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MINUTI

Il-Minuti ta’ Laqgħa 33 li saret l-Erbgħa, 8 ta’ Novembru 2021 kienu konfermati.  

LAQGĦA MAS-SEGRETARJU TAL-ISTAT SPANJOL GĦALL-UNJONI EWROPEA, IS-SUR JUAN GONZALEZ-BARBA

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON (Onor. Oliver Scicluna): Today we have a meeting with the Spanish State Secretary responsible for European Affairs, Mr Juan Gonzales-Barba. Welcome to this Committee. I would like to introduce the Members of this Committee; Parliamentary Secretary Stefan Zrinzo Azzopardi and Minister Evarist Bartolo from the Government side. And we have the Hon. Joseph Ellis and the Hon. Kevin Cutajar from the Opposition side. 

MR JUAN GONZÁLEZ-BARBA (Secretary of State for the EU): Mr Chairperson, as I was saying before the beginning of this meeting for me it is a very special occasion to be here with you and visiting your Parliament. On my right hand side I have the Ambassador Consuelo Femenia and the Deputy Director General for European Affairs in charge of bilateral relations Miguel Alonso. Then I have with me Christina from my office and Daniel who is the deputy head of the mission here in the Embassy. It is our first visit to the island but as a career diplomat, personally I had very close contacts with Maltese colleagues since before you joined the European Union. I was also actively involved in the Barcelona Process on the Mediterranean Process, and it is not only history but also the Mediterranean Sea that unites us. And now also the European Union. So, I think this is a very important meeting and we will be discussing important issues for both countries. 

ONOR. EVARIST BARTOLO (Minister for Foreign and European Affairs): We welcome you here and, as you have already mentioned, there are a lot of important things that bring us together. There is also the history but even in terms of communities, we still have some strong Maltese communities in parts of Spain which I think historically should be researched more to rediscover our Mediterranean roots. Obviously, because of British colonialism for many centuries, at least a century and a half, there was the projection that we did not belong to the Mediterranean, and we were taken out of the Mediterranean and put in the North Sea. So, we are coming back to our Mediterranean context. 

We think that when the Union for the Mediterranean meets in Barcelona, for the meetings of Ministers on the Southern neighbourhood, they are going to be very important and, obviously, we will play our part. We think that the Mediterranean still plays a very important part. It is not the first time that it was declared that the Mediterranean was not important anymore, but we know that is not the case. We have to remind our colleagues in the European Union that there is the Southern border because of the problematic Eastern neighbourhood; Belarus, Ukraine, Russia. Most of the time on our agenda, especially in the Foreign Affairs Council, the East is given a lot of importance. We do not believe that it shouldn’t be given importance, it is very important, but so is the Southern neighbourhood. And I think we can work more together to put the Southern neighbourhood, the Mediterranean and Africa, on our agenda, and keep it there. 

One thing that we noticed is that Spain, very wisely so, is working on nearshoring. For many years we have been depending a lot on Asia for our supply chain. I have noticed that Spain is taking a very active role in talking about nearshoring and very important operations that are still being done in Asia should be brought closer to home. Although there are problems involved, we believe that that is a win-win for us as Southern Europeans, as Europeans and also for North Africans and possibly other African countries, where operations can be brought closer to home. 

In strategic sectors like pharmaceuticals, we know that during the pandemic we had a crisis of paracetamol, let alone the more sophisticated medicine, and I think we should work together even as countries bilaterally and even as a European Union. I know that in documents we have started to recognise the importance of nearshoring but now I think – and I think Spain is doing well in this direction – that we should start looking at what units to bring closer by involving companies. Something is happening in Malta as well. We have, for example, German companies that have already started nearshoring some of their operations that used to be done in the East. They are bringing them closer to us. We think that that is one way of developing Northern Africa and Africa to help us deal with the problem of irregular migration because they will have a better life over there and they will not feel the need to come to us. So, I think this is an area where strategically it will be important for us bilaterally, and also, I would say, for the European Union. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you. I welcome the Hon. Carmelo Mifsud Bonnici who is also part of the Opposition. 

