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THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi):  Formally speaking, it is such a big honour and pleasure for myself and this committee, which is the diplomatic arm of parliament, to welcome you officially and formally to our committee room which, by the way, was the bedroom of the Grand  Master 500 years ago.  So this particular room has some history. But we remember with distinct privilege the visit we had, and which I had the honour to lead last February to Riyadh, a visit which only showed how much potential there is between the two sides to further collaboration.  From what I can see and hear during these past few hours, your visit in Malta is further confirming that idea we had when we came to Riyadh.  Once again we thank you for the warmth hospitality since your friendship you showed us when we were in Riyadh. 

 So before I delve into the subject and since time is at a premium, allow me to present formally very briefly the members sitting around this table. The minister of foreign affairs is abroad on parliamentary official government business, so he sends his regrets for not being able to be with us tonight.  On my right is Dr. Mario de Marco, who is the deputy chairman of committees of the parliamentary plenary and he is from the government side.  On my left is Mr. Brincat, the shadow minister for foreign affairs and IT.  On Dr. de Marco’s right is Dr. Michael Asciak, medical doctor from the government side, chairman of the bio-ethics national committee.  On Mr. Brincat's left is Mr. Roderick Galdes from the opposition, shadow minister for planning and the environment.  On the left is Mr. Evarist Bartolo from the opposition, a former minister of education and presently the shadow minister for tourism from the opposition.  Of course, the Ambassador is by now almost a Saudi national, so I don’t need to introduce him.  In fact, he is sitting slightly towards you rather than on this side.

E.T. DR. SADAKAH YAHIA FADIL (President tal-Kumitat u Kap tad-Delegazzjoni Sawdita): Thank you Mr. Chairman. Thank you all members of the foreign affairs committee at the Maltese Parliament.  On behalf of my colleagues and myself I would like first to express our gratefulness and thanks to you for your warm hospitality and for this cheerful welcome that we are receiving in your beautiful country.  

We are very honoured and pleased to be here and I know that some of the members are thinking to come back for tourism.  That means that we all like this beautiful country even though this is our first visit here.   As you know, we are the members of the foreign affairs committee which is composed of 13 members of the Majlis Ash Shura Council.  I think we do similar work that you are doing here, even though there are some differences in details.  If you are interested in knowing these differences, we are ready to answer all your questions.  

But first let me please introduce my colleagues to you.  To my left is Dr. Abdullah Yahya Bukhary, next to him is Dr. Ibrahim Eissa Al Eissa and Mr. Anwar Ali Al Ghamdi, Director of the Committee's work.  Dr Eissa Al Eissa and Dr Ali Al Ghamdi are members of the Ash Shura Council.  And to my right is Dr. Bandar Mohammad Al Eiban, I think you all know him, he seems to be one of your good friends, he was our former chairman and a very good devout of art and is well known maybe throughout all Europe.   Next to him is Dr. Saeed Hamad Al Hagri, Member of the Committee and Member of the As-Shura Council and next is Mr. Mohammad Hamad Al Ibrahim, Protocol Manager.  And last but not least is Mr. Mohammed Jadallah, political attaché of the Saudi Embassy in Rome.
As his Excellency, Mr. Chairman said, the potential for cooperation between our two countries is there, we have to take the opportunity and try to strengthen our relations through more cooperation in all fields; in health, education, tourism, economy and in most aspects of modern life.  I was talking to your ambassador about the general agreement of understanding that our two countries signed.  It was signed about one year ago and we are eager to activate that agreement by signing other agreements in some fields like investment, tourism, fighting terrorism and so forth.  Actually his Excellency the ambassador offered to me three drafts for the suggested agreements; one of which is about investment, the other one is about fighting terrorism, smuggling, money laundering and so forth and the third one is about the prevention of double taxation. These to us are very interesting agreements and I think our delegation will recommend adopting other kinds of agreements that would benefit both countries in all fields.  I don’t want to take much time, so I will leave the floor to his Excellency, Mr. Chairman. Thank you. 
THE CHAIRMAN:  Yes I agree with you, Dr. Sakadah, that the general agreement which was signed in Riyadh in April of last year was a milestone in the relations between the two sides.  We want to remind ourselves that the diplomatic relations between the two sides were established in 1975 and Malta will remain forever grateful for the assistance provided by Saudi Arabia in the 70’s and 80’s, when Malta was still developing its economic and social structures.  We just heard when we were at Mater Dei Hospital that it was in 1982 that the Saudi Government provided assistance for the purchase of the CT scanner.  So even in the health sector Saudi Arabia was very much close to our country.  

