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LAQGĦA MA’ E. T. MS MOLLY BORDONARO, AMBAXXATUR TA’ L-ISTATI UNITI TA’ L-AMERIKA GĦAL MALTA
THE CHAIRMAN:  (Onor. Jason Azzopardi):  L-item prinċipali hija l-laqgħa ma' l-Eċċellenza Tagħha, Ms Molly Bordonaro, Ambaxxatriċi ta' l-Istati Uniti ta' l-Amerika għal Malta.

Your Excellency, it is with a deep sense of pleasure and, I would say, honour as well to welcome you and to express my gratitude for being so kind to accept our invitation to address us.  Actually this is the very first time that a US ambassador is addressing our committee. About two years ago, we have had the Charge’ d’ Affaires William Grant addressing us, prior to our going  to the States.  It was an excellent visit which we still cherish and many of us have kept in touch with the contacts we established at the State Department and at other organisations.  So, we were looking forward to your address.  The floor is yours.

E.T. MOLLY BORDONARO (Ambaxxatur ta' l-Istati Uniti ta' l-Amerika għal Malta):  Thank you very much, Mr Chairman and the members of the Committee.  It is a real honour for me to be able to be here tonight to address your Committee.  Some of you have spent a great deal of time talking about our bilateral relationship but for the purpose of tonight, I wanted to give a thorough and accurate account of the depth of our bilateral relationship. So if you will permit me, I would like to read my remarks so that I can accurately capture everything that is truely going on between the United States and Malta which, I must say, is extensive.  

The ties between Malta and the United States extend back to the time of our revolutionary war, through World War II, and have flourished since Maltese Independence.  The Maltese and American partnership has helped shape the history of both of our countries.  I am happy to say that the US and Maltese cooperation and partnership are as strong today as they have ever been.  It is strong because the United States and Malta share a common vision of the world.   We share belief in promoting democratic freedoms and economic growth around the world; we share commitment to finding solutions to global problems such as climate change, the trafficking of people and terrorism; and we share a commitment to improving the well-being of the citizens of both our countries.

Thanks to the strength of our bilateral relationship and the continued partnership between the US and the European Union, Malta and the United States are working together to make this common vision a reality.  The strength of our partnership was reaffirmed at the highest level, when President Bush met with Prime Minister Gonzi a year and a half ago and just two months ago, Secretary of State Rice met with Foreign Minister Frendo. 

We continued to build upon this strong relationship when members of the AFM traveled to the US to participate in training programmes, or when members of the department of energy come to Malta to donate equipment and to train employees at Malta Customs, or when the rector of the University of Malta traveled to the United States to develop partnerships with US universities, or even when American construction companies traveled to Malta to team up with Maltese business people to construct the new U.S. Embassy building.  All of these visits that I have just mentioned occurred in just the past few weeks. 

This evening I’d like to highlight recent developments on some of the key bilateral issues between our two countries and then I will return to foreign policy and discuss the United States and Malta and its European Union partners and how they can continue to work together to address global challenges.  Concerning bilateral issues, I’d like to focus on five areas.  

First, Mediterranean and Maritime Security:  A safe and secure Mediterranean is essential for the entire international community, not just the United States and Malta.  The Mediterranean is one of the foremost hubs of maritime traffic in the world.  It enables consumer goods from China, India, and beyond to reach their final destinations in the US.   It enables Europe to be Northern Africa’s number one trading partner and it enables millions of cruise ship passengers to call on Mediterranean ports, such as in Malta, each year.   Europe, the United States, and countries in Northern Africa and in the Middle East are working together through two multinational NATO-led initiatives to provide security in the Mediterranean, first, the Operation Active Endeavour and second, the Mediterranean Dialogue.   

Under Operation Active Endeavor or OAE, NATO ships patrol the Mediterranean and monitor shipping to detect, deter and protect against terrorist activity.  As a side benefit, the enhanced regional security has resulted in a decrease of insurance rates for commercial shipping through the Mediterranean, a real benefit for the commerce in the Mediteranean. In some parts of the Mediterranean, OAE has served as a deterrent to illegal immigration.  This is truly a multinational effort.  While numerous members of NATO and Partnership for Peace have provided support to OAE, last year a Russian ship also joined an OAE patrol group.  Also, several countries in Northern Africa and in the Middle East provide support through the Mediterranean dialogue.

The Mediterranean Dialogue is another NATO initiative that provides a forum for NATO and Partnership for Peace members to engage with other Mediterranean countries on issues of regional security and stability.  Its aim is to build cooperation and mutual understanding among all participants by complementing existing fora such as the Barcelona Process and the OSCE’s Mediterranean Initiative. Currently Morocco, Algeria, Jordan, Egypt, Israel, Mauritania, and Tunisia are members, many of whom are also participating in very concrete ways in NATO’s Operation Active Endeavour.  

