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MINUTI

Il-Minuti tal-laqgħa Nru. 103 li saret fis-16 ta’ April, 2007, kienu konfermati.

THE CHAIRMAN (L-Onor Jason Azzopardi):  Ninforma lill-Kumitat li saret talba mill-mezzi tax-xandir sabiex ikunu jistgħu jittieħdu filmati ta’ partijiet tal-laqgħa.  Hawn permess?  (Onor. Membri:  Iva)

Il-permess ingħata.

LAQGĦA MA’ DELEGAZZJONI MIS-SENAT U MILL-KAMRA TAD-DEPUTATI TA’ L-AWSTRALJA
THE CHAIRMAN:  It is a very big pleasure and, I would say, an honour for the Committee to meet for the first time a delegation from Australia and I would say that it has been some time in the making.

I would like to formally introduce the members of parliament around this table, on my right is the Hon  Mario de Marco from the government who is Chairman of the Committees in the plenary, and on my left, the Hon Jose’ Herrera from the opposition who is the spokesman for the financial services and the maritime services, the Hon George Vella, former minister of foreign affairs and presently the spokesman for European affairs, and  the Hon Joe Mizzi, opposition whip and spokesman for utilities and the infrastructure.   At this stage, I give you the floor for your comments so that later on we will make our own comments and questions.  Once again thank you for visiting us.

IS-SENATUR PAUL CALVERT (President tas-Senat ta’ l-Awtralja):  Thank you, Mr Chairman.  I will introduce my delegation.  We needn’t introduce the High Commissioner Jurek Juszczyk, my secretary Andrea Griffiths, Senator Concetta Fierravanti-Wells, Mr Bernie Ripoll who is the deputy leader of the delegation from the Australian Labour Party, Deputy Speaker Mr Ian Causley, Senator Andrew Murray who is a member of the Australian Democratic Party in the Senate, and last, but by no means the least, the members from the northern part of Queensland Warren Entsch, and my senior private secretary Mr Tom Maurice.  I am a senator for Tasmania and president of the Senate. 

It’s a pleasure to be here, Mr Chairman.  We know the importance of the Foreign and European Affairs Committee and so it’s a great honour to be here to discuss matters with you.  We’ve met the President and the Prime Minister and it was good to meet them again since I had met them before in Australia when they visited us in 2002.  It was also a pleasure meeting you last night.  

I think that it would be best if we put up questions from both sides so as to avoid making long speeches. We are here to talk about foreign affairs which are always high on everybody's political agenda.

THE CHAIRMAN:  In a nutshell this committee, as you rightly pointed out, is the major committee within this parliament.  It is made up of nine members including the Minister for Foreign Affairs, who cannot be always present due to his ministerial appointments.  I would say that this committee has a two-fold function, that is, it is both a foreign and a European affairs committee.  As regards to European affairs we have the responsibility of scrutinising all the legislation coming from the European Union, something you do not have to worry about.  Foreign affairs are definitely a major area of interest and sometimes of concern. 

So I invite the Hon George Vella to set the ball rolling.  

ONOR. GEORGE VELLA:  First of all welcome and I am very sorry that I could not be at the party yesterday because we had another meeting with a Slovenian delegation.  We are a small party and so we have to change hats to keep up with our commitments. 

It is a pleasure to meet a delegation from Australia.  I officially visited Australia when I was Minister of Foreign Affairs.  At that time, in 1997, the President of the Senate was Margaret Reid and the Speaker of the House there was Bob Halverson.   I have very fond memories of the official meetings not to mention the emotional meetings with the Maltese community in Sydney, Brisbane, Canberra, Adelaide and other places. 

