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LAQGĦA MA’ DELEGAZZJONI MILL-KUMITATI GĦALL-AFFARIJIET BARRANIN U EWROPEJ TAR-REPUBBLIKA TAL-LITWANJA MMEXXIJA MILL-ONOR JUSTINAS KAROSAS, PRESIDENT TAL-KUMITAT GĦALL-AFFARIJIET BARRANIN
THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi):  It is with a deep seated sense of pleasure and honour to welcome you for the very first time in Malta.  I must admit that one of the highlights of our Committee’s work during the last three years was our visit to Lithuania.  I am not saying this just out of courtesy or rhetoric but our visit to Lithuania produced tangible and practical results.  When I remember, and we do recall with a sense of pride, that we managed to put into practice parliamentary diplomacy.  For us that was and still is a source of pride.  
When we met your good self and your committee, my colleagues and I mentioned the problem we have with illegal immigration and you promised us that you would take up our plight with the government of Lithuania. II remember that that was in May of last year when there were coalition talks going on and there was no government in place yet.  Prof. Karosas did in fact keep his word and brought up our request with the government of Lithuania so much so that we paid an official visit on the 6th June and on the 3rd of July he applied to the government of the Republic of Lithuania to consider possibilities for Lithuania taking in a representative number of immigrants from Malta as a gesture of solidarity.  Subsequently, on the 5th of July your acting Prime Minister communicating our request to the Ministry of Home Affairs and to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of your country.  On the 30th November of last year the Cabinet of the Government of Lithuania gave its approval to take over a representative number of immigrants from Malta.  I am mentioning these facts to show why we feel a deep sense of gratitude to yourself and to your Committee because we put into practice parliamentary diplomacy which resulted in a practical gesture of solidarity.  
I do not want to take more of our time but I would like to formally introduce the members sitting around this table at the moment as the other members are in different rooms attending to other committees.  Unfortunately, this is a very small parliament of 65 MPs, and many of us have to hop from one committee to another.  For example, in a few minutes the Hon. Asciak is going to speak in the plenary where we are debating the bill to regulate the fostering of childre.   On his left there is the Hon. George Vella form the Labour Party, who is one of the most seasoned and experienced politicians we have in Malta besides being a former minister of foreign affairs and the environment, a doctor by profession and presently the shadow minister for European affairs.  

PROF. JUSTINAS KAROSAS (President tal-Kumitat għall-Affarijiet Barranin tar-Repubblika tal-Litwanja):  Mr Chairman, if I may, I would also like to make a contribution. Thank you very much for saying such nice words about us and I have often thought that sometimes simple things in reality mean big things.  In reality, this is a small job where two families of six people came from Malta to Lithuania, but it is not the job that is important but the idea behind this job.  As I told  you in Vilnius we, as a small country, do many things at a small level.  We sent symbolic troops to Iraq and we also sent people for reconstruction work in Afghanistan and Kosovo.  We are a small country and that is why all the things we represent are small.  But these small actions all have a very deep meaning behind them. They promote solidarity among countries and peoples.  I think that the European Union, as any other union, should first of all be based on solidarity and understanding both at human and at state levels.  If today I see certain gaps in the work of the European Union, these gaps arise due to lack of solidarity.  Therefore, the small input has a deep meaning and the more small inputs we make the deeper the meaning we get.  I am very glad that we both understand and agree on the same things.  You repeated this when we met in Berlin and you also reminded us of our discussion about values.  
Thank you very much for this warm welcome and invitation.  We have come from a country which is larger than yours but from what we saw today we think that there are common areas  which offer opportunites for exchanges between our two countries. We are a small country and when we see a country which is smaller than our it naturally makes us feel big compared to you. 
I would also like to introduce my colleagues that are here with me.  We have Miss Jadvyga Zinkeviciute, who is a member of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, deputy Chairperson of the Committee on European Affairs and so far she still represents the Labour Party because now that the reshuffle between the parties is going on in our parliament people may move from one party to another.  We have Mrs Aldona Staponkiene, who is the eldest of the National Peasants Party which is part of the coalition in the parliament.  On my right there is Mr Alfonsas Barakauskas who comes from the Order and Justice Party, so far, and he is a member of the Committee on Foreign Affairs.  We also have Ms Vaida Tupciauskaite, adviser to the comittee and Ms Ona Misinyte, the interpreter.  I, myself, come from the Social Democratic Party which is the ruling minority party and I have been in parliament for 15 years and I am still alive!  
THE CHAIRMAN:  Alive and kicking.  

PROF. JUSTINAS KAROSAS:  Only alive and not kicking.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  The Hon. Clyde Puli has joined us and he is the Chairman of the Social Affairs Committee and a member of this Committee.  May I ask the Hon. George Vella to make his intervention.  

ONOR. GEORGE VELLA:  Incidentally I have been in parliament since 1978 and I’m still alive as well.  

PROF. JUSTINAS KAROSAS:  So, we are both lucky.