Malta is one of five Mediterranean countries that is not a member of NATO, Partnership for Peace or the Mediterranean Dialogue.  Libya, Syria, Lebanon and Cyprus are the other countries.  However, on a bilateral basis, the United States and Malta are working together to enhance maritime security.   To give you a few examples of our cooperation, the United States and Malta recently signed a ship-boarding agreement during Foreign Minister Michael Frendo’s meeting with Secretary of State Rice in March 2007.  This agreement creates a mechanism for the United States and Malta to request permission to board each other’s commercial vessels if they suspect that those vessels are carrying illicit materials.  Officials from the US and Malta must seek official permission from the registry nation to board a ship.  The agreement clarifies the communication structure to make a boarding possible.  We are hopeful that parliament will soon pass implementing legislation to enable the agreement to come into force.  Also, this past year, the United States reopened a program to provide training to Maltese military officials.  During the next year we will provide training to 13 personnel from the maritime squadron in the first regiment.

The United States also continues to provide support to Malta Customs.  Last week we donated two X-ray fluorescent instruments to Malta Customs and provided training for their use. These instruments detect metals and alloys that are subject in any national export controls.  We are also finishing a project to renovate a warehouse at the Freeport.  The structure will be used to house the container-scanning equipment that the US donated to Malta three years ago.  The new warehouse will also enable Malta Customs to have permanent offices at the Freeport.  These latest efforts are a culmination of a three year partnership with Malta Customs that has helped it become one of the top-rated Customs Authorities in Europe. Through our donations, Malta Customs has detected and seized an unprecedented amount of counterfeit goods.  The success of Malta customs has helped to promote and protect legitimate trade and commerce in the Mediterranean while deterring illicit activities.  

A second priority is to enhance commercial ties between our two countries.  Over 3000 Maltese work for American firms in Malta.  That means about one in every 50 Maltese is employed by a firm with significant American investment.  That doesn’t even take into account the additional thousands that work for American franchise or American partially invested companies that are on the island.  Although the commercial ties are strong, it is my goal and the goal of the embassy to further expand the American commercial presence in Malta.  With the recent signing of the SmartCity Agreement I am hopeful that even more American firms will invest in Malta.

Further on the commercial front, talks on signing a double taxation agreement are progressing.  As you know, President Bush gave his commitment to Prime Minister Gonzi to move forward on an agreement.  In April, a team from the Ministry of Finance was in Washington for its second meeting with the Department of Treasury.  I’m confident that these technical discussions will continue to progress to the next level.

Regarding another important issue to the bilateral relationship, Malta is making great progress towards meeting the requirements for entry into the visa waiver program.  Two years ago we presented the government with a visa waiver program road map.  The government has had excellent success in meeting each of the requirements laid out in the road map.  In fact, once Malta adopts a biometric passport, Malta would have met all of the current requirements.  The US Congress is drafting legislation that may add additional requirements for entry.  Malta had already though met the majority of these potential additional requirements that are being debated and discussed in Congress.  All in all, Malta is strongly positioned for consideration to enter the visa waiver program once expansion begins.

A fourth priority is to assist Malta in managing the challenges posed by massive migration.  Earlier this year, the United States resettled 30 immigrants, who had landed on Malta’s shores.  I am pleased to report that these individuals are now living in the United States and are on their way to becoming U.S. citizens.   We intend to continue the resettlement program and dramatically increase the numbers.  I want to say that this is extremely rare for the United States.  Although the United States accepts nearly 70,000 refugees per year, we rarely accept referrals from EU member states.  However, due to a proactive request from the government, our Embassy, the State Department, and UNHCR work together to develop this unique program. We are very pleased that we are going to be able to expand it and continue it over the next years to come.

Our fifth priority is to foster greater understanding and awareness about the United States, our culture and our society to the Maltese people.  It used to be that we believed our role as an Embassy was simply to convey US policy goals to Maltese government leaders but we realise diplomacy is much more than that.  Diplomacy is also about communicating with the public.  It is important for us to get out of our offices to meet Maltese, listen to their perspectives and exchange ideas. We’re doing this in a number of ways.  We feel that education is the linchpin of building mutual understanding and cooperation.  To reach this goal, we’ve been facilitating linkages between the University of Malta and several outstanding US universities.  The University of Malta is currently working with a number of US universities to develop joint master’s degree programmes in areas such as environmental technology development, integrated marketing communications and entrepreneurship. Also, a number of US academics have visited Malta in the past year to conduct a range of programmes such as helping to create a masters degree programme in social work, establishing an intellectual property rights policy at the university, and teaching classes on occupational safety and health.  Also in the past year, beyond the university, we’ve donated books to nearly twenty local councils and have talked to nearly 30 school classes about American society and culture.  