As you rightly pointed out, there are a number of agreements which Malta, I can assure you, looks very much forward to finalizing.  I can mention them. These are the agreement on combating drug trafficking, the convention on the avoidance of double taxation and the prevention of fiscal evasion.  So Malta is looking forward to the possibility of negotiating an air services agreement and to continue the political consultations that were initiated in 2004 following the signing of the MOU, the memorandum of understanding on political consultations.  We on this side feel and believe - of course I can't speak for the opposition but I think I can very easily say that both sides, government and opposition believe this - that there exists great potential to further expand our economic relations, especially in the field of tourism, including those Saudis who wish to study English.  We believe there is also great scope for strengthening relations in the educational fields. You rightly pointed it out Mr. Chairman. We can host students from Saudi Arabia.  We already host students from the Gulf at our university and we would like to investigate the possibility of reaching an agreement on the mutual recognition of the Greeks with Saudi Arabia in order to facilitate the strengthening of such relations.  

There are so many areas, for example Islamic banking.  Malta is becoming a veritable financial services hub in the Mediterranean.  And hopefully on Wednesday morning when we have the meeting with the financial services authority we have occasion to speak about that in more detail. I know there are members sitting on this committee who would love to bring this subject up because it is their pigeon, in the sense that it is their area of expertise.  It is another area of huge potential. 

With regards to the health sector, I can tell you, Mr. Chairman, that after our visit to Mater Dei Hospital just some minutes ago, the Minister of Health told me that he was positively impressed with the great level of interest shown by your delegation and he looks forward to receiving your minister of health and to visit Riyadh himself.  That can open the way for significant practical synergy between the two sides. Don’t forget, please keep in mind, that since the last few months Malta signed an agreement with the Royal College of Surgeons of Ireland, one of the elite medical institutes in the world and the first of its kind outside Ireland to provide post-graduate studies.  That is an area where your medical students, your under-graduates or rather your graduates can utilize and make use of just as your under-graduates can make use of this practical arrangement where they are setting up a medical school in Malta to further specialize in Malta through the agreement we’ve reached with the Royal College of Surgeons of Ireland.  

There are so many areas I’d like to discuss with you.  I would love to hear your views about the latest situation in the Middle East.  When we were in Riyadh in February, we had the good fortune of being present when His Majesty the King and we salute the strenuous effort his Majesty undertook and this undertaking for a more stable and secure Middle East, this I have to point out.  But we were there when the Mecca talks started and the anticipation there was for the outcome.  It pains us seeing the Palestinian people divided amongst themselves.  It is a source of sincere disappointment on our side.  Malta always believed in a two state solution, as I told you yesterday, both governments have always followed that same line of foreign policy.  

Your views about what’s happening with regards to Iran.  It is in our interest to hear from you, to have the other side of defence sort of idea, perspective, about  what’s happening with regards to Iran, what are your views on that subject.  I stop there because I don’t want to take too much time of my colleagues neither, but once again thank you.

E. T. DR. SADAKAH YAHIA FADIL:  I would like to repeat my gratefulness and the gratefulness of my colleagues to you for everything that you have done for us and I would like to point out our appreciation of Malta’s positions and policies that are compatible with our interest that Malta has made very good stands on the issues that concern us, namely the Arab/Israel conflict, the situation in Iraq and the so called nuclear issue of Iran, the situation in Lebanon and the situation in Darfur, Sudan.  I know you have been supporting most of our issues, the Arab issues that concern us and the Arab world.  Malta has been a very good friend of the Arabs and we do appreciate that.  That’s why we would like to strengthen the relations through some agreements in all fields.  