ONOR. GEORGE VELLA:  As you were saying one has to realise that small countries have a particular view of things. Countries that were colonised or occupied also have a different view of things.  I fully appreciate your talk about solidarity and the need to feel that you belong to a group of countries and that other countries understand you.  You also appreciate other countries that they share the same demographic problems, the same size and the same problems.  
It is true that in the European Union everybody has a voice and that everybody has a vote, however, experience shows that small countries do not have the same punch as big countries like Germany or France or England.  This is why I think that there should be a certain amount of co-operation, a certain amount of contact between small countries within the European Union, not to create a lobby or to create a separate group but simply to discuss and to push issues which are of concern to small countries.  I would not like to be misunderstood in the sense that a small country blocks decisions taken by other countries in certain issues. That would not be democratic.  However, then comes into play what I am talking about, that is, the possibility of formulating opinions and taking stands which which reflect interests common to small countries.  
As the Chairman was saying, when my colleagues visited your country they talked about illegal migration.  As you know, our country is facing this problem and Spain also has a big problem with illegal migration, however, I am sure that were it not for the concerns for Spain, the problem of Malta would not have been as highlighted as it is today.  This is why I wanted to take this opportunity to try to understand your point of view as to the big problems facing the European Union today.  I am talking in particular about the problem of enlargement, the problem of the constitutional treaty and also about the issue of neighbourhood policy.  I think these are external policy factors which are affecting the whole of the European Union.  I would like to take this opportunity to see what your opinion is about these matters.  
PROF. JUSTINAS KAROSAS:  I would like to say that all the three problems that you mentioned are intertwined.  First of all there is an organic link between the enlargement and the constitutional treaty.  I think that you will agree with me that the European Union, with the 27 member states, is today a different reality and the old ways and procedures are inadequate to this new reality.  In other words, the present structure is killing the enlarged Europe.  Therefore, in this context the talks on the possibilities of enlargement are almost non-existent because we cannot deal with the present system.  So how can we speak about enlargement!  On the other hand, it would be unwise to leave no perspective for those countries which are willing to join the European Union.  However, there is one problem which is very topical and much discussed, which is, the EU and Turkey.  
In my opinion, in this case the European Union transcends its limit of values and moves to another level of values and this causes a certain problem.  We already see this in Turkey regarding the election of the new president.  The declaration which was signed on the commemoration of the 50th anniversary of Treaty of Rome was a big achievement by Germany.  This is an optimistic document which foresees not exactly the constitutional treaty but a simpler document which questions or which could question the present institutional system of the European Union.  Germany is hoping that by the end of its presidency some sort of a solution would be found to address this problem.

Speaking about neighbourhood policy, I can say that we are active participants in the neighbourhood policy of the European Union because we live at the border with our neighbours, Belarus and Russia,  who are not members of the EU and the possibility for them to become members of the EU soon is very low. Therefore, as a member of the EU we are interested in having the best relations with our neighbouring countries and that those relations should be based on European and democratic values.  If, for example, one of our neighbours has less democratic values, that would hinder our relations. We are actively cooperating with other neighbours, such as, Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova where the situation is also not quite simple.  For example, the situation in Ukraine is quite complicated now that all the happiness that was brought by the Orange Revolution has subsided. The Ukraine is facing other problems and I think there’s a tendency to move further away from the Orange Revolution.  Georgia is also facing certain problems in its relations with Russia.  The situation in Moldova is also not very ideal keeping in mind that their Trans-Dniester region belongs to Russia.  The worst fact is that Russia faces a decline in democracy although this might be due to the pre-election period.  But what we are seeing in Estonia shows that Russia is not moving towards democracy but rather moving away from it.  The event in Estonia also demonstrated the need for solidarity and as one of the three Baltic States we were the first to react by adopting a resolution in our parliament in support of Estonia.  This move urged the European Parliament and the European Commission to adopt similar resolutions which have called for discipline on the part of Russia.  We hope that this conflict will not develop further.

Now I wish to make a special remark on Belarus.  In this respect I would like to ask for your assistance.  I am deeply convinced that the political isolation of Belarus for about ten years hasn’t given the result that we have been expecting.  I think that we should talk with all the representatives of Belarus, that is, not only with public organisations but also with the government of Belarus. Ten years ago I had a private discussion with Benita Ferrero-Waldner, who is the Commissioner responsible for these affairs, where I said that the political isolation of Belarus should be stopped and although she agreed with me she added that this isolation policy was adopted by the Council of Ministers.  So, our task is to change the position of the Council of Ministers by adopting a new directive on the policy with Belarus.  I talked with the ministers of our country and they all agreed that if we work together we can adopt a policy which could be more effective with regard to our relations with Belarus. I am stressing the case of Belarus because this is a very important neighbour to us.  It is our corridor to the east and we have important economic relations with that country and the present policy of no political contact with Belarus impedes the development of our relations. 

