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LAQGĦA MA’ L-E. T. JEAN-MARC RIVES, AMBAXXATUR TA’ FRANZA GĦAL MALTA
THE CHAIRMAN (L-Onor. Jason Azzopardi):  Excellency it is our honour and privilege to have you addressing this Committee for the first time in your capacity as ambassador.  So this is a very important meeting for us.  France is an important country not only in the economic, trading, commercial sense but also politically; especially after the election of President Sarkozy because of his proposal for the setting up of a union of Mediterranean States.  This proposal affects the foreign policy of Malta and on that score we will engage in a discussion with your Excellency.  I thank you once again for accepting our invitation to address our Committee and now I will give you the floor.

E. T. JEAN-MARC RIVES (Ambaxxatur ta’ Franza għal Malta):  Mr. President and Hon. Members, thank you very much for inviting me to speak before this Committee.  It is a privilege and a pleasure for me to make this address.  As agreed, I will first speak about the Malta-France bilateral relations during the two years that I have been ambassador to Malta.

Malta and France have had an outstanding relation for centuries.  France has been represented non-stop in Malta since 1706, more than 300 years. It is important that Malta and France get a yet much closer relation.  Malta and France are members of the United Nations.  Malta and France are members of the EU.  Malta and France are two Mediterranean countries.  The United Nations have a great universal community.  The EU is the project of a shared future which has already brought democracy, peace and prosperity on our continent.  The Mediterranean is much more than a crossway.  As the former president Guido de Marco put it, it is the cradle of many civilizations.  It is to become the cradle of a new identity.

For two years now I have endeavoured to get our relations closer.  Sometimes I have been instrumental in this rapprochement, sometimes not.  This rapprochement is not yet completed but it is becoming a stronger reality every day.  I will touch upon different fields if you wish, just to have a broad review of our relationship.

In the political field, the particular relations between our two countries are very substantial but up till two years ago lacked visibility.  In July 2005, when the then Minister of Foreign Affairs of France, Mr. Douste-Blazy, came to Malta, no French Minister of Foreign Affairs had come to Malta for 10 years.  In November 2005, the French Minister of Tourism came to Malta and your Minister of Foreign Affairs, Dr. Michael Frendo went to Toulouse in November to prepare for the Barcelona conference.

In May 2006, Dr. Gonzi went to Paris and met – thanks to me I must say - President Chirac.  He was there on a trip organized by your ambassador to try to attract some investment in Malta and I hoped the time was ripe for the Prime Minister to meet our head of state.  In October 2006, the French Minister for European Affairs, Mrs. Colonna, came to Malta.  She talked about immigration, maritime security and Europe of course.  In July 2007, Mr. Tonio Fenech met the French Minister of Economy, Finance and Employment, Mrs. Lagarde on the occasion of the trip of the Maltese Minister of Finance and the governor of the Central Bank of Malta to take stock of the first Euro coins. 

There have been a series of parliamentary delegations, whether they are bilateral ones or multi-lateral ones.  Bilateral such as in March 2006 by Mr. Quentin who is in charge to report to the French National Assembly on the question of maritime security.  In July 2006, the Malta/France group of friendship came to Malta.  In September 2006, Mr. Delpicchia and Mrs. Boumédiene Thierry came to Malta to make an assessment of the situation in Malta vis-a`-vis the accession to Schengen.  There have been several multilateral delegations such as in November 2006, the Parliamentary assembly of the Organisation for Security and Co-Operation in Europe (OSCE) and in July 2007 the meeting of the European People’s Party (EPP).

As everybody knows there was also the private visit by an important personality, our elected President Sarkozy which definitely puts Malta in the radar of France. 

In the Economic and commercial field our relations are strong.  They are growing and diversifying.  France is among the first partners of Malta in terms of current trade.  It is the second partner in terms of shared market, 11.6%, after Italy but before UK.  It is one of the first investors in Malta.  Everybody knows the company ST Micro Electronics which is not a French group but an Italian-French group.  It is the first employer in Malta with 2,500 people and Malta’s first exporter with 60% of Maltese exports.  CMA–CGM is another French investor which employs 575 people, which represents 12% of the container traffic throughout the Mediterranean.  The volume of import and export reached almost €1 billion in 2006: Malta imports €573 million, among which electronic components, refined oil products, aeronautics equipments meant for the Air Malta Airbus fleet, cars, cereals for an amount of 80 %.  France imports €331 million, among which high tech semi-conductors for big French groups and fuel for French ships which amount to 60 %.