Now let us come to my questions.  This Liberal National Coalition Government has beaten the Labour Party four times in a row and from what we are reading at the moment the polls are indicating that there could be a change as the Labour Party is a little bit ahead of the Howard Government.  This is not our concern because we will be having the best of relations with whatever party which is running is running Australia.  But seeing that economically Australia is doing very well, even though there is a certain amount of concern about the budget deficit which, we read that it will increase slightly, what concerns me mostly are three things.  One of them is your opinion about the new security declaration with Japan.  How will that impinge on relations with China or what reactions do you expect from the Chinese side?  The second one is John Howard’s continued approach on immigration policy and asylum seekers which is very strict and controlled approach.  Do you think this will continue to be like that?  Is there any possibility that this approach will become a little bit less stringent?  Third and last question is:  how do you explain to us, who are on this other side of the world and therefore we cannot understand everything that is going on down under, what I would call a controversial support of the Howard Government to the war in Iraq where he has to face all those accusations that he is doing what President Bush is dictating?  On this side of the world it is the Americans and the British who are bearing the brunt of the war in Iraq and, if you allow the expression, making a mess of it.  How do you see this policy developing in the future?  Thank you. 

IS-SENATUR PAUL CALVERT:  I would like to clarify that we are actually running a surplus budget and we have done so for the last ten years. (Interruzzjonijiet) 

With regard to the immigration policy, we are the second biggest taker of refugees in the world apart from Canada.  So we are certainly not abrogating our international responsibilities as far as refugees are concerned but we are totally against illegal immigration and we will continue to do so.  We have been criticised for the length of time it takes to process people but that is not always Australia’s fault.  A lot of these illegal immigrants are coming in on boats and the first thing they are told to do is to throw away all their documents and so you can imagine the long time it takes to check the background of these people.  The UNHCR are certainly helping us with that.  I think the opposition is critical of the process but they’re certainly not critical of the approach to illegal immigration.  

With regards to Iraq both the government and the opposition agree as far as our presence in Afghanistan is concerned.  We believe that Afghanistan has been and continues to be an area where terrorism is bred and nurtured from.  Initially, when we went in Iraq I think that the opposition supported that position.  We are maintaining a friendship with the US as we see them as our major allies and we don’t believe in letting our allies down.  We also believe that Iraq is still part of the war on terror.   In hindsight people are now saying that there were no weapons of mass destruction but, in fact, all the evidence that Australia received along with the other allies, including the UN, was that there were weapons of mass destruction.  There is some controversy about whether there was or whether now there isn't but the reality is that we believe that we are not letting our allies down and we're not going to cut and run.  The government's approach is to maintain its training of the Iraqis and when the time is right we wish them to eventually provide their own security.  It is a long road and it is a hard road but there are signs that the Iraqis are taking some control of their destiny.  They do have a parliament which we support but we know that it is not going to be easy. 

With regards to the new security declaration with Japan we have just signed a significant memorandum of understanding and part of that might well lead to more joint exercises with the Japanese military forces.  Naturally, some of the war victims of the Second World War are not all that happy with that situation because they still have the memories of the atrocities inflicted upon Australian and other allied troops during that war.  We are well aware of China, however, I’m not sure what you’re getting at with your question.  You’re talking about defence arrangements with China or about trade with China?  

ONOR. GEORGE VELLA:  I am referring to the security agreement.  I’m not criticising it.  What I'm asking is:  what do you expect the reaction of China would be when China sees Australia getting so close to Japan?   

IS-SENATUR PAUL CALVERT:  There’s been a public reaction by China which may not be the same as their actual feeling.  I mean the public reaction is to put Australia on notice that they are concerned about the arrangement but they are aware that it's not a full defence treaty.  It is a cooperation agreement at a lower level.  But the Chinese have clearly expressed diplomatic concern in a public sense.  But I doubt that they are really concerned at the peak level because there’s no sign of an agreement between India, Australia, Japan and America on these matters.

ONOR. GEORGE VELLA:  Were there any negative effect on relations with China?