I don’t want to take the floor, but I would like to give the opportunity to my colleagues to talk about the issues that you are interested to know our position on.  You talked about the new capabilities of Iraq and the neutral diplomacy in Iran and of course we have a certain position on that issue.  If you would like to hear it, some of my colleagues will answer you and we’ll talk about it in brief.  Again, Mr. Chairman, thank you so much.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Can I with respect suggest, keeping in mind the time constrains we have, to ask my colleagues to make a round of interventions of questions and thereafter your good selves can  answer or comment about those questions.  I think that makes it much easier.  So I can start with Mr. Brincat from the Opposition.

ONOR. LEO BRINCAT:  First of all I will try to be as brief as possible because of the time constraints.  I’m not in a position to gage what progress has been made as its government level since we visited the Riyadh as a parliamentary delegation.  But the impression I got this morning when we met is that there seems to be a lot of many missed opportunities, without blaming anybody in particular.  And I think it is important that in the coming months, we - and by "we" I mean whoever is in government in Malta - and your authorities should identify clear cuts realisable projects of the economic cooperation bearing in mind also the two areas which you mentioned in this morning's meeting when you said that there should be much more cooperation regarding tourism and health care.  

At the same time I welcome very much the positive response that was coming from you side in this morning's meeting where you welcomed my party’s official position in the document which I handed to you, where we are making it a formal pledge that we will be working hard to turn Malta into a centre in the Mediterranean of Islamic finance and at the same time to also promote the concept of a Gulf Mediterranean business forum.  What I would like to hear from you in your reply is the so called Annapolis Middle East conference, whether you think it would be just be an opportunity or a mere declaration of principles or whether it will address real finance status issues and on a totally different level, I have just come to learn of a new project which is being promoted in your country, something I read in the media.  This is referred to, if I’m not mistaken, as the King Abdullah University of Science and Technology.  I read that there is a fantastic allocation and an endowment of some $10 billion and what I found interesting also is that although it has a very strong educational impetus, it has not been financed by the education authorities directly but it has been financed by Armco itself.  And this seems to be a project which will be launching Saudi Arabia as a sort of showcase of modernization.  Perhaps you’ve got to elaborate further about this because as a country, Malta is trying hard to improve its performance and research development innovation, it would be very interested obviously in cooperating in this particular sector.  I had other questions but I better stop here to respect the time limit.  Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Very kind of you.  Before passing on to Dr. De Marco, out of loyalty I forgot to inform you that this meeting is streamed live on internet and it’s open to the public.  In fact there is a university student who is at the back taking some notes.  So just in case you feel like saying something off the record or behind closed doors, kindly let us know and the meeting will be held behind closed doors and not on the internet.  Thank you.  Hon. Mario de Marco.

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO:  Your Excellency, first of all I would like to thank you and your predecessor for the very warm hospitality which you showed to us in our visit to Saudi Arabia earlier this year.  It was certainly an enlightening visit and we couldn’t have hoped for a more fruitful visit from all aspects.  We learned so much about your country, we learned so much about the progress of your country and of your kingdom and we learned so much about the possible collaboration which can take place between our respective countries.  

What I like to stress is that even though we are here as government side and opposition side, there are various aspects that we speak in one voice.  And of one of these aspects, in respect of which we speak here in one voice, is definitely our foreign policy.  Malta today is a European Union member but even though we are a European Union member, we are always a European member with a Mediterranean dimension.  And the Mediterranean side of Maltese politics is something on which we are totally, all sides of parliaments, in agreement.  So rest assured that irrespective of whichever party there is in government - and we always do alterations in politics - you will have a consistency in our foreign policy.

This Mediterranean dimension, even though we are European members, is something that has been consistently part of our foreign policy.   We have seen it in the past, we are seeing it in the present, and we will see it in the future. 