Let me now talk about our bilateral cooperation, and firstly about monetary cooperation.  Among the achievements of Malta, besides joining EU on May the 1st 2004, is the introduction of euro on January 1st 2008.  As you know the Central Bank of Malta has signed, after a European tender, a commercial agreement with ”Monnaie de Paris” for the 200 million of euro coins which will circulate in the hands of Maltese citizens to be minted in France.  At the request of the National Euro Changeover Committee (NECC), the French Embassy has managed to organise during the first semester of 2006, what we call “light twinning” which is an action of cooperation between the French Ministry of Finance and the NECC.  The objective was to help the trainers of the NECC to train the Maltese and share our experience in the introduction of euro in France.  This meant that two high civil servants from the Ministry of Finance came for four days once a month for six months to do this job.  What more important symbol of friendship, what more popular one than helping a country mint its own money, a money which is, at the same time, the very sign of national sovereignty and the very sign of European solidarity. 

While touching on these aspects of sovereignty, I would like also to stress the cooperation in which France has entered with the Armed Forces of Malta and Malta’s Police.  With regards to military cooperation with the AFM, the 3 Alouette helicopters which form part of the Maltese fleet are French ones and are maintained by Eurocopter. 
Following the visit in Malta by the chief of the French Navy on December 8th 2006, we have undertaken to train Maltese helicopter pilots to land on the bridge of French navy ships in order to facilitate the landing of these helicopters on the P 61 navy unit of the Maltese air force. Other friendly states, such as Germany, have followed in this training initiated by the French navy.  This means that Malta’s outreach capacity in terms of surveillance at sea will increase.  This year, a Maltese officer was able to participate on the trip of the famous French helicopter carrier “Jeanne d'Arc” between the south of Italy and Barcelona along with other young European officers which is a way of familiarizing the Maltese officer with the European counterparts. 

Four officers of Malta Research and Rescue Services (MRCC) of the AFM have been trained in French facilities to master the control of maritime security by radar.  Four others are going to follow.  This is also the result of a three year “light twinning” between the French commercial fleet and the Malta Maritime Authority (MMA).

Along with other European countries Italy, Germany, Greece, Portugal, the French Navy has consistently participated with one of its planes in the different phases of Frontex, coordinated operations off the shores of Malta - Nautilus I in October 2006 and Nautilus II in July and September 2007.  In the meantime officers of the French police specialized both in illegal immigration and the criminal activities associated with illegal immigration have also participated in these operations.  For if we have a national immigration policy we firmly believe, as Malta does, in a holistic European policy.  I would be glad at some point during this discussion to expose the main features of our views on this subject during our questions and answers session if so you wish.

Regarding cooperation with the Maltese police, we have entered in a progressive, steady and comprehensive cooperation in many fields ranging from counterfeiting Euro - which is going to be an obligation for Malta starting January 1st next year - to illegal immigration.  I hope that we will soon have an opportunity to give more visibility to this cooperation which, for being very discrete, is nonetheless very effective. 

Remaining in this field we have also entered a promising though preliminary cooperation with Malta’s Department for Civil Protection especially in the field of sea pollution and industrial hazards.  This is a sign that France cares about the accidents which could happen in Malta due to its situation in the Mediterranean.  And I can assure you that I have worked hard, as my predecessors did, to reach these objectives. 

Let me touch on the question of cooperation in education.  It has been one of my many undertakings to leave no stone unturned in our cooperation.  The first aim has been to consolidate the teaching of French Language.  I just want to observe that contrarily to a well spread cliché, French language understanding and French speaking are not as uncommon in Malta as one would think.  There has not been a single day now for more than 2 years that I’ve been in Malta when I have not met a new person able to understand or speak my language.  My objective has been twofold: firstly to fight this “idée reçue” that the Maltese would not be attracted by the French language and try to convince them that they have real linguistic abilities and should not shy away from daring to speak.  Secondly to convince young students that besides English speaking, which nowadays is a must as computer science is, what will make the difference between two students of the same qualifications, especially when it comes to finding a job, will be, in our globalized world, the mastering of another language besides your national one and English.  

I must confess that I have visited or received at the embassy 15 classes of French language students in secondary schools just to make sure that young people know that an ambassador is not an aloof person, that he can communicate not only with the local authorities but also with young generations.  Thanks to the Director General of French at the Ministry of Education as well as to the inspector of French, we have worked on renovating the methods of teaching and organized yearly, with a great success I must say, an event called “Franco-fête”.  This is thanks to the help of the Maltese French Centre for Documentation and Research which is animated by the inspector of French language.

We are in the process of creating an Association of French teachers to mutualise their experience and help them to take the ownership in the way French language should be taught in Malta.  I don’t want to impose my views on how French should be taught here.  I want the teachers to be the owners of these methods.  In the primary schools, we have had two pilot projects, not to teach the young children the French language but to sensibilise them to this language. 