MR JUAN GONZÁLEZ-BARBA: Thank you Minister. I could not agree more with you. I would say that among the many topics and, of course, the EU agenda is so wide that we could be here discussing for hours on end, but I would say that there are three or four issues that in our bilateral relations within the EU are especially important. First, and very recent, is how are we facing this pandemic. And I have to say in recognition that the way you have dealt with it is extraordinary. I think that you are a role model even though we are also amongst the big countries within the European Union that is preceding better in vaccinating the whole population. In fact we have over 80% vaccinated but then, of course, the first on the list has been Malta. 

I think that since the beginning you managed to foresee - when there were the first cases in Italy - that this was going to be very serious and so you protected yourself and your population by waiting for the introduction of the vaccine, and when that was done, you were vaccinating your population at lightning speed. In the meantime, you helped us, for example, by repatriating Spanish tourists that were stranded in Malta by chartering flights to Spain. You also provided us with equipment and then when there were new cases in the third wave, there were some Spanish students living here and you also facilitated their return to Spain. So, my first remarks should be congratulatory remarks to you and remarks of thankfulness because you were a very close EU partner, and we could always count on your help and your example. This I have to underline because it is known in Spain, not only in the official spheres. 

Secondly, we both share the Mediterranean basin and migration is one of the big challenges that we have to deal with. As you were saying Minister, the Eastern partnership is important, but the Southern partnership is no less important, and we are facing big migratory pressures. We know to what extent this has been an existential issue and continues to be an existential issue for you because you are an island. We have two archipelagos, but especially the Canary Islands is the most affected. However, the Canary Islands and the Balearic can still count on the rest of continental Spain. You do not have that support. So, we rely on a good European policy, and we are supportive to your condition, and in order to have a satisfactory migratory pact on migration and asylum we are co-ordinating the five Mediterranean members which are the first border entrance into the Schengen territory. And I think that our co-operation has been exemplary. Thanks to it we are managing to convince others that the final result should be balanced because otherwise, - those who are worried by secondary flows and those who are mostly worried by first entrances - if a balance is not struck, it will not survive!

We are also aware that it is a very sensitive debate, and sometimes sentimental or even passionate issues are built into this debate which makes it more complicated. So, it is essential to co-ordinate the way we do and so far I think this is one dossier where our co-operation has been close not just among the Ministries of Foreign Affairs but also among the Ministries of Interior, and they meet regularly, and that is quite important. 

Then I would say the Mediterranean on a wider basis, politically, the Union for the Mediterranean which I mentioned earlier on. Malta was a founding member and now we also have the Five plus Five, which is not functioning the way it should because now on the Southern shore of the Western Mediterranean our partners are facing some difficulties and tensions, but the mechanism is in place and for us it is one of the most important structures that we have within our framework of international relations. 

There is also the national recovery plans. In absolute terms we are receiving much more money than you are, but in relative terms I think this is also a huge sum for Malta, and we all have the responsibility to use it well. It is an opportunity, and we cannot miss out on it. I know that in your case your plan has around 80% devoted to both transitions. Being an island and I’m aware because I know the sort of problems, challenges and opportunities that islands face, both when talking with the autonomous region of the Canary Islands and of the Balearic Islands, energy has a special importance for you. 

Sustainability to maintain the touristic industry is very important for the Mediterranean archipelagos and islands. And water also has a lot to do with sustainability. So, for us, for our countries, we are facing a transition that is going to mark our generations. I am also happy to be with Members of the Opposition because this is a challenge for the country as a whole and not just for the Government. In Spain there is full co-operation with the Opposition and also with the different other regions. We have 17 autonomous regions plus two autonomous cities. 