DELEGAT AWSTRALJAN: I want to give you a quick response from the opposition on this as well on some of the other issues.  We are actually in the process of negotiating a free trade agreement with China and although we are in the beginning of this process it is going to be very complicated.  There are a number of very sensitive issues to both countries, for example, for China it’s agriculture in terms of Australian agriculture and for Australia it's the manufacturing sector which is certainly a concern.  However, there is no specific time frame on a finalisation although we're certainly waiting for that process.  

In terms of any agreements that we've got with Japan I think it is just the new phase, if you like, of the growing cooperation between different countries that have had relationships for many years.  I don’t see this as a huge breakaway from past policies but I think that it is just a natural course of events.  Japan is certainly trying to re-enter the international world in a number of areas and China is just expressing its public view rather than perhaps its private view. 

In terms of immigration it has been a massive issue in Australia for many years.  I think all of those issues have settled down and in my view we don't have a significant refugee problem.  If you look at real numbers at any one time we've had up to 4,000 people in refugee camps or migration processing camps in a country of 20 million people.  So it's not unmanageable, it’s certainly been very manageable.  (Interruzzjonijiet)  Yes, for us it is manageable and we’ve managed it reasonably well.  The complaints that we've had from the Labour Party perspective have varied about processes and timing and a range of other issues.  

I just wish to comment in terms of what you were asking about Iraq.  Again from our party's perspective we didn't agree with the process but certainly supported our troops once they were there.  You have no other choice but to do that but again you can see how that is now changing.  We have pushed for many years for us to focus back on Afghanistan so that the Taliban and terrorism do not rise up again in those areas.  Certainly now there's a very strong agreement between the government and the opposition in terms of having more troops there.  As for Iraq, I don’t have any solutions for that.  

IS-SENATUR PAUL CALVERT:  I wish to add something on two matters, if I may.  The first is on the illegal migration or stay.  There is a problem in Australia principally from people coming on visas and who overstay their visas.  We have about 80,000 to 90,000 and some of those are a risk to us because they wish to stay not just for a few months more but forever.  So that is a problem that we share with you.   

On the Iraq issue all I would say is that it's very controversial and that there's a strong disagreement politically.  It's not as controversial in the community as it has been in some European communities.  There haven’t been large demonstrations, but it is a controversial issue.  One of the things that it has brought to the attention of the political class is how war should be declared and there's an argument as to whether the constitutional or the legal provision should have a greater part for parliament to agree to going to war.  There’s absolutely no disagreement on being in Afghanistan at all from any of the political parties.  So there is across party support for that.

IS-SENATRIĊI CONCETTA FIERRAVANTI-WELLS:  I am the daughter of migrants to Australia and we have to understand that mainstream Australian society today is very much composed not only of Australia’s traditional Anglo-Saxons but also of post-war migration, that is, migrants from Malta, Italy and from right across the board.  So, today's mainstream Australian society is very different to perhaps what it was and so when you look at the immigration issue, when you do look at issues particularly of refugees, you will find that amongst a traditional migrant community there's a lot of support for what the government has done because for them.  They waited in whatever queue that was necessary to come to Australia and they did wait their turn to come to Australia.  Therefore, they perceive that people who are trying to come to Australia illegally are in effect jumping queues.   Now you see a sort of solidarity and I certainly  see it in what I term as the border community in Australia of which many are migrants that have come from countries like Malta who are very well integrated into Australian society and who are saying that that is the way that it should be for migrants who are coming to Australia or to people who want to stay in Australia.