At the university level we have not only maintained the teaching of French language at the Faculty of Arts but we have also managed to create, thanks to the Minister of Education and the Rector, another chair of French at the Faculty of Education to replace the French lecturer who had been in Malta for 7 years.  All the money which has been consequently made available by the suppression of the French lecturer has been devoted to grant scholarships to students in scientific specialities ranging from pharmaceutical research to marine biology.  The French Embassy has granted a 3 years doctorate scholarship for one of your brightest astrophysicist in the prestigious “Commissariat à l’Energie Atomique”.  The University of Malta, the French high tech industry and the Embassy have entered a historic and innovative partnership whereby one of your brightest aeronautic engineers has been given the possibility to spend one year training at Eurocopter at Marignan.  After another 2 years at the University of Malta he should be in a position to create his own start up thanks to European funds, thanks to our support, thanks to the support of such entities as the Malta Federation of Industries and hopefully he will eventually employ some people.  Different French companies set up in Malta, whether in the pharmaceutical or in the biology sectors have, have accepted to join us in granting a few more significant scholarships to Maltese students.  The idea is not to participate in the brain drain of Malta but, on the contrary, to help Maltese start up business to employ people.
As you can see, in the field of higher education, France is trying to help Malta create new companies, new jobs and to integrate these companies in the French and European high tech industrial fabric. This is part and parcel of the effort that we have undertaken to help Malta to integrate better in the EU.  I am convinced that this is the only way to build a real network between our two countries, that is, by building sustainable links between our universities, our students and our companies.  Furthermore, I think that this fits perfectly within the strategy of the University of Malta which is underlining the necessity to develop the technological and scientific specialties in teaching.

With regard to cooperation in the field of arts and culture, I have aimed my action in two directions.  Firstly we organised what I call the “mirror events”.  Everyone is aware of the success story of what is commonly known as “notte bianca” which is a French concept in spite of the Italian name.  This year, thanks to the Minister of Tourism and Culture of Malta and the Malta Council for Culture and Arts (MCCA), , on June 21st we managed to organize “la Fête de la Musique”, an event that originated in France 25 years ago and which has now become a European and international event.  We expect to repeat this kind of “mirror event” by the end of November with the commemoration of the 300th anniversary of Vauban.  Once again, the idea of this network of events in Malta and in France is to show that Malta is fully integrated in the European cultural and artistic life and that, in this field as well as in others, Malta is well tuned up.  
I worked not only bilaterally with Malta but also jointly with other embassies in Malta.  In fact, last November, on the occasion of the abolition of slavery in France, together with the American Embassy we organised a display of Negro Spirituals, under the direction of an American choir master living in Paris and with the participation of singers from different European countries, within the Festival of Sacred Music at Saint John’s Cathedral.  Last March, together with the German Embassy we presented a theatre play on the origins of the First World War, with the participation of a German director and the actors coming from different European countries.  Together with the Belgian Embassy, I hope to organise in December a seminar, a musical and a dancing event about the French scientist and philosopher Pierre Teilhard de Chardin.  Next year, together with the Russian Embassy, we hope to present a programme of Russian music with the participation of a young and talented French pianist. 

Now I would like to mention our intention to work very closely - along with other international think tanks - with this new think tank “Today Malta Public Policy” to help develop in Malta what we call in French “le débat d’idées”.  Once again, the idea is to expose each country to the other.  Nowadays the ministers of European Union Member States have many occasions to meet in Brussels but I believe firmly that this should be complemented with a strong bilateral cooperation.  
Thank you very much, Mr President and Members of Parliament for listening to my presentation.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Excellency, I must admit that I could barely catch up with the wide spectrum of events and initiatives that took place, especially during the last two years under your tenure.  Well done and it’s very evident that the political, economic, culutral and educational bilateral relationship between the two sides is, as we say, alive and kicking. 
I must admit that at the beginning I forgot to mention that I owe a debt of gratitude to the French Embassy as Chairman of the Parliamentary Friendship Group between the two sides because two years ago this Group was hosted to a very intensive and fruitful visit to Paris and San Tropez, since my counterpart Jean Michel Couve is the Mayor of St Tropez.   
Moreover, as Chairman of this Committee, I was hosted for two very intensive days of discussions in Paris some two years ago.  I have to put on record that a law was introduced in Malta as a result of my suggestion after my visit to Paris.  That was the result of the meetings I had in Paris with the director of the Louvre who had explained to me that for every donation there is a corresponding tax rebate which the individual can claim at the end of the year.  That, of course, is an incentive for companies and individuals to donate cultural and artistic objects.  When I came back I had suggested this particular law to the Prime Minister, who was also Minister of Finance, and I’m still very proud to say that that proposal was incorporated in the budget speech of two years ago and eventually it became law.   
There’s another thing on which I think there could be some collaboration.  I had met the director of the College de Chaillot -  I hope I am pronouncing the name correctly but I’m speaking off the cuff – which, for the benefit of those who are listening, is a state-of-the-art college where architects go on to specialise in urban regeneration.  Again, there is a law which provides fiscal incentives to those who renovate historic buildings in the city centre by means of tax relief and tax rebates at the end of the year.  I remember that the director had offered me the possibility of having three or five Maltese architects going over there to specialise on an annual basis.  Even with the director of the Louvre I had mooted the possibility of having an exchange of curators between Heritage Malta and the Louvre and he seemed very enthusiastic about it.  In fact I had passed this on to Heritage Malta and they had promised me to take it up immediately.  
Before I conclude I wanted to mention town twinning.  I think that we can do with more towns being twinned with French villages or small cities because usually Maltese local councils tend to look towards either England or Italy.  That gives a people to people approach which is very important to nurture the relationship between the two sides.  I have several other questions but now I wish to invite my colleagues to make their intervention.  The Hon George Vella.