As an introduction I would say that the main challenges we have within the European Union are the rule of law, the conference on the future of Europe, and perhaps we can exchange views on that, but I think that the issues I have just mentioned are the key issues in our bilateral co-operation within the European Union. 

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Thank you. The Hon. Toni Bezzina has just joined us, and he is also a Member of the Opposition. Now I am going to give the floor to the Parliamentary Secretary Stefan Zrinzo Azzopardi. 

ONOR. STEFAN ZRINZO AZZOPARDI: First of all, I would like to give you a warm welcome to our Parliament. We are very well acquainted with our regular meetings at the General Affairs Council, and we had various opportunities to exchange our ideas and thoughts. Today we have a great occasion because you are here with us, in our Parliament, to discuss a number of issues that are of common interest, both on a bilateral level as well as within the context of the European Union. 

I think that one of the major issues that needs to be discussed, and hopefully we find the best practise to deal with, relates to the recovery of the European economy in the light of the clear direction that has been given. Even in the way we have drafted our recovery and resilience plans, we are not just talking about recovery of the economy, but we are also talking about a transition in the economy, a transition towards a greener economy and a more digital economy. So, we are not just facing the challenge of recovery, but we are also taking decisions to ensure resilience, particularly as Minister Bartolo said about bringing production to ensure more stabilised production and supply chains. 

This transition also brings about a number of challenges in relation to the new opportunities that this transition will bring, as well as the necessary investments in order to be in a position to find ourselves prepared for what this transition shall bring. This is something that on a bilateral level, given that one of the greatest beneficiaries of the EU Next Generation is Spain, I think that we have a number of aspects we can discuss, even in relation to recovery. 

Added to this, we are also facing a time where we have new challenges that we need to ensure that we keep up with the milestones that we put in place in relation to getting a carbon neutral economy, but also to the new realities in connection with energy. I think that the major challenge is that, yes, we need to do these transitions, but these transitions have to be made in a manner that leaves no one behind. We cannot allow or we cannot accept a situation where we make transitions in our economies and, as a result of these transitions, we create new inequalities. Therefore, I think that we have this very fine balance between ensuring recovery, ensuring resilience, ensuring these investments, ensuring the new opportunities and in the same time investing in people in order to see that they move at the same pace and that they embrace all these changes without creating these inequalities. 

I know that this is a tall order but I believe that as we have this opportunity to be around the negotiating tables within the European Union, and also the fact that we both come from the Mediterranean region, and we can express further the challenges that the Mediterranean region has even in this context, we can work more together in order to see that we are for these changes and these transitions but without creating new inequalities. 

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Thank you. The Hon. Kevin Cutajar. 

ONOR. KEVIN CUTAJAR: Thank you for being here with us, Mr González-Barba. As the Chairperson said before, I am a Member of the Opposition and I have been in this Parliament for the past two and a half years. I would like to take the Mediterranean topic. As Minister Bartolo rightly said, the Mediterranean is something that we share, something that Spain and Malta have in common, and the migration issue is a big issue, but there is another issue which I think is also important and is also a challenge for us all, and that is the Mediterranean taken from the environmental point of view. 

We have a common sea that we share, not just with other European countries but also with the Northern African countries and also some Asiatic countries in the East. We often hear about the challenges that we have especially with biodiversity, the maritime traffic which is quite heavy, the pollution and the protection of fish stocks in the Mediterranean. These are all challenges that I think, to some extent, are on the agenda of the European Union. However, I think that these issues are not yet high enough on the agenda of the European Union. We have just had COP26 which ended as we all know, and I think that it’s high time that these issues are raised even at the EU level because we cannot afford a situation where we keep on delaying, or at least continue in this situation where not enough is being done, and then one fine day we will wake up to find that it is too late to address these issues! 

I think that the challenge is there, and we are getting several indications of this challenge. The challenge is growing as we go along, and it is becoming bigger and bigger. This is the point that I wanted to raise in this debate; it is important that our countries, since the Mediterranean belongs to us all, Spain and Malta included, do more and we need to insist more at the European level to raise these issues and to get them addressed. 