Finally, concerning bilateral relations, I want to thank you for your support regarding the new US Embassy that will be built in Ta’ Qali.  This is further proof of our strong partnership.  Last week, potential American contractors met with their Maltese counterparts.  Over 75 Maltese companies participated in the meeting.  We hope that construction on the new embassy will be well underway within a year with completion scheduled in 2009 or 2010.  We expect the project to bring millions of liri to the Maltese economy beyond the Lm6 million we’ve already spent for the property.  

Before responding to your questions, I briefly want to discuss the US and EU relationship.  As with all EU member states, Malta is an important bilateral partner of the US, and as a member of the EU, Malta is an important partner in the transatlantic relationship.  For the better part of the last century, the US- European relationship was based on meeting challenges within Europe itself.  But that's changed today.  Today, the transatlantic relationship focuses on what we can do together with our European partners in the rest of the world standing on our shared democratic values and commitment to face emerging international threats. With this in mind, there are four broad challenges that face the US and Europe; the challenges in the Middle East, Afghanistan, Africa, and transnational concerns.

The first great challenge is to work with our international partners to confront the four great interlocking issues that we are confronted within the Middle East.  These are:

to do our part to seek a final peace between Israel and the Palestinians and to create the Palestinian State that the United States firmly supports;
the extraordinary difficult challenge that we have in Iraq.  The United States is committed to supporting the Iraqi government in enhancing security, fostering economic development, supporting democratic institutions and improving relations with its neighbours.  If the insurgence prevails, it is not only an injustice to the Iraqi people, but also a threat to stability in the entire region;
our common interest in convincing, cajoling, and when necessary sanctioning the Iranian government so that it does not have the capacity to become a nuclear weapon state and does not have the capacity to become the most dominant state in the region, which is clearly the ambition of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad; and 

to protect the democratically elected government of Prime Minister Siniora in Lebanon against the axis of Hezbollah, Syria and Iran, who want to destabilise that government and actually drive him from power and put Hezbollah in place.

Returning to the broad foreign policy priorities, the second priority is to be successful in Afghanistan.  Forging peace and supporting Afghanistan’s democracy has been and will remain an international effort, with Europe and United States at the core.  Almost every country in Europe has now participated in some way to the redevelopment of Afghanistan’s economy and civil society. 

A third priority is to confront the myriad of problems, but also opportunities in Africa.  The United States thinks of African countries and the African Union as national security partners.  That's why we have promoted this $15 billion global HIV/AIDS programme, which is primarily focused on 10 countries in Africa.  That is why we have nearly quadrupled American development assistance to Africa in the last five years and that is why we now think of the African Union as a regional actor that is critical if we are to be successful in Darfur (Sudan), Somalia or in other areas of the continent.  

The United States and particularly our partners in Europe have a common interest in doing what we have to do to help the Africans overcome these problems, because these problems do have a long-term impact especially on Europe, but also on the United States. This is a reality we very clearly see here in Malta with the thousands of migrants who come here each year.  The bulk of these migrants are escaping persecution and strife in their own countries.  The only long term solution to the immigration challenge is to foster economic development and promote democratic rights in Africa.  

      

Our final priority is finding answers to the following questions.  How can the international community engage and work together productively on the great multilateral challenges posed by our age of globalization?   How do we adapt ourselves and the interaction between states to move from the traditional agenda of war and peace to the multilateral agenda of addressing such issues as global climate change, international crime, trafficking of women and children and global terrorism?  How should the international community best address the proliferation of chemical, biological and nuclear weapons, not just by states, but also the threat that these weapons will pose if these fall into the hands of non-state actors?  

It is clear that to be successful in combating these global issues we must continue and enhance international cooperation.  Strong bilateral relations, such as between the US and Malta and strong relations with international organisations such as the European Union, the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe, the Mediterranean Dialogue or the Partnership for Peace are essential for spreading democracy and freedom, building economic prosperity and promoting safety and security.  Together our future is great if we continue to use diplomacy and continue to work together to meet international challenges.  

I am pleased to report that the Maltese-American partnership is as strong as it has ever been and we are successfully working together to meet common goals and to find common solutions to common challenges.  Thank you very much.

THE CHAIRMAN: Your Excellency, thank you very much for managing to cover quite a spectrum of issues and themes in a very comprehensive way and in a relatively short period of time.  If I may, I will just break the ice on our side and touch some points  for your comments or reflection.  