Malta has always stressed, even today as a member of the European Member, that the Mediterranean dimensions are one the most important aspects of the European foreign policy.  We are also perhaps disappointed with the fact that the Barcelona process, the Euro-Med process, did not take the impetus that it was expected to take when the Barcelona process was launched.  We look forward to the neighbourhood policy of the European Union will have a stronger dimension. A reflection also of Malta’s Mediterranean policy is the fact that we also worked towards the activation of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Mediterranean. You maybe aware of the fact that later on this week, the parliament of the Mediterranean will be meeting in Malta on Thursday and Friday.  Malta was successful in its bid to host the secretarial of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Mediterranean. And this is now hosted over here.

We have always said that we are not just European, but we are first and foremost Mediterranean.  And when I say "Mediterranean", it means that we look at both sides of this sea of ours as having equal importance. We recognize that there are problems, we wish to see more economic activity, we like to see more reciprocation on economic development, and we don’t wish to see the northern side of the Mediterranean advance and the southern side of the Mediterranean left behind.  We want to wish it to advance to an equal level.  So in terms of economy, in terms of culture, in terms of political co-operation, this is something which for us is very important.  

In terms of financial services, Your Excellency, even here we must say that the Maltese parliament has always spoken in one voice.  We recognize that today financial services play a very important part of our economic development.  Today financial services contribute close to 35% of our GDP.  So this is not something where we have a disagreement.  Both sides of parliament wish to see these financial services keep on growing further.  By "financial services" we are talking about international trading companies, we are talking about banking development, we are talking about capital insurance companies, we are talking about the registration of funds in Malta and we are talking about the improvement of our stock exchange. What is also important for us to know is that there have been various important developments in our country which have been done also with the consent of the European Union which will consolidate Malta’s advancements in the financial services co-operation.

My friend the Hon. Leo Brincat mentioned, suggested also by the Malta Labour Party, that they would want to see Malta as a centre for the Islamic finance.  Rest assured that this is something which both sides of this parliament are in agreement with.  Only this week, I believe it was yesterday, there was an article by our chairman, precisely on the importance of establishing Malta as a financial centre, also on Islamic banking.   So this is something that both sides, irrespective of who is in government - rest assured we both wish to be in government - will be actively promoting these concepts.

One thing which impressed me also in Saudi Arabia was also the promotion of the new economic cities and also that Saudi Arabia itself rightly so deserves to be the financial centre of the Gulf. And we look forward to collaboration in this respect, because one is not in competition with each other over here. Malta sees itself as a regional financial centre but undoubtedly Saudi Arabia sees itself as the Gulf financial centre.  One here is not right to outdo the other, fair enough we cannot compete in size, we cannot compete in dimensions, but today, in this globalised world,  financial services in Malta is growing and we wish to be able to collaborate with you in this respect.  

Last problem is the issue as a point I would like to raise on the price of oil.  The price of oil is something which our country is very much effected by, because obviously we don’t have any natural resources of ours, our country is totally dependant on oil, and this is something which is unfortunately effecting our population due to the increase in prices of water and electricity. So I would like to see your reactions as how you see the price on oil developing in the future. I really thank you for the hospitality and the kindness you showed us during our visit to Saudi Arabia.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you so much.  The Hon. Michael Asciak.
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  There are three points I would like to bring up; one of which is the aspect of health tourism. We are starting this concept of health tourism here.  Malta, as you know, is a centre of excellence for treatment. We have the best doctors in the world here - many study in England and in most European countries, and are multi-lingual as our language is very similar to Arabic as well, so this is an advantage for many and Arabic is one of the subjects which is taught at secondary schools, so we can communicate with many patients from different regions of both Europe and the Arab world.   So this is one of the points we are trying to push, this is one of the main reasons why we built the new hospital, so that it will be more comfortable for foreigners to have treatment here.  Incidentally on the World Health Organisation index, we are placed as the fifth most advanced country as far as health care is concerned.  So this is just to give you a clue as to our level of medical services.