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Thank you. The Hon. Carmelo Mifsud Bonnici. 

ONOR. CARMELO MIFSUD BONNICI: I would like to add some points to what my colleagues have already said. The question of inequality is extremely important. We need better social justice. Perhaps we are not aware enough that after the wave of this pandemic we will find a situation where there are more people in the lowest strata of society, and I think that that needs a strong programme because we are always thinking that everybody is capable of moving forward, and that all you need to do is to create the opportunities, but after the pandemic, and I think in this particular period, we need to build programmes in order to help people move on to their daily lives and also to move out of the poverty in which they are already in or they are going to go into.

I think that after the post pandemic we need to have good programmes within the European Union to strengthen the welfare state of different countries, but surely with programmes which do not shirk back from this responsibility of solidarity and neither fear that because we are going to do this we are going to act against the market or other different spheres. 

With regards to the Five plus Five we are particularly concerned firstly as to what level and degree there is active participation and secondly, the difficulties between Algiers and Morocco which are daily going in different directions. With regards to Libya, hopefully if we are right, after the 24 December there will be a need for more programmes, for more strength, because Algiers, Morocco and Tunisia have their difficulties, but Libya is in even more difficulty. On this point I have always been dreaming that the Mediterranean countries in the European Union can arrive to a position where they can regularly meet to discuss issues in the European Union before the meetings in the European Union. As you are more than well versed, Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Finland, Denmark and Sweden meet on a regular basis and they discuss their strategy before and they are stronger in the European Union whilst with whatever we do, we remain those who sporadically meet! 

We need one strong issue in order to meet and I think that there you should take the lead to set up a permanent structure. I think that Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Malta and yourselves, and we should also include France, but at least these countries should meet on a regular basis to discuss the agenda and the issues which we want to put into the agenda because we have many common positions which ultimately, they do not finalise whilst those in the North manage to do so. 

We need leadership and I am sure that Malta will follow in this line because it is in everybody’s interest. There we can look better at our agenda for the Mediterranean as our friend has said because the union for the Mediterranean includes everyone, but the Mediterranean countries are concerned if Turkey, Greece and Cyprus have an issue there. So, I think there we should move a bit forward. These are just ideas, maybe you can develop an agenda in the long term. 

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Thank you. The Hon. Joseph Ellis. 

ONOR. JOSEPH ELLIS: Thank you Mr Barba for finding the time to meet us today and we are honoured with your presence. I would like to ask you some questions so that we acquaint ourselves more with the Spanish way of approaching certain issues. Of course, there is one issue of primary importance both to Spain and to Malta, and that is the adoption of a common European migration and asylum policy and the revision of the Dublin rules and the question of burden sharing of migratory flows. I would like to ask what the Spanish position is about this policy. 

What is the Spanish approach to the entry of new countries, especially the Western Balkan countries in the EU? I would also like to ask what is the current Spanish position with regards to the recognition of Kosovo and also the possible entry of Kosovo to the EU in the future? It seems that after Brexit there haven’t been a lot of issues regarding Gibraltar, at least I did not see anything in the news. So, I would like to ask you whether the new arrangements regarding Gibraltar, especially the extension of the Schengen rules to Gibraltar, are working to the satisfaction of the Spanish authorities? And what is the Spanish position if the UK invokes article 16 in respect of Northern Ireland? 

Finally, I would like to ask what is the Spanish view with regards to the adoption of a European Common Foreign Policy? On a final note, I would like to hope that there will be a stronger Spanish cultural presence in Malta. I think that our historical and cultural ties necessitate a more active Spanish role in this field, and I do hope that your visit will give rise to a strengthening of these cultural initiatives in Malta. Thank you.

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Thank you. 