First of all, as regards illegal migration.  I was very pleased to hear you speak about the Mediterranean Dialogue under the auspices of NATO and about Operation Active Endeavour in particular.  Could you just give us some idea about this type of activity with regards to the fight against terrorism, with regards to the fight against illegal immigration and with regards to drug trafficking?  It was very significant that among the countries you mentioned that are participating, incidentally there is a substantial number of North African countries.   Can you just give us an idea about what type of activity this actually entails?  

Secondly, as regards to investment towards Malta, we note with satisfaction your very dynamic activity to increase the investment towards Malta, in particular, you mentioned SmartCity.  Could I just ask you what is the embassy envisaging with regards to attracting more US investment to Malta?  What do you think are the most feasible and the most probable avenues of successful US investment towards Malta in the near future?  

Thirdly, I would like to put forward the recommendation from our side as regards the Mediterranean Academy for Diplomatic Studies.  We have a very well established Mediterranean Academy for Diplomatic Studies at the University of Malta which is a joint initiative between the Swiss government and our government and it has been functioning for a number of years now.  It actually serves as a confidence building measure between the African side, the Middle East and Europe.  Would the US government ever consider concretely helping the Mediterranean Academy by offering scholarships for US professors coming over to lecture or sponsoring Middle Eastern citizens or African citizens coming over to study?  Although it may be small in number, I think that it would be a symbolic yet significant gesture.  

Fourthly, it goes without saying, that we are so much pleased, satisfied and gratified at the resettlement of the immigrants from Malta.  We know that it is not the order of the day for the US to accept immigrants from EU countries so we appreciate it even more, and you used the phrase – if I understood correctly – that the US Government intends to dramatically increase the numbers in the near future. Is it possible at this stage that you give some idea of what the US government has in mind on that score?  

 Iran is a big headache for all of us.  I would say it is a source of big preoccupation for all of us, at least for me it is, especially the declarations made by the Iranian President in the very recent past.  Yesterday I was reading the UK newspaper ”The London Telegraph” and on the front page there was a report on what Mr John Bolton has been quoted as saying some days ago in the sense that he is not ruling out military strikes.  To be fair, he said that diplomatic pressure needs to be increased, economic sanctions need to be imposed and  if all that fails one has to contemplate military action.  This is of course how the newspaper is quoting Mr Bolton.  Again, I say it is worrying.  Mr Bolton was quoted as saying that Iran has already reached the 4% purity which is needed for nuclear energy for civilian purposes and they are going on to reach the 84% purity which is needed for military purposes.  It is thought that within a year they can very well have the capability to have uranium for military purposes.  That is worrying because we are not speaking of many years down the line but of months down the line. Could you just give me an idea of what is the state of play within the US government with regards to Iran?  Is there a red line beyond which the US government will not tollerate any delaying tactics from the Iranian side?  

So that I will not take the time of my colleagues, can I lastly just ask you what possibilities are there to invite US universities to open branches in Malta?  I know they have several all over the world.  Can you just give me an idea if that is a feasible proposal to consider?  The Hon. Leo Brincat would like to make his comments.  

ONOR. LEO BRINCAT:  First of all, Ambassador, thank you for your interesting presentation and for your overview of Maltese-US relations.  On behalf of the Opposition I would like to thank the US government for undertaking to welcome regularly a substantial number of refugees annually as we consider this to be an expression of tangible support and solidarity.  So it is a definite plus to enhance Maltese/US relations.  

The second point I would like to make is that we are aware that at a technical level discussions on the double taxation agreement and on the visa waiver issue are moving ahead - as  the Minister of Foreign Affairs the Hon. Michael Frendo informed our Committee and since that meeting  was not in camera, I can quote him.  This could be a bit of an uphill struggle, not because of any fault of the US government but primarily because of the changes in the political landscape in the USA itself, regarding Congress or whatever.  On a practical level, do you see any light at the end of the tunnel on these two issues in the sense that they could be concluded shortly or whether these issues could be protracted further in the coming months?  

Another point concerns Libya but within a US-Maltese context.  I am not saying that the US necessarily needs Malta to enter Libya because you  have already nominised diplomatic and commercial relations with Libya and things are going well already.  Do you see, if not the possibility, at least  the feasibility of a sort of USA-Malta-Libya triangle, at least from a logistical point of view, apart from a purely commercial point of view, that is, like families of US operatives working in Libya being based in Malta and things like that?  