IS-SENATUR PAUL CALVERT: I want to make a comment on Iraq from my perspective.  I suppose that it is a fairly strong view but it is based on recent history.  I think that if you look very closely at the history of the world in the 1930s, when the world sat back and watched Hitler gained power in Europe and we eventually finished up with  the Second World War, you will see that  there are many similarities with the present time.  If you think back before the beginning of the war in Iraq, no one disbelieved that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction.  The United Nations believed it, the UK believed it, the USA believed it and we believed it.  So everyone believed that but there wasn’t just Hussein, you've got Iran, Libya, Saudi Arabia and Syria.  Saudi Arabia was funding Al Qaeda and that whole area was an area that was and still is of concern to the rest of the world.  It is one of those areas that if you don’t watch very carefully, I think in the next couple of decades we will pay for it.  If we now just walk about whether we like the United States or whether we don’t - we've got close ties with the United States but we don’t always agree with them - the fact remains that if the United States is defeated in Iraq, that will give an impetus to those people in that area that want to progress their ambitions that eventually we will all pay for.  

DELEGAT AWSTRALJAN:  I’m in one of those areas where there are many of those illegal refugees who walk into the back doors of the homes in the remote areas that I represent.  Of course people are very concerned about their safety and more important about the health of their families because there is no health screening when these people step off the boats and walk up to the back door looking for directions.  We had one boat of Chinese people beach itself on a beach only about eight kilometers from the centre of Cairns in Queensland.  There was a whole boat load of Chinese who stepped out in suits and were hailing taxis and catching trains that were going to nowhere.  But you can understand how people are concerned and we are predominantly a migrant community and people have followed the process to come here.  More than anybody else it's probably the migrant community that has objected to people coming through the back door.  It is true that we don’t give large numbers and the reason that we don’t get large numbers is because they know that there is a high probability that they would be picked up and that they would be sent back.  You find that there is a surge but when you deal with the problem and then it dies off.  They then might try another area.

With Iraq we often talk about weapons of mass destruction that didn't exist.  I would suggest to you that there are tens of thousands of Kurds who would argue differently, because they were gassed some years ago.  And if you talk to the Shiites about what's left of them after the mass extermination and the draining of the marshes in the Southern part of Iraq, I would say that they have a different perspective.  The reason that we ended up going in there was out of sheer frustration of the UN doing nothing for far too long and for refusing to enforce its own regulations.

The other problem is that the media tends to be focused on the central area of Iraq and they don’t talk about the successes in the Northern Kurdish part of Iraq which now have a high degree of normality.  There are very large areas within Iraq that are now enjoying a level of political stability that are rarely ever reported whereas the focus of the media  is on those small areas where all the atrocities are happening.  I mean everybody says how this was done but then how could it have happened without the support of members of the government, members of the party and the support of men and women who said:  We support what is happening there.  Every single one of us has stuck very strong to that at the time and it’s not a matter of being there with America and doing America's bidding.  It’s a matter of what we believe is the right thing to do and we will continue to do it and the decisions that will be made in relation to the future will be made on Australian terms, not on American or British or anything else.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  Listening to your interventions on Iraq I could not help recalling the preoccupations we heard from the Gulf countries that we visited two months ago, especially from Saudi Arabia because there is a deep-seated preoccupation about the increased Iranian influence in the region.  So, whether you agree or not with the military intervention in Iraq, there is definitely that fall-out, that is, that the Iranian influence has increased and it’s not doing any good in the region.  So, my opinion is that war is an adventure without any return.  Definitely there are positive signs coming out of Iraq but there are definitely also many disturbing signs and events coming out of Iraq.  That is my personal opinion.  Hon. de Marco.

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO: As my colleague just said, we had the fortune of visiting Saudi Arabia just a couple of months back and one of the main preoccupations which was actually voiced at various levels of authorities in Saudi Arabia was perhaps the changing of powers and other influences of interests within the Middle East.  We never really appreciated the religious divide as much as when we went over there.  Suddenly there is a feeling that the Shiites are now gaining predominance within Iraq through Iran.  I think it would be very presumptuous of us at this stage to give any solutions.  It is a delicate tightrope which one has to walk.  As you said, once we have come into Iraq we have to stay the course and try to establish some form of stability in that country.  But at the same time we must be very much aware that to a certain extent we may have opened up a can of worms which was present before but which perhaps now has to be somehow contained.  I think all countries which are over there have a very unenviable task but also a task which obviously can be very promising. 