MR JUAN GONZÁLEZ-BARBA: Many important issues - and some of them are really sensitive ones – have been raised. I will start by referring to what the Hon. Mifsud Bonnici mentioned. On the social pillar the Hon. Stefan Zrinzo Azzopardi said that no one should be left behind. Indeed, I think that in spite of one party belonging to the Peoples Party, the EPP family, and the other party to the Social Democrat family, we all agree that the way the European Union has faced this pandemic has been much more satisfactory than the approach that was taken ten years ago. 

In fact, one of the motives was that no one should be left behind. And it was very opportune how the Portuguese Presidency convened a summit in Porto devoted to the social pillar because that has become a key issue regarding how we Europeans face our common future because the transition should be green, digital and should also be inclusive. At this time of year personally I am very involved in the consultations throughout the whole territory regarding the conference on the future of Europe. 

One of the ideas that has been forwarded to us regarding inclusiveness has to do with people with disabilities, and two Members in this Committee belong to those who have to cope with the day-to-day life in a disadvantage vis-à-vis others. I think that nationally, but also at the European level, we have to address this issue because you should be able to compete with the rest of your co-citizens and you should be enjoying the same rights. In Spain we have an organisation representing people with disabilities. In fact, around 10% of our population - which is the same percentage all around Europe - have some sort of disability. This is one idea that has been forwarded to us and I can see that you have very active politicians with disabilities, so you should agree that it could be worthwhile seeing that when we talk about inclusiveness, we distinguish one notion devoted to people with disabilities because they represent 10% of the population. And perhaps we should say that this transition should be green, digital, inclusive and accessible. 

Accessibility should be one of the motors of Europe. We want to do in the future, and it should be one of the elements that distinguishes us from other societies; that we do not want to leave anyone behind, even those who were born with some sort of disability. We must have an accessible Europe, and I know that legislation and measures have been taken at the European level, but perhaps not with enough emphasis. This is one of the valuable contributions that we want to forward, and we are going to push it so that in the conclusions of the conference of the Future of Europe, accessibility will also be a key element in what we want to do. This is something that I wanted to share with you. 

Regarding getting together as Mediterraneans to lobby our interest like you have other groups such as the Visegrad, the Scandinavians and the Baltics, we are in fact doing so. We have extended the MED7 group into MED9 and I accompanied my Prime Minister to attend the MED9 summit when Croatia and Slovenia were invited. So, we are enlarging the number of member states with whom we share this common feature of our Mediterraneanness which is important, and especially Slovenia has other identities, not just purely 100% Mediterranean as you do, the Alpine and the South-Eastern European, but it is also important that they should be with us when we discuss challenges like migration and the sustainability of our Mediterranean Sea. In fact, we are working on it and that is quite important. 

Regarding the European position on a common European asylum and migration policy I would say that our position is Malta’s position, where co-ordinating as changing views and presenting the rest of our partners with a common position because this is our strength. If Spain goes alone, it is not the same as when Spain goes with four other partners like for example, Greece, Italy, Malta and Portugal. There we are presenting a common front and I do think that this is the key, especially with the objective that there should be a balance between solidarity and responsibility at the border. 

We are seeing that some countries that were especially worried by the secondary flows, like the Visegrad countries, they are now facing the same sort of problems but of a different nature because it is true that there is a hybrid attack! And we have never had a hybrid attack in migration. Economic migrants and asylum seekers were coming here because of other reasons and not as a deliberate means to complicate life for us. And so, it is important that the European Union should act as it is acting now with solidarity. 

Regarding the Western Balkan countries, we in Spain believe - and now there is this ongoing debate on strategic autonomy - that we will be stronger as Europe once we have the Western Balkans in our European family. And we believe that all of them, even Kosovo, should have their future in our family. In the case of Kosovo, a proviso is that there should be an agreement between the Kosovo Government and the Serbian Government to settle out their differences, but until that happens there won’t be a Spanish recognition of Kosovo. But nonetheless we see how other member states who are not recognising Kosovo act, and somehow there is an ongoing review within our government so as to how we can also be of use to try and overcome the different conflicts that still exist today within the Western Balkan countries.  