Without taking up too much of the time of my colleagues I would like to ask regarding Syria and Iran.  We understand that in recent weeks there have been contacts at ministerial level with both Syria and Iran.  In the case of Iran rather than being a purely bilateral thing it was more focused on Iranian influence in Iraq.  Given these two meetings - in fact I believe that even the meeting with the Syrian Foreign Minister was described by the US government as being a professional meeting, I would imagine that this is another way of saying business like and productive - do you see the prospects for more dialogue with Syria and Iran?  
Our position as a Labour Party is that while we recognise the concerns that my colleague has mentioned, we feel that the best way forward - we do not want to advocate to your country what you should do beacuse obviously you know what is best and what your priorities are so we are just expressing an opinion more than anything else - would be to dialogue even with people who might be percieved to be antagonistic and even potentially threatening even to your own security and interests.  Given that these two meetings have now taken place, do you see any real prospects for more dialogue - not necessarily for immediate breakthroughs because I do not believe in quick trick solutions -  with Syria and Iran to perhaps generate new confidence building measures and perhaps to the softening up of their position in your regard as well to defuse certain tensions in the area?  

My last remark concerns what is often referred to nowadays - at least in the Middle East - as the American Benchmarks Plan in the Middle East which was recently submitted to both the Israelis and the Palestinians.  Although I do not have enough information on it, from what I have read it seems, prima facie, to be a positive development but this is only my personal opinion.  From what I understand, there was a flat rejection of this plan by the Israelis because of security considerations, at least, this is what appeared to be their reaction in the media.  On the other hand, a number of Palestinian parties opposed it. The Hamas-led government as a government – I am distinguishing now between parties and governments although this might be a question of semantics - has not yet formally rejected it publicly at least because I do not know whether it has been done so diplomatically.  It is true that there have been some critics of this initiative, I am not one of them, who have said that this could be a way of continuing to divide the Palestinian factions amongst themselves, but on the other hand there have been some observers of the Middle East, including Palestinian moderates, who have welcomed this initiative because they said that this is a sign that Washington is beginning to accept the argument that the economic deterioration in the Palestinian territories could be - I am not saying that this is the only factor - a major factor in the  radicalisation of the population and also in the consequent violence which has been ensuing in recent weeks.   Some other people have brought up the argument that this initiative, while being a positive one, is basically a collage of past agreements which the parties concerned -  whether it is Israel or Palestine, I would not like to pass judgement myself - have failed to fulfil to date.  Given that this initiative has not solicited  the positive response that one might have wished for, do you think that your government still intends to continue trying to push this proposal forward notwithstanding the initial negative reaction to it?  I say so because I personally believe that benchmarks are always the best way in which one can gauge a government's commitment, whichever government that may happen to be, to any particular cause.  So, I say it to them within this spirit rather than to single out the Israelis or the Palestinians since it is their prerogative to reject it for their own reasons.  As I said, my personal assessment in principle is that this initiative makes sense, however, there has been the negative reaction of the Israelis and   all the Palestinian parties have shown some reservations - perhaps not formally by the Palestinian government and, to be quite honest, I do not know about Fatah itself.  Is there a way forward since there seems to be an uphill struggle notwithstanding its positive measures?  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  The  Hon. Michael Asciak.
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Thank you, Your Excellency, for attending this meeting.  I just have one comment to make as my others have already been exhausted by my colleagues. 
 Like most Maltese, I am looking forward to the visa waiver about which you have given us good news today.  However, I am worried about one thing.  You know that I am Chairman of the National Bio-ethics Committee and last year we had a national conference on biometric information being dished out to the four corners of the earth.  In the EU we have a Data Protection Directive which limits the use of information obtained from biometric passports.

I am to believe that the United States has no such data protection act and  I tend to be a bit worried about the information being made available without a legal limitation to the four corners of the US, including government departments and all the other federal agencies.   I would like to see some protection in place for Maltese and European citizens in that respect.   We are complying with the issue of biometric information but it wouldn’t be wise to have this information available to all federal offices, including the CIA, without some form of legal protection.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.   Your Excellency, the floor is yours.

E.T. MOLLY BORDONARO:   Thank you for all those questions.  I will try to be as thorough as possible in addressing each of them but please if I miss something, I will be happy to go back and address it.  Let me start with yours, Mr Chairman. 
First of all you raised the issue of illicit activity that is occurring in the Mediterranean. When you look at the type of illicit activity that is occurring and can occur within the Mediterranean by virtue of either transporting drugs, people, weapons and weapon systems by ship or boat to the Mediterranean, clearly the best defence for that is for countries to work together in order to do their part in protecting the Mediterranean. That is the only measure that will become successful. It will be very difficult for one country to exclusively deal with these problems because unfortunately when you do it in isolation, you are doing it once they land on your shores. There are a number of things that are occurring on a multilateral basis to make the Mediterranean safe and secure from illicit activity and also on a bilateral basis.   I will now mention them.   