HON. GEORGE VELLA:   Mr Ambassador, thank you for your presentation on bilateral relations and, as the Chairman said, we were amazed at the number of initiatives that were undertaken.  However, it is sad to say that these activities were not extensively adverised and we were not made aware of them. 
This, being the Foreign and European Affairs Commitee, I would like to change a little bit the line of the discussion.  Obviously, we are still at the beginning of the representation.  We talked about the new French President coming to Malta for his short holiday with the consequence that the name of Malta was flashing all over the world.  That was some advertisement which we really cherished.  We’ve been reading and hearing about President Sarkozy since the day he took office.  Perhaps you thought I was being a little bit imprudent when I was reading but I was actually reading the German Times which has a front article titled “The Sarkozy Show” and it starts with words “Wake up! Wake up”!  That is because the way he has been behaving since he took office has woken up many European citizens to certain new ideas.  I didn’t know whether it’s a compliment, but this reminds me of the seven days that Napoleon spent in Malta when he was coming out with new ideas everyday and we still enjoy the benefits of those ideas.  

We are very much interested in one of the proposals which Mr Sarkozy made over these last months and this concerns the idea of having a Mediterranean Union.  As you well know, for many years Malta has been on the forefront on the idea of having a sort of a forum or a council or something which brings together the Mediterranean states.  As a country which has been dominated for all these years, we had always been yearning to have our own independence and to have a way to exchange ideas and views with our neighbours both to the North and to the South of the Mediterranean Sea.  In a nutshell, we have always been very much in favour of the idea of creating something which brings together the countries of the Mediterranean.  

As you definitely know, we have been working through the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) on the idea of a Parliamentary Assembly for Mediterranean states.  After years and years of an uphill struggle with people who had other interests and who couldn’t see the interests and the benefits accruing from such an institution, we did manage to set up this organisation and in fact its secretariat has been located in Malta.  What does this have to do with Mr Sarkozy’s proposal?  In fact, it has a lot to do with Mr Sarkozy’s proposed Mediterranean Union, although we still need to know a little bit more about the objectives and structures. We have already taken the initiative through the Executive Secretary of this newly founded Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean (PAM) - who is an Italian Diplomat with ample experience at the United Nations - to see what we can do to combine these two ideas together.   Some weeks ago we had long discussions in Morocco during the meeting of the bureau with the Vice President of the French Parliament, if I’m not mistaken, and we were thinking in terms of trying to bring these two ideas together.  We’re all for the idea of having a Mediterranean Union and at the same time we are trying to do all we can not to see our efforts over all these past years being washed away.  In fact, we wish the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean to be used in the context of the Mediterranean Union.  In other words, there already is a parliamentary dimension which is up and going and, in facat,  its general assembly will be meeting here in Malta next.   Obviously, you will be invited and we will be having also the French ambassador in charge of this Mediterranean Union idea to give us more details about it.  

I want to know your ideas about this and I also wish that you convey the sentiment of this Committee that what we have striven for and what we have achieved over all these years should at least be utilized in this idea of the Mediterranean Union. 

THE CHAIRMAN:  Can I suggest to have a round of questions so that you will be able to manage time in a better way.  The Hon Michael Gonzi and the Hon George Vella form part of out IPU delegation and so they are both intimately connected with the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean.  The Hon Gonzi.

HON. MICHAEL GONZI:  First of all I want to congratulate you, Mr Ambassador, for La Fête de la Musique which was held in Buġibba which is the place where I live.  It was a very successful event that was held all over Buġibba and we would appreciate it if this event will be held on a regularly every year in St. Paul’s Bay.  

You mentioned quite an interesting issue with regard to education and French speaking students because in summer we get a lot of French students in St. Paul’s Bay to learn English.  It would be a very good idea if Malta and France could exchange students and in fact this was suggested by persons who were hosting the French students in St. Paul’s Bay.
Regarding my third point I’m going to be less diplomatic than my colleague the Hon George Vella.  To me it seems strange that this proposal for a Mediterranean union is being mentioned at this stage when now we have the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean (PAM), which took ten years to be set up.  As my colleague, the Hon Vella, said the French delegation to the IPU and Rudy Salles were instrumental in setting it up.  Now we have set up the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean, with the participation of all the countries of the Mediterranean states, and it is already functioning through its secretariat, which is in Malta, together with the secretary general and the bureau. Therefore, the proposal by Mr Sarkozy to set up the Mediterranean union seems to be a duplication of effort.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much Hon Gonzi.  So now the Hon Brincat.