Therefore, we really have to be careful because Iran was, to a certain extent, perhaps contained.  Today the Iranians and the Shiites who see themselves as being rivals of the Sunnis are, to a certain extent, raising their heads.  We have seen this with the nuclear development programme, we've seen this with the British hostage taking and the way it was glamorized in the press and we will probably keep on seeing it in different events.  We have to be really careful that this rivalry of influences does not go out of hand.  We have always known Saudi Arabia to be a strong ally of Western powers, particularly of the United States of America, and the under feeling, which I think they verbally expressed to us, was that they feel to a certain extent slightly betrayed because they feel that their influence is being minimized, not minimized for the sake of pride, but minimized in a dangerous way.  I think that we have to be very careful.  I am not here to preach at all.  Obviously, I do welcome your commitment particularly on Afghanistan.  I think Afghanistan is a place we did not give enough attention to.  We felt that the intervention of Iran in Afghanistan was plain sailing.  In truth we have seen the re-rise of the Taliban over there, so the commitment of troops in Afghanistan through the NATO operation is something which all countries have to be committed to.  I think this is also where the real war on terror has to be concentrated. 

I'd like to go on the issue of trade which I find of interest.  Senator Murray is a specialist on trade relations as well and I would like to see how he feels on EU/Australia trade relations and if there could be scope for further development even though Malta is one of the smallest members of the EU, but nevertheless we do have a commissioner like the other countries.  So, we have an equal voice on various matters over there and if there could be scope for further improvement in EU/Australia trade relations, we would like to obviously voice these concerns because we have particular interest in Australia due to the large number of Maltese who have emigrated to that country and for whom Australia is their home now. 

One last point I would like to voice is the issue regarding illegal immigration.  As you know Malta recurrently faces this problem.  It’s an issue we have to be particularly sensitive to because Malta has had its own migrants over a considerable number of years.  We know that the issue of refugees and immigration is a global issue and it is something which your country faces and that various other countries have faced according to the times.  At the moment we are facing this large movement of refugees and migrants from the sub-Saharan countries to North Africa and who then cross the Mediterranean on their way to Europe.  One of the closest countries to North Africa is obviously Malta and so every summer Malta has a large influx of - I think it is not fair to call them illegal immigrants but perhaps one can call them irregular immigrants – these irregular immigrants.  Malta is criticised because it has a detention policy which technically means that the moment Malta has to intervene with a boatful of immigrants we effectively detain them until we process their refugee applications.  As you rightly pointed out, Mr President, it is not always easy to process a refugee application because most of them have no documentation and so you have to verify their nationality and so forth.  I must say that Malta has one of the highest rates of favourable applications when it comes to determine whether a person is a genuine refugee according to the Geneva Convention or not.   Under our own internal laws we also give a humanitarian status to people who do not qualify as refugees under the Convention.  We have also passed legislation in parliament to limit the period of detention to a maximum of 18 months which perhaps is still too long but we also try to make sure that people don’t stay within detention camps for so long.  We also have open centres which are halfway houses to ensure that they integrate themselves in Maltese society as soon as possible once they get admitted either under humanitarian status or under refugee status.

We’re trying to bring a European approach to resolving this immigration issue because ultimately it’s no only a Maltese problem, it’s not only an Italian problem, it’s not only a Spanish problem, which I understand you already visited, but it is a European problem because the moment they reach Malta most of them would want to go to other northern European countries for work.  So we are trying to get a uniform approach to resolving this issue.  

DELEGAT AWSTRALJAN:  What happens to illegal immigrants if they are not processed within 18 months?

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO:  After 18 months they cannot be kept under detention and so they have to be released.  

DELEGAT AWSTRALJAN:  Do you give them citizenship?

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO:  No, we don’t.

