the French Presidency. I have just come back from the Dubrovnik Policy Forum where, obviously, one of the main topics was enlargement because for you in that area that is an important issue. If we are going to allow the Western Balkans to keep on waiting and waiting, apart from the fact that the people will be disappointed and disillusioned, we know very well that Russia and China are not leaving any vacuum. So, your presidency is going to be quite important from that point of view. What we are hoping is that the presidency preceding the French and the one after will try to compensate for any possible slowdowns which we envisage. 

Another thing I would like you to consider – and again I am not singling out the French on purpose or because I am obsessed with them, but we are getting a bit worried that France wants to push us a lot as a European Union to focus on the Pacific. We are not saying that the Pacific is not important but if we think that we are going to compete with China and the Pacific, then it is like always choosing to play away because, obviously, China and the Pacific are very strong. In the meantime, what happens to Africa? We think that, to a certain extent, also because of COVID-19, the European Union is not giving enough importance to the biggest continent on its doorstep which will become even bigger in the years to come! 

Babies who are being born now are going to live in a world where there will be 500 million middle-aged and old Europeans and 2.5 billion children and young people in Africa! The proportion is going to be five to one! If in these next 30 years - 30 years are nothing in terms of history - we are not going to be on an equal footing with Africa, to help in creating wealth and jobs in Africa, what is going to happen to all these millions of young people who will want to find a better life? So, yes, we think that the European Union should have a global outreach but let us not forget that the African continent is going to be existential for the European Union. So, we need to balance our presence and we need to give it a lot of importance the same way that, because of your neighbourhood, you make us aware of how important the Western Balkans are, it is our responsibility to make you aware about the importance that our southern neighbourhood has. 

We always tell our colleagues that the southern border of the European Union is not Malta, Lampedusa, Crete and Cyprus but it is in Africa! Our southern border is the Sub-Sahara because ultimately if we are simply passively expecting things to happen, and you have heard me say this and I will say it again, the most vulnerable part is actually where we are, the Central Mediterranean route, because the Eastern Mediterranean somehow or other, with the agreement that we have with Turkey, with the co-operation of Egypt, and then on the other side with the relationship that Spain has, although we had a bit of a crisis recently between Spain and Morocco, but the most vulnerable part is the Central Mediterranean route. So, we would appreciate it if you kept that issue on the agenda. 

E.T. HANA HUBACKOVA: We are very glad and it is a very valid point, Minister, and I am glad you raised this issue because it gives me an opportunity to say something about our own policy towards the African continent. I think that especially in the last couple of years we have done a lot in the Czech Republic with regards to Africa. We absolutely understand the importance of the continent and, as I said before, we always listen to you and also to other countries that are in the southern flank of the European Union because we know it is important. We understand our own sensitivities and interests but we also respect the expertise we are all having in the different parts of Europe. But we listen very carefully. 

We have done a lot of things in particular within the Ministry for Foreign Affairs. Three or four years ago we agreed on our first strategy in the Sahel because we realised its importance. Also with the increase of migration we had to be more active there and also work more actively with our partners. So we agreed on our own strategy which is in line with the European Union strategy. We wanted to have our national instrument and also a financial one. If you have a strategy, you can follow it with financial instruments through which you can work actively in Africa. 

We were also looking at the extent of our diplomatic representation in Africa. You know perfectly well that it is not a simple matter to open an embassy, but we decided to take a strategic decision to open an embassy in Mali. We also decided to participate militarily in the European Union missions and some of the other missions in Mali, in particular with cooperation with our French partners. And I think it was quite appreciated that we took this initiative and increased our presence in this rather strategic country, even though we have to say that recent development has not been very encouraging, but we still think it is very important to stay there and work there to do our joined missions. 

This was an example but its an important example and evidence that we do understand the importance of Africa, and we will definitely work on the issues related to Africa. When we were talking to some of them, they told us that it is not about social matters or economic matters but it is about security matters and the fight against terrorism. There are so many things that come into mind when we speak about Africa, in particular some of the places. We are realistic about our capacities. We are not a superpower, but we are a reasonable country, who understands the priorities and certainly there are elements in Africa that will be dealt with in the course of our presidency. That is an important subject. 
HON. EVARIST BARTOLO: What I am going to say might sound completely mad but I think it is worth exploring, especially with countries our size and your size. If you consider yourself small, imagine what we consider ourselves! I wonder whether we should have the courage, especially in Africa, for countries like us to get together and open missions together because we are not competing against each other. It is a vast continent, and this is possible. The Nordic countries show us that sometimes they get together, four or five countries, and open missions together. 

We will pursue our own different national interest, but this is something which will not hurt us. This can perhaps be something worth promoting in your presidency. To a certain extent, for a number of us, definitely for Malta and for you, and there are others who tell me the same things that you have just said, this is a new continent for us and if we can co-ordinate even with the EEAS and with the European Union, we can start these new ways of being in missions and doing things together. I think that might be an interesting approach. 