HON. LEO BRINCAT:  Excellency, first of all thank you once again for your presentation.  With your kind permission I will touch upon four international issues or initiatives; the Mediterranean union, the forthcoming international Middle East Conference, Iran and Libya.  
Regarding the Mediterranean union, for a moment, I will not repeat what my colleagues the Hon Vella, the Hon Gonzi and others have made in promoting the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean but I will focus on the inter state issue or aspect of this initiative rather than the purely parliamentary dimension.   At one stage there seemed to be - at least from what we heard in the media – three different permutations as to the possible structure and membership criteria parameters that could be applied.  I don’t know whether your’e in a position to confirm or to reply to my question as to whether an invitation to membership to this union will eventually be extended to all the states of the Mediterranean to ensure that no imbalance will be created between participating states from the word “go”.  If a formal decision has not been taken yet, I would strongly recommend – well, this is just my personal opinion, but I’m quite sure it reflects the thinking of my colleagues too - that we extend an invitation to all the states of the Mediterranean.  Does the French government, which has been promoting this initiative, have any specific time frames in mind regarding the launch of the project?  
Now I come to the International Middle East Conference and perhaps you could be so kind as to give us your government’s views on this conference, primarily, whether France will be happy with a mere general declaration of principles without any specific content or whether it would insist or lobby for a general framework that could lead to a final status issues being concluded within a very limited time frame?  And, if so, how do you see this conference impacting on the so called Arab Peace Initiative which, people who are much more expert on the Middle East than I am are of the opinion that this initiative would have constituted a shorter and easier path to achieving a political settlement?
Regarding Iran, I recently saw a transcript of President Sarkozy’s joint press conference with Russian President Vladimir Putin where, amongst other things, Iran was mentioned.  Apart from your President’s emphasis on wanting to become a privileged and an essential partner of Russia – I’m quoting from the text I read – it is reported that not only did the two leaders discuss the Iranian issue and that President Sarkozy listened to Mr Putin’s views on the eve of his visit to Teheran but, according to the transcript I read, in general Mr Sarkozy thinks that the position of both sides on Iran is now somewhat closer.  I don’t know whether you are in a position to eleborate on that.  
Finally, could you elaborte on the extent and degree of your collaboration with Libya on a bilateral and sectoral basis ? Thank you.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you so much, Hon Brincat.  The Hon Asciak.

HON. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Thank you.  I also don’t want to repeat what my colleagues have said because I’m in full agreement with them.  The parliamentary dimension of the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean has already done a lot of work and I feel that any type of Mediterranean union should be grafted on to the existing structure of the parliamentary dimension.  There is one question which is worrying me.  To be honest and straight to the point, I dislike all this talk of war.  There has been a declaration by the French Foreign Minister and previous to that by President Sarkozy where war with Iran was mentioned.  I’m a firm believer that when one starts to talk about war one ends up going to war.  I would avoid that word at all costs in any type of discussion or any type of policies under consideration.  France, although being one of the partners in the EU, however, as far as foreign policy is concerned is completely autonomous even if there’s still a common European foreign policy where this subject is due to be discussed, if I am not mistaken, in the forthcoming Council to be held in Lisbon this week.  What is your opinion on this?  What message did the French Foreign Minister and President Sarkozy want to convey?  Why did they have to mention the word “war” when one could use diplomatic routes to arrive at conclusions?

THE CHAIRMAN:  May I add my own observations together with the very valid observations that have just been made on the Mediterranean union.  Here I’m speaking in my capacity as the Chairman of this Committee, so I will be very clear about this.  We all know that are no regional institutions that bring together all the littoral states of the Mediterranean.  So, please do not get the impression that we are in anyway criticizing or not in favour of the French president’s proposal.  I believe that the Mediterranean Union can bring an added value to the region. I believe that it can help instil a truly Mediterranean dialogue made up exclusively of all the Mediterranean states. I think both sides represented in this committee are in agreement on this.  I, or better we, believe that membership should be on a voluntary basis with the option for others to join in later.  However, this invitation should be extended to all the states of the Mediterranean.  We believe that any suggestion to distinguish between the so called founding members and the others that will join later should be resisted since this notion would only serve to create an inbalance between the participating states themselves.  So, what we are trying to convey to your Excellency is that the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean should be encouraged to serve as a framework to help launch the Mediterranean Union.  One does not exclude the other but they can work hand in hand. We believe the PAM should serve as the parliamentary arm of the Mediterranean Union. The objectives of both the Mediterranean Union and the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean are identical and so the possibility for cooperation and joint relationship should not be missed.  That is my position, and I believe I am reflecting the position of both sides represented on this Committee.  The message that I wanted to convey is that one does not necessarily have to exclude the other.  We look forward to receiving the French representative at the end of the year and, if possible, we very much look forward to having a meeting with him. 