The second point I would like to bring up is that of university exchanges.  I teach at the University and the Institute of Health Care. I see many students from Dubai, from the United Arab Emirates and from other countries. Maybe it would be good to have some arrangement also with Saudi Arabia because I don’t think I have ever taught a student from Saudi Arabia, but it would be good to start even to send Maltese students to your universities, especially in technical subjects. And one of the technical subjects I’m sure you can help us a lot with, is energy and water production. We bring most of our water from the sea, we don’t have any natural water resources, but we need to work with countries like yours who have problems, who have quite a substantial advance alternative energy resource programme and also in the production of water for countries which have a dry climate.    Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  So Your Excellency the floor is yours.

E.T. DR. SADAKAH YAHIA FADIL:    Thank you all.  I would like to make some comments before turning the microphone to my colleagues. I would like to emphasize that we have found that there are four areas in which co-operation between our two countries can be emphasized; health care, education.  We are considering sending some of our students to your university, I am not talking in my name, but I heard that from our ministry of higher education, they are considering to send some of the students to your good university here.  The third area of co-operation is of course tourism, including medical tourism, as you mentioned.  The first would be investment that includes banking.  I have no idea about Islamic banking and how it should be working, but this should be considered.  Like I said this morning, the willingness of co-operation is there, the two sides would like to strengthen their relations and co-operate.  They are willing to do so and we will leave it to the experts to decide on what grounds cooperation should be worked out and should be carried out in the near future. 

Of course my colleagues have something to add to this but before giving the mike to one of them, I would like to say also in addition to co-operation in the political field, these four areas are potential areas in which our two countries can cooperate for mutual benefit of our two peoples.  As far as the issue which concerns not only you and us but maybe to the world, and namely the Arabs/Israeli conflict on the nuclear issue of Iran, their situation in Iraq, their situation in Lebanon, etc.  I think you know our position on each of these issues, and we know your position which is almost identical to ours, that’s why we really consider Malta as a friend because we think we have rights and we are fighting for our rights peacefully. We are against this violence, we would like to have our rights and the Arabs' rights but by peaceful means. That’s why we initiated this Arab/Israeli peace initiative. I think you know the elements of that initiative.  The whole initiative is actually based on resolutions of the United Nations that were issued back in 1967 and 1973.  If you want us to talk more about these issues, you are welcome and we are ready to elaborate on each of these issues, but now I would like to turn the microphone to my colleagues to say what they have to say.

DR. BANDAR MOHAMMAD AL EIBAN (Membru tad-Delegazzjoni Sawdita):   Thank you Mr. Chairman.  I start by expressing my personal appreciation to the wonderful welcome that we have received since we have touched the lovely ground of Malta.  Not only did we find a wonderful country but most of all its treasure, its wonderful people. It has been a very heart touching welcome that we are going back to Saudi Arabia with heartfelt with appreciation and wonderful memories.

Mr. Chairman and Hon. Members of the Committee, it is indeed a pleasure for me and my colleagues to be with you this evening in this wonderful building and we just had a wonderful evening with your Hon. Speaker who reaffirmed the importance of best relationship between our two countries. For the sake of time let me quickly go back and answer some of the points that you placed for the Annapolis conference.  Saudi Arabia has worked since this crisis and this problem has been raised over six decades ago to try to solving this problem.  As recently as the eighties and now 2002, King Abdullah presented his peace plan which represents not only his vision for peace and Saudi Arabia’s vision for peace, but he managed to have all the Arab countries sign unto it to represent the Arabs which in our opinion the most viable solution to this unfortunate conflict that is not only taking a lot of energies and wasting a lot of time for the people of the region, but also continuously destroying hopes and aspiration for the Palestinian people. And on this regard not only do we mind ourselves and our friends with the peaceful plan of King Abdullah but we also want to register our appreciation to Malta’s position of supporting it and supporting this initiative.

Our views of this conference is that we hope that this conference will address all issues relevant including the borders, final status issues such as Jerusalem, as the capital of the new state of Palestine, the fair and just solution to the refugees and of course the recognition of the Palestinian rights for not only a state but a viable state, a contiguous state that is going to live side by side with Israel. And if we are to see that Annapolis would succeed, we think it has to have a time line that is reasonable and within grasp in order for this momentum to their truth. 