You referred to the need of an Operation Active Endeavour.  Well, main mission of Operation Active Endeavour is to prevent, from a safety and security stand point, the proliferation of movement of weapons, weapons systems or potential weapons, material for nuclear weapons or terrorist activity. It has been very successful at preventing the Mediterranean from becoming a magnet for that type of activity but it also have had many ancillary benefits, such as, to prevent the transit of illegal drugs, particularly related to terrorism financing and also, as was told by our commander in charge of NATO when he testified the Congress, in the western part of the Mediterranean, where the operation began and had an initial strong concentration, there was a reduction of illegal immigration by about 50%.  Clearly, Operation Active Endeavour has had very positive benefits by working on a cooperative level to keep the seas as safe from the movement of illicit goods. 

I also want to mention the Mediterranean Dialogue because this is really a forearm, as I mentioned before, that goes beyond the scope of traditional NATO or Partnership for Peace countries, as it incorporates many of the North African countries.  It basically creates a more formal structure in which to share information regarding this type of illegal activity.  Let me just give you a full example.  Let’s say that a country in North Africa knows that a certain ship is leaving and that they suspect that it has drug contraband on it.  It allows a formal mechanism in which they can then share that information with the potential countries where that boat or ship is going, whether it will be heading towards Europe or crossing to the Maltese waters.  And so, the ship can be trapped as it goes through a country’s waters or customs can be alerted to stop the drugs from actually moving into the country once the boat or ship is coming into port.  
On a bilateral basis the United States is also working with Malta to help the Maltese become effective in making sure that illegal activity of drugs is not promulgated in Maltese waters.  Probably the best example of that is the training that we are providing to the AFM, many of it is coastguard related, whereby the AFM train on how to do safe boarding of suspect vessels or how to be able to spot certain suspect vessels that are leaving Malta and then share that information with other countries. 

We also have helped Malta through funding to establish what is called a Search and Rescue Training Centre.  This has been extremely successful and it has its headquarters within the AFM.  It is called the SAR Training Centre and not only has instructors of the United States coastguards, including our own coastguard attache' from the Embassy, but we have also trained the Maltese so that they are now able to teach the course such that this course is now open to countries throughout the Mediterranean. Members of individual countries, such as, Egypt, Tunisia, Greece, Cyprus and other countries throughout Africa have come to the Search and Rescue Training Centre. This is also extremely successful in establishing relationships on a navy to navy basis so that they can share the information of what they have seen in terms of illicit activity and then work together on a more cooperative level. 

Clearly this is all very important because if we share that knowledge and work together we can all get a better picture of what is going on in the Mediterranean.  That way we can work together to make sure that those who want to use the Mediterranean for illegal human smuggling, illegal drugs or illegal potential weapon systems for terrorism will not be successful. 

The commercial issue is something of a very high priority for our Embassy and our aim is to continue the success of the American commercial investment in Malta.  In fact, we have for the first time within our Embassy a full time American Foreign Service Officer who is working on commercial issues.   We are also diligently working on all American firms that are expressing an interest in Malta in terms of providing them information and to facilitate meetings whenever it is potentially necessary.  We have conducted conferences and seminars and we are also working with American firms that are currently here in assisting them on different issues that they need in terms of interfacing with the government to help them be successful.  We are pleased to see a number of American firms that are choosing to expand and so create more jobs here in Malta.  I know that there was a recent announcement of Methode which will be increasing of its numbers in Malta.  We are also looking at unique ways to work with Maltese who are interested in attracting more American business and to finding ways to foster partnerships, to bring people together and to link commercial activities. In the future, we will be bringing over speakers to talk about various things such as private equity markets, high-tech and environment technology development and as you can see there are so many commercial activities going on. We are also making sure that our commerce department is fully formed and developed, whether it is SmartCity or other changes, so that they can provide access to information for our US companies that utilise their services when interested in looking at investing abroad.

 I want to say that American firms are very pleased with Malta as a potential location for investment or for actual physical presence and I want to mention a few reasons that we are hearing from the American firms that are operating from here and from those that are showing interest to come here.   First of all Malta has a very highly educated workforce and an increasingly more information age economy which is becoming a premium.  Secondly, with the developing North African market and with being a member of the EU, Malta is providing a great geographic location at the nexus of those two important markets.  And lastly, being an English speaking country it is extremely helpful because as some of the other EU English speaking countries become more and more expansive to do business, Malta is becoming more attractive. 

Mr Chairman, in terms of MEDAC, I think you that have brought up a point on something that I want to explore.  The US Embassy in Malta and myself have been extremely supportive of MEDAC and I have been over there many times to speak to them and I had them over at my residence.  It is an outstanding programme. In fact, when Secretary of State Rice met with Foreign Minister Frendo, she singled out MEDAC in their remarks and thanked Malta for its contribution to democracy and to the diplomatic community in the education of young diplomats around the world.   This is an area where Malta should be complimented and I am going to unite with the ideas that you addressed in terms of bringing over more speakers or looking for sponsorships. 