Excellency, the remaining time if for you to comment and to wind up.  

E. T. JEAN-MARC RIVES:  Thank you very much, Mr President.  I don’t know where to start with so many questions.  Maybe we can start with the Mediterranean Union.  I perfectly got your message of non-duplication and of non-exclusion.  I think the idea of the President is precisely non-duplication.  I would maybe stress the first one that there’s no exclusion but inclusion.  I want to stress that this project is not the substitute which was proposed to Turkey and it is not exclusive either of the Barcelona Process or of the Mediterranean Forum of the Five-plus-Five.   All these are very relevant initiatives and I want to mention that we have the new ambassador, Alain Leroy, who is in charge of this project and who is going to come here at the end of November to address the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean.  We also keep informed our ambassador in charge of the Barcelona Process, Francois Guillot.  So, this is a sign that our project doest not bypass the other projects. 

I think, as rightly mentioned by the Hon Vella, the idea of the Mediterranean Union has already been exposed in the 1990s by this country, which has been a precursor in many ways on this question as well as on the question of the climate for which you were commended by the Secretary General in the last General Assembly of the United Nations.  This idea was also proposed in another international context along other parameters by President de Marco.  The idea has now been presented by the French President.  To answer the question on the timeframe I must say that we are now in the process of holding a conference of heads of state and government before the end of the next semester.  So, the time frame is short, especially considering that our process is a very inclusive one.   
I know that the French Senate had passed on a questionnaire to this Honourable Assembly and to the countries of the northern Mediterranean.  This is really an inclusive process.  You are right in mentioning that all the states of the Mediterranean should be included and you also mentioned that some should be included earlier than others.  I think this is a question which has not been definitely tackled because this is an interactive process.  This is, of course, a French idea but it was a Maltese idea as well.  We want everybody to have a say and that every country both on the northern side and on the southern side of the Mediterranean be treated on an equal footing.  We know that not all the processes are treating everyone on an equal footing.
We know that there have been many initiatives in the Mediterranean but we need that something more.  As I mentioned in my introductory speech, the Mediterranean is not only a crossway between east and west, north and south,  but it’s the cradle of many civilizations.  There have been confrontations in the past between northern and southern sides.  We, the French, have been involved in Morocco, Tunisia and in Algeria.  There have been other problems too.  Our idea is to go further and to give an impetus to a new idea.  What we want  to bring in the Mediterranean is what we have brought to Europe after the war, that is, to create a new situation where each country would be treated on an equal footing.  This is basically what we want.  

How should we do it ?  Of course, there is an institutional approach.  You rightly mentioned that nothing should be duplicated.  What happened in the Barcelona Process didn’t reach as far as we had expected.  Some progress has been reached within the Five-plus-Five, within the Mediterranean Forum and, as you mentioned, within the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean.  These are things which we should take into account.  But, I think that our approach is less institutional but based on active solidarities and projects.  We have suggested - this is only a suggestion - that subjects, such as, the environment, energy, security and sustainable development should be tackled by this European Union.  
How should we build it?  I understand that all of you are a bit curious to know more about it and I’m sure that Alain Leroy, who has been assigned ambassador to this project, will be in a position to say more about what is going on right now. But what you have to consider is that Malta is definitely in the process because Malta is in the centre of the Mediterranean.  I had talks with the people from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, with some of your colleagues and with civil servants to collect their views, suggestions and reactions.  As I put it, this is an interactive process and it takes time.  But this is a process that we have already followed in France.  
As you mentioned, our President is on every single front and we are discussing with different partners.  We have what we call nowadays  “Le grenelle de l’environnement” which is meant to show what is going to be our ecology policy for a sustainable development in the ten years to come and we want to include all the partners, including the non-government associations which have a say in the environment.  So the basically idea is to get together and to do that on an equal footing.  We don’t want to bypass the existing processes but we want to work maybe less on an institutional aspect but more on the lively aspect by active solidarities and projects.  What kind of projects?  That is up to us to define and when I say ‘us’ I mean the ancient states along the Mediterranean basin.  Everyone has one’s own views, so we have to do some homework and that homework has been in the process for quite some time now.  It’s been very discreet because we don’t want to launch ideas which will not be retained and so we want to consult everybody.  
I think that we need an impetus in the Mediterranean at this stage.  We need something more. It seems that many things have been happening but something is lacking.  There are two areas of equal priorities and solidarity for France and these are Europ - the President mentioned that France is backing Europe and that Europe is backing France and that Europe has to be backed in a globalized world - and the Mediterranean.  

I am not sure if I have answered all your questions on this subject.  

HON. MICHAEL GONZI:  I have one small point.  The issues that you’ve mentioned, such as, the environment in the Mediterranean sea are issues that we will be discussing in the PAM as well and so I already see a sort of duplication.  What I would suggest is that you should wait till the PAM meets in November and then adjust your line of thought.  