As far as the relationship of our two countries, I think that our chairman and you, Mr. Chairman, have touched on it, there is so much potential for both countries to pursue and there’s a lot of activities that both can really follow up not only on agreements but exploring continuous possibilities.  On the just recently announced and inaugurated projects of King Abdullah University for Science and Technology prevailed is indeed going to be a state of the art centre of learning not only for Saudi Arabia but for humanity.  That’s why King Abdullah has decided to allocate $10 billion endowment for its continuous success. And for that reason it will be a graduate level institution that will immediately start on research and development.  And I am sure that with this new project, this wonderful project, would benefit not only Saudi Arabia but your students and your researchers who I’m sure when they apply would be welcomed and  since even the vision of King Abdullah is to have not just 100% Saudis but 50% will be allocated for international students.  So there is a great deal of room for students, and of course for scientists, to come from Malta. 

Let me go quickly to the price of oil which was mentioned.  We are perplexed actually and we are really as surprised as you are with the high prices of oil. The fundamentals does not support that, it is the product in our opinion of the tension and speculation of hitch funds and other speculators that had nothing to do with supply because there is plenty of oil to around and really its a puzzle that goes beyond the producing nation.  And we hope that our friends understand that and I am sure now that everybody knows that and I understand that it is not in the hands of the producing countries as far as oil prices are concerned.  On other issues, if I may on Iran, we are hoping that this crisis is solved peacefully as much as possible and also we would like a Middle East and Gulf free of nuclear and mass destruction.  Basically that’s all I can say, but I want to leave some time also to my colleagues.  Thank you very much.

E.T. DR. SADAKAH YAHIA FADIL:  Before I go on, I would like to add one more thing to what my colleague has said about oil prices.  It is beyond our control.  Saudi Arabia has been trying to keep prices of oil down. It is the only exporting country that has been trying to do so, even though all exports are the main source of income in our country. We are so worried about the increase in oil prices and there are so many variables and so many reasons for that, one of which is the increase in demand, and there are so many other reasons that are very much related to the oil consuming countries rather than to oil exporting countries as my colleague has said. I would like now to pass the word to Dr. Saeed Hamad Al Hagri.
DR. SAEED HAMAD AL HAGRI (Membru tad-Delegazzjoni Sawdita):  Mr. Chairman, I would like to express all thanks to Your Excellency and your great welcoming and hospitality.  Some issues have been raised by you and your colleagues regarding the health, tourism and the university exchange, technical subjects and also regarding education.  So I just have some questions and some points to raise.  

What kind of education can the Malta University offer to the Saudi students?  Regarding the Islamic banking, we would like to know the number of banks that are working in Malta and if possible how much money that has been run by these banks, if possible.  I think this is something important.  Of course, being a strategic country between Europe, Africa and Asia, you have a good experience of shipping and port businesses, so I wonder if we can have some idea about exchanging experience in this.  Can we benefit from your experience in this side?  The issue of Saudi Arabia to be a centre for banking or for financial business, we would like to hear from you what is your vision so we can build on that.  Regarding the health care, I would like to know what type of language do you use in teaching in terms of medicine at the University.  Is it Maltese or English?  This is the main issue that I would like to hear about.  Thank you. 

DELEGAT SAWDI: I would like to say something regarding the Iranian nuclear issue.  Of course we are much worried about nuclear development in Iran or in any neighbouring country.  As citizen of that region we can see a catastrophe in horizon, a catastrophe that would destroy not only our country but maybe most of the neighbouring countries and send us back 200 years.  We are not to be blamed but as you know, there is something beyond our control that might make this catastrophe possible.  I hope, God forbids, it doesn’t take place, but I think you can see it.  It is just a kind of terrorism under which we are now living.  Of course we seek a nuclear free zone in the Middle East.  This is the best bid for every country in that area but with the fact that Israel has more than 200 warheads targeted at Arab cities, Arab metropolitan areas.  And this fact is totally ignored by the international community but at the same time they are focusing on the development of nuclear capability in Iran.  What we can see is a double standard policy.  We are worried about the nuclear development in Iran but we are more and more worried about Israel’s nuclear aspect.  So we are in a dilemma actually.  