E.T. HANA HUBACKOVA: For the post of high representative in Sahel we have an extremely experienced ambassador, who served in the European external service, leading one of the African delegations, and who was also leading our national delegation. I just want to illustrate that we also have people who do have an extremely developed expertise, and who really know what is happening in Africa and can contribute very tangibly towards the European Union efforts. But I must say that your idea is very interesting Minister, and I will take it with me.  

THE CHAIRPERSON: Are there any more questions or remarks? 

E.T. HANA HUBACKOVA: I know that you presented your National Strategic Reconstruction Plan. Could you just briefly comment on how you have designed it? What was the philosophy with which you approached this particular and very important programme? 

THE CHAIRPERSON: We can provide you with a brief publication that indicates the investments and reforms that we have presented to the European Commission. In fact, this week we presented our plan to the European Commission. As Parliamentary Secretary responsible for European funds it was under my watch that we devised this plan, so I can give you a brief overview. Basically, the plan was devised based on two particular factors. First of all, there was a study of the investment requirements for Malta, where there was an element of consultation with key stakeholders to identify the investment needs of our country, coupled with the Country Specific Recommendations that we had received from the European Commission, which had to be addressed as a result of the Recovery and Resilience Plan. 

Our plan is divided into six major topics; two of them relate to the green economy. In fact, we will be doing interventions in relation to buildings as well as electrification of our transport system. Another pillar relates to the digitalisation of the economy, where we will be making investments both on a public aspect and on a private aspect with regards to digitalisation. Another pillar relates to our health sector, where we are making investments in order to address certain Country Specific Recommendations in relation to the health sector. Education is another pillar, where we will be investing in an educational institution. There are also aspects related to governance where we have a number of reforms, including an investment in our judicial system. In fact we will be digitalising our judicial system and making an investment to that effect. 

We have presented a plan that will cost Malta €345 million, out of which €316 million have been confirmed from the European Union funds. And so the plan was based on this budget, which compared to other countries is of a much smaller amount than other countries that have acquired far larger budgets. In fact, half of the budget will be going for environmental initiatives and about 26% will be going for the digital as compared to the 37% for environment as indicated by the European Commission and 20% for digital. So, basically, I can say that the major trust is on environmental issues, particularly to energy efficiency and electrification of transport. We have now submitted our plan and we are waiting for its evaluation from the European Commission. 

E.T. HANA HUBACKOVA: You have already presented it? 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Yes. Obviously now there is the two-month period of evaluation on the part of the European Commission. 

E.T. HANA HUBACKOVA: What is the proportion between the grants and the loans?  

THE CHAIRPERSON: We have only availed ourselves of grants. In fact we did not apply for loans. We only applied for the grants. 

HON. EVARIST BARTOLO: In our case, when it comes to climate change and the measures we have to take, the biggest challenge we face is the smallness of the country and our total dependence on the importation of energy products. Years ago, the previous administration had moved away from coal to fuel, and eventually we moved from fuel to the use of more gas, especially when it came to the power station. So this was one of the areas where administrations built on the good of each other rather than on what we get wrong. It was good moving away from coal and then moving away from fuel, but we need to move further when it comes to electrification. 

This is a big challenge because of the smallness of our country. For example, even in terms of solar energy, we have a lot of sun, but we do not have enough space where to make use of it. Wind is also a challenge but again we do not have the land mass, and it is more complicated when you go offshore. So, these are big challenges for us. It is also important for us to connect to the grid and, again, that is why I think we have to take care of Africa, and see it as a land of opportunity for us with alternative energy, solar, thermal, wind ... And we must also keep in mind – as we tend to forget this - that we are in an area of the world whose economy depends on fuel. All of the Middle East and North Africa depends on oil and gas for their economies. For these countries to make these changes is going to be a huge challenge while at the same time creating wealth and jobs in their countries. When you talk to Egypt and the Gulf countries you notice that they are already thinking on how to move away from carbonisation to hydrogen, solar, wind, etc., and that is why it is crucial for us to do it together. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Are there any more questions or remarks? 

E.T. HANA HUBACKOVA: I wanted to thank you for this meeting. It has been very interesting, and we highly appreciate it. This will add an important layer of intensity into our visit to Malta, and I really hope that we will be able to come as frequently as we used to do before, in particular because we want to keep you informed about our preparations with regards to the European Union. I just want to say again that we want to have you involved, and we certainly would be coming for the discussions about the European Union issues as we move forward, but it is going to be an important element in our relationship in the next two years. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Once again I thank you on behalf of the Committee for coming to visit our Parliament. It has been a very frank and interesting discussion. We have touched a number of topics today, and once again I thank you for coming to visit us and having this meeting. Thank you.

Fl-4.25 p.m. intemmet id-diskussjoni u l-Kumitat aġġorna għal data u b’aġenda li għandhom jiġu komunikati aktar tard.
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