HON. GEORGE VELLA:  If you will allow me - I’m not trying to correct you in any way – we are talking about a parliamentary dimension.  The Mediterranean Union, as far as I can understand, is to bring states together.  As you said the the ambassador responsible for this project will be coming to Malta next month to explain to us in more detail what one is talking about because I am quite sure that at the moment nobody knows exactly what form it will take, even though we’ve read that other structures could develop within the Union, by other structures I mean meeting of ministers of foreign affairs, meeting of the heads of state and possibly the parliamentary assembly component.  Since we’re dealing with the eventuality of a parliamentary assembly component, what I wanted to convey to the ambassador was the fact that there is already a parliamentary component.  Whichever form the Mediterranean Union is going to take, we are making our appeal to try and fit within the developing structure that structure which has already been developed.  What we are saying is not that there is a duplication because this is at heads of state and at country level.  For example, the development of the parliamentary component of Euro-Med came years after the launching of the Barcelona Process.  But the parliamentary component is important because without a parliamentary component it would no bet democratic.  What we are saying is that a parliamentary component is already up and going and so  try and include it into the idea of the Mediterranean Union.

E. T. JEAN-MARC RIVES: Yes, the idea is to take stock of what is being done in order to make it more dynamic, more active.  This is why in this process we are consulting each other to see what we want to achieve from our project and we want to mobilize different countries.  As far as the question of parameters is concerned we are not the ones to decide at this stage because it depends on all Mediterranean countries to decide for themselves whether they want it or whether they don’t want it. 

Hon Gonzi thank you very much for your comments on “La fête de la Musique”.  I can assure you, and this is a commitment of Minister Francis Zammit Dimech, that it is going to be a regular event.  I’m not sure if it will always take place in St Paul’s Bay but I was glad that you were the first and I was there myself to discover this part of the island more deeply than I had and I’ve been coming back regularly now.  I like that part of the country. 
 As far as French tourists in St Paul’s Bay are concerned this is what I’m trying to promote.  A few moments ago I mentioned the fact that I was trying to set up an association of French teachers.  There are 122 teachers of the French language in Malta and I met them last year in September when I invited them to my residence where we held a seminar for them.  As I told you before I want them to take the lead, of course, I will suggest, I’ll help but I want them to set up this association and I understand that according to the new law on education this will be mandatory not only for the French language but for other foreign languages.  I want them to be part of the international federation of the French language because they will learn from it.  My idea for this association is to be a kind of cooperative where teachers will share their experience.  The French Embassy is committed to encourage these teachers to go abroad to these international meetings of teachers meet because I think that Maltese teachers have a lot to learn from the experience of other foreign teachers of the French Language.  I will be glad to visit the schools in St Paul’s Bay some time and I intend to go on with these visits because I firmly believe that I am not here on official relations only  but also to interact with the people.  

Regarding your question about Iran, in the conference of ambassadors, which I attended, the President was very clear.  There are two extremities that we want to avoid, that is, to avoid Iran being bombed and to avoid Iran having the bomb.  There is no question of war.  Our policy towards Iran has been very clear, it is a two track policy, that is, a policy of dialogue and negotiation and a policy of sanction.  We want Iran to be part of the international community.  At some stage Libya had engaged itself in the process of making or acquiring weapons of mass destruction.  We do not recognise any country with the capability to have nuclear power for military use.  We are all in favour of the peaceful use of nuclear energy for civil use.  You should remember that a proposal was made last year, as far as I remember, for the E3 plus 3 to provide Iran with every kind of co-operation including nuclear civil energy  This offer is still valid.  What we want is Iran to answer our demand for transparency within the frame of legal non-proliferation regime.  There is what we call the outstanding issue which Iran has declared that it was prepared to answer and that issue has been on for four years but still that is not the core issue.  The core issue is that we want Iran to answer - thre will be some delays but they will answer – two essential questions which are the reprocessing and enrichment of uranium   Do not misquote the President because he has has never talked of war.  He made it very clear that there were two extremities that he wanted to avoid, bombing Iran and Iran getting the bomb.  We respect Iran very much as a nation and we respect the Iranian people very much.  Iran has a great civilisation and this country deserves to be at peace and to continue to develop.  We are ready to help them and I can assure you that the offer which was made in June 2006 is an extensive one.  What we want is to put more pressure on Iran to enter a process similar to the one in the case of Libya. Libya today is not the Libya of yesterday because there has been a change and we have acknowledged this change by entering what we call a memorandum of political understanding to promote a framework of co-operation between Libya and France.  There is no reason why the developing countries should not be entitled to use nuclear energy.  We want this country to have the right use nuclear energy to produce water and electricity especially when in view of the prices of oil nowadays.  The last thing that we want is to create injustice.  I think this is the very spirit of the Mediterranean Union because we want something which unites and not something which divides. We want every country to have real access to the resources. I respect every decision, I know that people do not like nuclear energy, but that is the cheapest, the more reliable and the less polluting source of energy in the world.  Nowadays everybody can decide whether they want nuclear energy or not, but our country has been relying on nuclear energy for ages and our technology is very reliable and we are far away from the apocalyptic spectrum of Chernobyl.  Everything has to be done slowly, progressively and in a transparent manner according to very strict regulations imposed by the international legal system of non-proliferation.  You know that France is a member of Euratom, France is also a member of a group of nuclear suppliers and it is part of the International Agency for Atomic Energy.  As far as I know, this agency’s report concerning Libya has been a very satisfying one.  We have committed ourselves to work in full transparency and according to this regime. 
I have heard what the Hon Azzopardi and the Hon Brincat said on the issue that Libya is a sovereign state.  Of course Libya is a sovereign state and it is an important state in North Africa and in the south of the Mediterranean and we know that we have to work with it.  I guess that Malta too has good economic relations with Libya and so have some other countries as well.  We know all the problems brought about by immigration and I’m sure that we can count on Libya on this matter.  Once again, I stress that the idea behind the Mediterranean Union is that it will be an inclusive process and we will consider any country which will be willing to join as a partner. 