In addition to that we think we are living under very extreme pressure and every morning we wake up from our beds and check the news to see whether the catastrophe has occurred or not yet but we can see it in the horizon.  I hope you think about this and try to help the world avoid this catastrophe because if the area is destroyed, I think the whole world will be negatively affected.  What we need is just a solution of the conflict and a fair policy towards all parties.  I’m not for Iran to be a nuclear power and like I said Saudi is against any nuclear development for military purposes in the area or even in the world but now we can see that for us we have to deal with.  Of course we are against any development of the Iranian nuclear plant but at the same time we are so much worried about Israel’s nuclear development.  I hope you share with us the these concerns.  Thank you.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much.  I must admit that listening to your latter point made very sober listening and much food for thought.  Of course we share your concern and listening to you I almost get the feel of something inevitable happening, God forbid. But before we conclude, since we have a certain deadline, I would like to ask Hon. Bartolo, who is an educator himself to answer the point about the university.  As far as the other points about banking and shipping, I would suggest, if you allow us, that we would reply to those points during dinner later on.  That can be very easily done but since Mr. Bartolo is not joining us for dinner, I’d rather have him answer that point.  

ONOR. EVARIST BARTOLO:  I notice that tomorrow you have a meeting with the Minister of Education and the Rector of the University, but I will only speak to make an advert for you to send students to the University of Malta for various reasons.  First of all, all the courses are held in English.  Secondly, which I think is more important, there is international recognition of the degrees given by the University of Malta through a system of external examiners who come from universities in the UK and on the continent, so there are international benchmarks for the content of the courses and the quality of the courses.  Every year we have external examiners who come to check what the contents of the courses are and the standards that our students are reaching.  

Getting a degree at the University of Malta means that you will be recognised to go and study for post-graduate in the States, in the UK and anywhere on the continent.  There are two international networks which the University of Malta forms part of, one is the commonwealth, which means that standards have to be international, and the other is what is called the Bologna process of the European Union, where there is a big movement from the universities from all the 27 members states, to reach a certain agreement on how the courses should be designed, etc.  I think there are areas where the Saudi students would be interested in, areas that have to do with maritime affairs, areas that have to do with banking and finance.  Our lecturers and professors have been trained in the UK and in the United States, so their courses have an international dimension, especially if we are talking about banking and finance the courses are of an international standard, health education is excellent, so I would really consider seriously that opportunity.  And for a university like ours, which is small in size, but the percentage of students from different countries in the world studying at the university is quite high.  So the university itself has now learnt to accept and welcome students from different countries.  

I teach at the university myself.  20 years ago it was possible for me to think of Malta when I lecture.  Today it is impossible, I have to think of the world, because I know that there might be 10 or 20 different nationalities from different parts of the world, not just from Europe but from China, from other Asian countries and from the Gulf.  So it is an internatinal university and we most welcome you to encourage your students to come.  Thank you.

E.T. DR. SADAKAH YAHIA FADIL:  Dr. Abdullah Yahua Bukhary is an architect and he has something to say about water desalination.  

DR. ABDULLAH YAHYA BUKHARY (Membru tad-Delegazzjoni Sawdita):  I think Malta is entering a new era very soon by joining Shengen and the Euro zone, so it has to make some adjustments in its socio-economic system I believe.  I think and I hope that such adjustments can be favourable for stronger bonds between Saudi Arabia and Malta by the very fact that Saudi Arabia is located in the Gulf,  in the heart of the Arab world, it is one of the biggest economies, if not the biggest economy in the Arab world, and of course the fact that Malta is now becoming the link between Europe and the rest of the Arab world. So we feel that our two nations, our two countries, should take advantage of this.  We think that the bilateral relationship can be very mutually beneficial for both of us if we are seriously pursuing and showing some effort to do that.  