Regarding Brexit, we like you, were two countries most affected by Brexit. You for obvious reasons; the historic links with the UK were and are of key importance for your country. In our case we are two old European countries with a long history of conflicts and collaboration. Of course, during the last hundred years we had only collaboration between us. It is true that one issue that separates us is Gibraltar, and we are taking an approach as pragmatic as possible. We really want to create an area of prosperity within the surrounding area plus Gibraltar. In fact, we had an informal agreement with the UK about this. It was signed on 31st December last year, and on that basis both the UK and Spain went to the Commission asking to prepare a proposal for a mandate, that was recently approved by the Council, so that the Commission and the UK can negotiate an agreement on Gibraltar that would solve some of the issues that have arisen because of Brexit. 

We are exploring creative ways to ensure mobility along the fence because we don’t recognize where the border is and that is why creative mechanisms should be put on the table, and that’s what we at the Commission have presented to member states, and we are given a chance to negotiations that we hope might prove successful. And within months, ideally before the end of the year if possible because time is of the essence. We will manage to have Gibraltar closer to the European Union in spite of Brexit because we are aware that 97% of the Gibraltarians voted in the Brexit vote to remain and we are also very aware that 97% voted to remain part of the UK. So, we are aware of this double identity of the Gibraltarians, because they want to remain British, and they want to remain with the European Union. Basically, we are dealing with it. We have good relations with the Gibraltarian authorities, and they are part of the negotiating team. My negotiating team have met with the British negotiating team, and I think there is good will amongst the parties to reach an agreement. We have to thank all the other member states, amongst them Malta, for their support in trying to reach a workable agreement. 

Regarding the European Common Foreign Policy, in Spain we have always been favourable to whatever enhances the integration spirit and features of our common project, not just in the field of common foreign policy but also with the prospect of having a common defence. There is a very crucial debate, and Minister Bartolo is attending as representative of Malta in the Foreign Affairs Council. They have started discussing what is called a strategic compass, presented by the High Representative on demand of the European Council, and this is going to be one of the key debates in the months and in the years to come. 

It was clear after what happened in Afghanistan that Europe needs more and in this new world with new powers emerging, the European Union, while keeping strong relationships with its traditional partners, with whom we share a common democracy, and we share those who are members of NATO a common defence structure ... But nonetheless Europe should have its own profile. In order to do so, we have to develop this common policy in foreign affairs but also in defence affairs. Everyone has something to add. In the case of Libya, for example, I think very few countries know Libya better than Malta does, and it is very important that we should hear what Malta has to convey to us, first of all on how to stabilise Libya, and once we have successful elections there in December, to establish the best possible relations to the benefit of both sides. 

Finally, regarding the cultural presence of Spain in Malta, the Ambassador throughout her mandate here has been devoting much attention to it. I can tell you that before coming here the Ambassador was telling me that amongst other things there is an ongoing project of cooperation between two universities: the University of Malta and the University of Cádiz, within the European context. Many students from Malta are using the Erasmus Programme to study in Spain and vice versa. 

We also have students who come here over the summer vacations to study English, and it has become a very popular destination because they come to Malta, they learn the language and they enjoy the Maltese culture in a very secure environment, which is very much appreciated by our families. They don’t like to send their kids to places where they wouldn’t know how they will fare, and they know that if they come to Malta, they would enjoy their time but they would also be very secure. And that is important. I have to tell you that that is something which is growing. 

Very close to Parliament you have a very famous and reputed Spanish sculptor Cristina Iglesias. Recently she inaugurated one of her works. I am sure that the Ambassador can elaborate more on this topic, so I give to floor to her.  