About the Middle East Conference, you know that we attach a lot of importance to the direct dialogue between President Abbas and Prime Minister Ehud Olmert.  We want two states that will live in peace and secuirty with recognised borders.  This important conference is going to be held in the United States and we want every country, from the neighbouring area or from outside, to be helpful.   The Hon Brincat mentioned whether we want the final status of the territory to be included in this conference and I wish to say that that is what we want.  Please remind me if I have forgotten anything.
THE CHAIRMAN:  I think you have been very comprehensive.  Excellency, it was a truly engaging and fruitful discussion.  It was only recently that this Committee started this series of meetings to which we invite ambassadors accredited to Malta and with the passage of time I am getting more convinced of the utility of such meetings.  I very much hope that it was a positive experience for Your Excellency as I am sure it was for me and for my colleagues.  It was an enriching experience in the sense that even when speaking about the Mediterranean Union ourselves, whether it’s in this parliament or elsewhere, I am sure that what we have learned and listened to this evening will come in very handy when we come to explain the French position.   So, we look forward to next month’s meeting withe Ambassador Alain Leroy which should be a very important meeting.  

E. T. JEAN-MARC RIVES:  Mr Chairman and Hon. Members, thank you very much for being patient to listen to me.  I am at your disposal whenever there are things which need to be cleared up so that there would be no misunderstandings.  You know that I am available for MPs and for students and you can call me any time you want as that is part of my duty and I feel privileged and glad to do it.  Thank you very much.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  I can see that you are doing your job with passion.  Thank you very much.  
Xtaqt nitlob lill-membri jibqgħu ftit għax irrid ninforma lill-Kumitat li, jekk ma tinqalax xi kriżi internazzjonali, bħal nhar it-Tnejn 29 ta’ Ottubru fl-4.00 p.m. aċċetta li jindirizzana Dr Javier Solana.  Dan għadu qatt ma ġie Malta u jien sinċerament kuntent li dan se jseħħ għax ma kienx faċli nsibu ġurnata.  Din il-laqgħa se tkun permezz ta’ video conference ma’ Brussels u sssa fingers crossed li ma jinqalax xi ħaġa, speċjalment f’Kosovo jew f’bnadi oħra, li minħabba f’hekk ikollu jsiefer.  Dr Solana ilu numru ta’ xhur li kkonfermali u fil-fatt reġa’ kkonfermali ftit tal-ġranet ilu.  Għaldaqstant huwa importanti ħafna li nżommu l-ħin.  
Punt ieħor huwa li l-cabinet tiegħu stedinni sabiex aħna ngħidulu minn qabel dwar x’nixtiequ niddiskutu.  M’hemm ebda rbit ma’ xi suġġett u nħalli lil kull membru fil-liberta` biex jara x’ jixtieq jistaqsi pero` talabni biex sal-ġimgħa d-dieħla ngħaddulhom il-punti li dwarhom inkunu nixtiequ li jitkellem.  Il-ħin ma jistax jeċċedi l-50 minuta u dan għal diversi raġunijiet.  Nerġa’ ngħid, j’Alla ma jinqala’ xejn internazzjonalment, pero’ s’issa din il-laqgħa għanha ssir nhar it-Tnejn, 29 ta’ Ottubru.  Grazzi.
Fit-8.26 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal nhar it-Tnejn, 29 ta’ Ottubru 2007 bl-item prinċipali fuq l-aġenda jkun:

Laqgħa permezz ta’ video conference ma’ Dr Javier Solana, Segretarju Ġenerali tal-Kunsill ta’ l-Unjoni Ewropea u Rappreżentant Għoli ta’ l-Unjoni Ewropea għall-Politika Komuni dwar l-Affarijiet Barranin u Sigurta’.
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