Health and education are a paramount, for example, in our priority.  I feel that in these two fields we should really pursue together a stronger co-operation.  I remember when I was heading the school of architecture in a particular university there was one professor from Malta and, we had a lot of international professors from England and the United States.  (Interruptions)  Yes you know him, I was just asking about him today.  He is still around?  Please give him my regards.  He used to work with me in various projects but he was the only Maltese professor I have met in that university in the school of environmental design and I was wondering why only one Maltese professor.  I didn’t know why we were not so lucky to have more of him.  So I think that our medical students who are studying medicine in Saudi Arabia can benefit from your highly advanced facilities in the health service sector here in Malta or else you can open the door for them to do their internship.  You can offer that to the Saudi universities and I’m sure they will be very happy to accept this invitation and it will be beneficial for all of us.  

DR. BANDAR MOHAMMAD AL EIBAN:  We should be focusing on how we as Saudi Arabia can help Malta in the field of water desalination.  

DR. ABDULLAH YAHYA BUKHARY: A third field of cooperation we should pursue is tourism.  Now that field of tourism is very important for us because we have a high commission for tourism established and headed by the Crown Prince and we are very serious about it.  We have about 5,000 Muslims in Malta.  I think those families should be allowed to go and do their pilgrimage and their visits should be facilitated because we have pilgrimages and visits to the holy places in Mecca and Medina.  And we should really facilitate their visits to those holy places and that is something that concerns us very much.  

I also think that you should allow or you should advertise at least for the Saudi families to come to Malta and spend their summer vacations or spring vacations in your beautiful country.  I haven’t seen any Saudi families coming to Malta so far.  This is my first time in Malta and I’m really surprised, it’s a beautiful country and I’d love to come back again and again.  

One other field that Dr. Bandar Mohammad Al Eiban is talking about and I would like to mention is the co-operation in the development of desalination.  We have very good expertise in desalination techniques and you have the same expertise.  I think you depend very much on desalination and if we put our efforts together and we work together to develop some inexpensive modern techniques in desalination, it will also be very beneficial for both our countries.  Definitely we can come to an agreement, we can come to certain cooperation and our committee can help you to contact people in Saudi Arabia.  

We talked about missed opportunities.  Yes, there are missed opportunities and I think we should work hard to make up for those missed opportunities that we talked about today and I think the foreign policy matter has been explored.  That is what I really had to say.  Thank you.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you and we appreciate all the sincere comments that were voiced.  I very much look forward to continuing the discussion during dinner.  There are two particular points I would like to delve upon in more detail and of course we look forward to tomorrow’s meeting with the education Minister and the Rector of the University.  

Before we conclude, two points, just to put it on record that, I am very much determined to implement what I told you Dr. Sadakah earlier on this afternoon that we establish a practical form of cooperation between the two parliamentary committees because I believe and I got the impression that we agreed that such practical cooperation between the two committees can have a positive spill over effect on the government side.  We are not part of the government as we explained yesterday evening, we’re a parliamentary committee, so it’s not the executive over here but it’s the legislative, but if we can establish a yearly exchange of visits, both parliamentary and staff sharing expertise and so on, I think this can only have a positive effect, and prod, solicit, encourage the relevant government and ministerial departments to take up the cue from what we would have agreed and reached agreement in those areas where we would have identified scope for agreement.  So unless there are any other comments I would ask you to conclude the meeting because it’s a relatively long way, we’re going to the other end of the island.  I would like to give you something from parliament as a token of friendship from our parliament.  

DELEGAT SAWDI:  I just want to express my sorrow because I have to walk for five minutes because I have a disc problem, so please excuse me.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  And I also have to excuse Hon. Brincat who went on to a television programme, that's why he had to leave, because we have to juggle many things at the same time.  So this is a silver traditional Maltese boat and I hope that it will remind you of us and of Malta.   

Fit. 8.23 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal
data oħra.
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