MRS CONSUELO FEMENIA (Spanish Ambassador for Malta): As a matter of fact, I think it is an interesting area of work, in the sense that when I came to Malta, I realised that our common historical ties were even deeper! In fact, they are centuries longer than the historical ties that we have, for instance, with the Latin American countries because it goes back to the 13th century, to the Crown of Aragon, etc. It is true that in the past there was a sort of cultural centre but in the present days and with our present structure we have been trying to devote a little bit of time to everything that has to do with the language, the promotion of the Spanish language, which is also an important language of interest for any Maltese at different levels. And we see that the numbers are growing there. 

A little bit of history. We have had in the past a commemorative event to remember that the Maltese Falcon is not just a film, but it is the symbol of what the Minister was referring to, the fact that the island was offered to the knights in exchange for something that was symbolic, a falcon. We try to remember on one side the common history through different projects, and on the other side to focus on the future, on the language and on common projects that will be interesting for our younger generations. 

One of the possibilities that we are working on is that perhaps next year, together with the two national libraries, we will do a memorandum of understanding, so that they work together on the restoration of the deed of the emperor. This is something that at this moment in time we are already in the process of analysing from the point of view of how it has to be done technically so that it can be a proper restoration. This is what we are going to do this year and in the beginning of next year. And the idea would be, if possible, to help the national library to restore some of the key documents of your history, such as the deed of succession to the Order of the archipelago of Malta and Tripoli. 

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Thank you. I want to thank the Hon. Bedingfield for joining us here. And I want to thank you Mr Gonzalez-Barba on behalf of the Committee for your time with us today. I am sure that in the coming days you will have the time to meet with the Minister and the Parliamentary Secretary as well. Before we close this meeting, I would like to make one final point on the issue of the disability sector. We are aware that the EU is trying to achieve some goals there. In fact, as you are aware, in the past years we have seen the passing of the Accessibility Act, which is enforceable in the EU states and also the EU Web Directive but, unfortunately, we need to push the EU, especially the EU Commission, to also target not only accessibility but also, for example, the institutionalisation across Europe because that is something that will help more disabled people to live in the community and to be part of the community. And that is something that as a Member of the Government I will definitely continue to push, but the more countries pushing that agenda, the merrier. 

ONOR. KEVIN CUTAJAR: Thank you for raising the disability issue. As you rightly said two of us, the Hon. Oliver Scicluna and myself, are both persons with disability, and hearing what you said made me feel happy and worried at the same time. Why happy? I see that at the European level you are aware of the need that European projects have to be accessible, have to have the accessibility feature in them, but at the same time I am worried because I see that we are not yet there. The fact that we still feel that need means that we haven’t reached our goal yet. So, my appeal to you as a representative of the Spanish Government and of a European Union country is to set this goal at the European level to be the first in the world, as a European Union, to normalise the accessibility issue within all walks of life and within all projects at the European level. 

I think that this is a very ambitious goal, but I think that if we work on it we can make it and we can get there. We can become a model as a European Union for the rest of the world. This is an appeal that I make as a person with disability and as a representative with a disability in this Parliament, and I hope that we get there for the benefit of all persons with a disability, not just in Europe but in the whole world. 

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Mr Gongalez-Barba I thank you again for your time to come here and discuss with us these different issues. 

MR JUAN GONZÁLEZ-BARBA: Mr Chairperson, I thank you and the Hon. Members of this Committee. It has been a real pleasure to share and exchange views with you. I think that we will have something concrete with us when we will push our citizens’ requests for the accessibility question in our European works and European objectives because we will have the support of the Maltese Parliament and of this Committee, and I’m also sure from the Maltese Government. And that is quite important because this will be very symbolic for the Europe we want and it shows that we really care for all citizens, no matter what the social, economic or physical condition they have. We are all equal. This is a must in our European projects. So, thank you very much. 

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: The meeting is closed. Thank you.

Fil-5.32 p.m. intemmet id-diskussjoni u l-Kumitat aġġorna għal data u aġenda li kellhom jiġu komunikati aktar tard.
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