ONOR. JOSE’ HERRERA:  They can work, they are given social assistance and they are given housing.  I don’t know if you are aware but apart from these immigrants who come from sub-Saharan countries we have the same problems as you have, that is, a lot of people come to Malta with a temporary visa and then they remain here.   Once I raised the matter in parliament by asking whether we know how many are staying here beyond their visa.  We don’t give any statistics and so, if you had to ask me how many illegal immigrants are in Malta I wouldn’t be able to answer you.  For example, there are 7,000 Serbs living in Malta officially.  

ONOR. GEORGE VELLA:  There are Serbs, Bulgarians and Ukrainians who overstay their visa.

ONOR. JOSE' HERRERA:  Thousands people remain here with an expired visa.  I wanted to finish this discussion on a soft note in the sense that I honestly would like to thank Australia for what it has done for the Maltese throughout the last century.  Statistics show that there are about 350,000 to 400,000 first, second and third generation Maltese in Australia which is quite a considerable number.  The Maltese went to Australia in three phases.  There was a small migration of Maltese at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, that is, about a100 years ago.  After the Second World War, our economy had collapsed and a lot of Maltese emigrated to Australia.  We even had a minister responsible for emigration in the 1940s and in the 1950s and at one point in time there were as many as 8,000 Maltese leaving Malta to Australia on a yearly basis.  

Then we had another period when Maltese emigrated indirectly to Australia. We had a large Maltese population in Egypt, Algeria and Tunisia who settled there about a hundred years ago and they were eventually kicked out from these North African countries.  For example, in the time of President Habib Bourguiba in the early 50s there were close to 40,000 people of Maltese descent living in Tunisia.  They had French connections and so many of them ended up in Marseilles and then from Marseilles they moved to Australia.  So you also had indirect migration of Maltese to Australia from these North African countries.  

These Maltese have integrated very well in Australia and although they have kept contact with their relatives in Malta, they are always telling us that now Australia is their home.  There are some Maltese who have even made political careers there and I think one of them ended up being a Speaker of the House and, if I am not mistaken, one was even a cabinet minister.  So the Maltese have left a mark there.  Thank you very much.

IS-SENATUR PAUL CALVERT:  Thank you for the kind comments.  Maltese-Australians are highly sought after because they are hard working and they are very patriotic Australians too. 

There was a question earlier on, I think it was the Hon de Marco who was asking about trade.  I know my colleague from the Democrats has got some strong views on that.  Well it seems what struck all of us of course is that your entrance into the EU and being an English speaking country, it makes sense for Australia to use Malta to enter into the European Union because there are only two other English speaking countries, the UK and Ireland, and you’re closer than both of them and perhaps in some cases even more friendly.  So it's certainly something that we will be taking back as a delegation to Australia and I may also mention that the Commonwealth Bank has already found a very satisfactory arrangement working through here.  

I also appreciate your comments on your illegal immigration because there this is a problem that we all are going to face.  It’s getting out of control in France because they have had riots over there.  One thing about you in Malta and about us in Australia.  We do have quite a large amount of water around us which does make things a little easier but I am surprised that you don’t process the immigrants offshore so that you can send them back if they are found to be illegal.  That's what happens in Australia.  It’s not popular but it works.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Unfortunately we have to bring this meeting to a conclusion so that you can be on time to meet Mr Speaker.  It was sincerely a pleasure meeting you.  Apart from the obvious Maltese connection, because by and large all of us have relatives over there…  (Interruptions)  We can very well stand for election in your country because with the number of Maltese staying in Australia I think that we can be assured of a good number of votes!  But apart from that, there are issues which are evidently of concern and of interest to both of our countries even though we are so far away from each other and of course the land masses are so different.  But when we mentioned Iraq, Afghanistan and illegal immigration that showed that we’re living in a multi-polar world where geo-diplomacy has to work efficiently.  

I wish you well and I really hope that the rest of your visit here will be fruitful and meaningful.  Thank you once again.   

Fl-12.48 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data oħra.
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