Our programme of resettling in the United States irregular migrants that have come to Malta is a wonderful programme. I know that you have asked for specific numbers, however, there is going to be a press conference hopefully within the month where we will be able to announce specific numbers.  But when I say that the programme will be greatly enhanced, I do mean that it will be greatly extended.  So we are looking at much larger numbers than the first batch of 30 individuals.  I just want to say that I personally hosted the 30 individuals before they left to become citizens in the United States and that was an evening that I will never forget for the rest of my life because I heard their stories of survival by leaving Africa, crossing the Mediterranean and coming here, and I also saw their excitement of coming to my country and being able to call it their future home. 

About your comment on Iran, it is increasingly apparent that it is getting closer to developing the ability to enrich uranium for nuclear capabilities.  This was confirmed last week by an independent report by the IAEA, so it is not just the United States that is making this assessment.  Obviously this is of great concern to the global community. From the beginning the United States has not only worked on a multilateral basis in its approach to Iran, but from the beginning it did not take a front seat. First it was the process of the IAEA, then it was through the EU3 and then it went to the UN Security Council.  The United States has been quite confident and content in working through these channels to bring Iran to the reality of the fact that it cannot develop nuclear capabilities for nuclear weapons.  The United States continued to hope that the global community will work together to move for stronger sanctions if necessary.  There are obvious steps in place to enhance the sanctions and that is the current course that the United States is focused on and we hope that that takes place.  There is still time however for diplomacy to take place and we hope that Iran will join the global community and that it will not choose isolation but that it will engage in diplomacy to work with the international community and with the United States.  
I think that there are some exciting things that are going on between the University of Malta and potential American universities and I want to compliment the rector of the university who has really been an incredible force of energy in looking at opportunities and in taking the initiative to develop them.  We have supported him where we could and we facilitated meetings but he should be complimented in the job that he is doing and making many of these things a reality.  You talked about the long-term potential of a national American university in Malta.  Well, that is certainly a long-term potential.  I think that the rector is following the right strategy and that is to first develop these ideas of joined degree programmes.  In this way you develop the presence of American University in terms of its curriculum, by potentially having some of its faculties teaching over here with the idea that the students who go to these master programmes actually get a joint degree, that is, an American University degree and a University of Malta degree.  Since some of these are very unique master programmes, they will become niche market places for the University of Malta and they will attract students from the United States and from all over the Mediterranean.  I think this is the right way to go in developing the presence of American universities.  I got to know Prof. Juanito Camilleri and I know that he sees this opportunity and he will do whatever he can to help facilitate this and the US Embassy is doing everything it can in this regard.  I have just had the rector of the university over for lunch last Friday and our conversation was on the development of these opportunities.  I feel very strongly that developing these academic partnerships is such an important expression of our bilateral relationship.  

I shall move on to answer Hon. Brincat's questions.  Regarding the DTA and the visa waiver programme, these are both progressing on a technical level and the progress has been very good.  You probably remember that about a year and a half ago discussions on a double taxation agreement were non-existent but the fact that two meetings have taken place on the technical front is good progress.  Besides, there is a lot of agreement in terms of technical developments which are being dealt with by the technical experts at our Treasury Department and at your Ministry of Finance.  Progress is being registered and at this point in time there is no reason that work on the double taxation agreement is not going to continue.  

I think that you need to look at the issue of the visa waiver programme both from a technical stand point and from a political stand point.  Malta is doing a great job in meeting the technical requirements of the roadmap and Malta is probably one of the better positioned countries in the world in terms of meeting these technical requirements.  There still has to be an overall political commitment on the part of the United States to open up the visa waiver programme and to start accepting countries and this is something that has not been done since 11th September, 2001.  However, this is something that is very desirable on the part of this Administration.  In fact, when President Bush was in Estonia about six months ago, he made a major announcement that it is his desire to expand the visa waiver programme. In fact, part of the legislation that is moving to Congress is meant to enhance the requirements of the current roadmap as a way to address some of these concerns so that there will be a political decision to move forward to open up the programme.  Once that happens I think that Malta will be in a good position, from the technical merits of what needs to take place, to move through as an aspirant country.