THE CHAIRMAN: Thank you very much for this very comprehensive explanation.  You mentioned Estonia, Ukraine, Belarus, Russia and Moldova. So much food for thought!  Mentioning Estonia, some days ago I spoke with my former Estonian counterpart, Kristiina Ojuland who is now the Deputy Speaker of the Riigikogu, and I expressed my support and concern about the situation in Estonia.  From the information I had from other sources, apparently Poland will be doing something similar in the near future as regards the relocation of the remains of Russian soldiers.  

Two days ago I met Dr Javier Solana in Brussels at the meeting of the Chairmen of Foreign Affairs Committee and we had a very frank discussion about many issues, one of which was Ukraine.  It was interesting to hear him say diplomatically  that, in his opinion – this was brought about when somebody asked Javier Solana to intervene as a mediator between the president and the prime minister of Ukraine - there is no need for a mediator at present but the political forces within Ukraine should learn how to solve their problems by themselves.
With regard the frank discussion that you had with Commissioner Benita Ferrero-Waldner about  the isolation policy adopted with Belarus, I am one of those who do not believe in isolation policies because look what is happening with Syria, Iran and Hamas.  Many a time experience showed that isolation policies are not that effective.  The Middle East is much closer to us than to the Baltic States and so it is of much concern to us and therefore it was with satisfaction that in the past few days there was some sort of contact between the United States and Syria.  Even the Speaker of the House of Representatives visited Syria for the first time.  Whilst of course treading with caution I am very much in favour of these breaking-of-the-ice movements.  On this and other issues you mentioned may I invite my colleagues, particularly the Hon Vella, to intervene.
ONOR. GEORGE VELLA:   Thank you, Mr Chairman.  I fully agree that one who comes from Lithuania sees things from a different perspective.  As you rightly said we are in the centre and look more at the Middle East while the Lithuanians would definitely look at their immediate neighbourhood. This is why I asked about neighbourhood policy.
I feel that Belarus is one of the biggest problems because of the stand taken by its President Alexander Lukashenko and the way he runs the country.  I believe in the policy of containment, not of isolation, so that you bring these countries closer to your way of thinking and closer to the democratic system.  However, I realise that as a small country, if I may put it this way, you’re not influencing things but you are suffering the effects of what is happening between the European Union and Russia.  The EU-Russian relations have taken a different turn over the last months especially after the issue regarding the supply of energy and even more so since President Putin started objecting to the European Union referring to countries like Moldova, Ukraine and Belarus as neighbourhood countries.  So, it is not a question of these two blocks dealing with each other with diplomacy, with discussion and with fully understanding the implications of the worsening of relations between the two.  Today the European Union is looking at Russia, I would say, with a little bit more respect because Russia equals energy, and at the same time it knows very well that in spite of the fact that the Western world is saying that democracy in Russia is decreasing, the condition of Russian citizens is getting a little bit better.  Also, the possibility cannot be excluded that Putin will go in for a third term as president and that the next president could be his protégé.  

One last point that I would like to make is that relations between the European Union and Russia have got to be within certain parameters.  However, let's not forget that the best way to approach countries like Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia to promote democracy is through the use of the Council of Europe and the Organisation for Security and Cooperation Europe.  In my opinion, Western countries and even by the European Union should use these fora to democratise these countries and to bring them closer to our values because apart from coming out of years and years of domination by the Soviet Union they also have interior conflicts.  These countries still have to learn what democracy is all about.  

PROF. JUSTINAS KAROSAS:   Now an idea has popped up into my mind.  At the EU-Russia Summit which is to be held in Samara there will be a discussion on the agreement between Russia and the EU.  Ten days ago I participated in the EU-Russian Forum in Vienna where they discussed the possibility and the perspectives of the new treaty between Russia and EU.  The impression that I got following the Vienna meeting is that there is a great possibility that the old agreement between EU and Russia will remain in force whereas the new one will not be concluded soon.  One of the hurdles in this situation is that Russia refuses to include the energy charter into this common EU-Russia treaty because it does not want to allow foreigners to enter its energy sector.  That would give certain guarantees to us because in the present situation Russia could engage in such things as the repair of pipelines in Lithuania.  It is quite complicated to cooperate and to have contacts with a country which is using certain events to put pressure on countries.  For example, the events in Estonia coincide with the closure of the train from St. Petersburg to Tallinn which was closed due to the alleged lack of passengers. 
ONOR. GEORGE VELLA:  The difference is that the European Union is making the point that energy should not be used as a political tool whereas Putin has got that in his hands and he is not prepared to let it go.  This is the whole point.  

PROF. JUSTINAS KAROSAS:  I fully agree with you but so far energy is a political tool and it is hardly possible to avoid that in the near future. But we have to try to change that. 

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much for these comments and for this very frank exchange of views.  I would suggest that we close the meeting here and we will continue the discussion informally over dinner.

PROF. JUSTINAS KAROSAS:  Mr Chairman, thank you and I would like to present to you this book of comparatively old pictures of Lithuania.

THE CHAIRMAN:   Thank you very much.   

Fit-8.20 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data oħra.
PAGE  