In terms of the opening up of Libya and a triangular commercial relationship between the United States, Malta and Libya, I think there are always opportunities for potential American workers to have their families stay here.  That is something that took place in the past, that is, before the sanctions over 20 years ago.  Since we are using shapes, I will not actually say that Malta is going to benefit greatly because of a triangular relationship but Malta still benefits because of a growing circular pie.  Certainly, as the USA-Libya relationship grows commercially and the economy in Northern Africa grows they are going to create a much bigger economy in the Mediterranean which is going to increase business opportunities for Maltese, both in terms of the business currently done with Libya and other opportunities that are created with the expansion of  the Mediterranean market place as a whole.  So I would just like to say that Malta stands to benefit greatly with the increase of commercial investment in Libya from Europe and from the United States.
In terms of your other question, we have recently met with both Syria and Iran.  The meetings with Iran have taken place between our Ambassador in Iraq and Iranian officials.  It has been exclusively focused on how to enhance the security situation in Iraq and how to address the problem of the growing evidence of Iranian funding both by direct finance and by weapons into the hands of many of the insurgents.    For now the discussions will remain exclusively on Iraq.  That said, we have invited Iran to have direct dialogue with the United States.  We would welcome that, however, we have just made a condition on the fact that they give up their ambition to have nuclear weapons.  Once Iran makes the decision to give up their nuclear weapons programme, we would fully welcome dialogue in a diplomatic relationship.  

Syria is a very important component to stability in the Middle East, not only with Iraq but also with Lebanon.  We are engaging in conversation with Syria in order to make sure that both these countries are successful in terms of security and in growing democracy.  As a country, we hope that Syria will continue to work with us in these countries and I think we will be able to build trust once they continue to demonstrate a desire to do so. 

In terms of the American benchmarks plan in the Middle East, first of all I think that is a great expression of the priority that this administration is giving to the situation between Israel and Palestine.  This is not a take it or leave it proposal, but it is a starting point.  The utilisation of benchmarks is a great way to establish trust between the two individual countries which is what is so required right now in order for concessions to be made on both sides.  And so we hope that certain components from the benchmarks will be embraced, if not in its entirety.  You raised the issue of the dire economic situation in Palestine which is something that we are greatly concerned with.  

Actually the United States is against the fact that you provide direct financing to the Palestinian Government because of its support for terrorism.  The current government and even the new coalition government have yet to meet the three requirements of denouncing terrorism, recognising Israel as a State and to honour past agreements.  We hope that they do and then we can continue to directly fund the government.  In the meantime, because of our concern of the people of Palestine, we have done what we can to get as much money as possible through non-government organisations and to-date I believe that we have been successful in getting about 75% to 80% of the funding that we used to give directly to the government into the hands of the Palestine people through NGOs.  

With regards to your question regarding biometric passports and data protection, let me just say that the United States does have data protection laws in place and as American citizens and as American government we are very concerned to make sure that information is used only by those who require it to enhance security and safety and that it is not ever allowed to be in the hands of anyone else.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you for all these thorough and very exhaustive replies to our questions.  I just wanted to make a specific question on the coastguard attache' at your Embassy.   I have had the pleasure of meeting Commander Brian Lisko several times over the past few months and he impresses me with his enthusiasm and professionalism.  Can you to explain to us what is the role of a coastguard attaché?  If I am not mistaken, it is not very common to have a coastguard attaché in a US embassy, in fact, Commander Lisko once told me that it is actually the exception not the rule.  
E.T. MOLLY BORDONARO:  As you mentioned, we do have a coastguard attache' at the US Embassy in Malta who is very professional and has contributed greatly to developing a professional coastguard best practice with the AFM and this is a unique programme.  In fact, we have only two coastguard attaches' in foreign countries throughout the world, Malta being one of them.  The reason for this is clearly because through our relationship we recognise that Malta, being an island in the middle of the Mediterranean, has a need to utilise the AFM for search and rescue, to deal with the illegal migrants issue, for safety procedures at sea, to deal with illegal drug trafficking and to deal with other issues which our coastguard deals back in the United States.  So, Commander Lisko has done a great job by not only contributing with his expertise but has also brought over fine staff members of our United States coastguards.  While here, they have trained personnel and on many times they addressed the International Maritime Institute at the University and MEDAC, they helped the AFM in establishing best practices in search and rescue and on boarding boats suspected in carrying out drug contraband.  We even brought over our coastguard chief legal officer who was helpful in addressing how you develop the legal framework to prosecute once you do seize a boat that has drug contraband.  We hope that Malta benefits from this in terms of being able to make sure that Malta is safe from the increase of drugs and in dealing with illegal migration and search and rescue.   

THE CHAIRMAN:  Unless there are any other comments or questions, we can bring this meeting to a close.  I thank you, your Excellency, for a very meaningful and productive session.  I hope that we will be able to meet in the very near future and until then I wish you all the very best and thank you very much.   
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