MALTA

KAMRA TAD-DEPUTATI 

KUMITAT PERMANENTI DWAR L-AFFARIJIET BARRANIN U EWROPEJ

(Rapport Uffiċjali u Rivedut)

L-GĦAXAR PARLAMENT

Laqgħa Nru. 100
L-Erbgħa, 17 ta’ Jannar, 2007
Stampat fl-Uffiċċju ta' l-Iskrivan

Kamra tad-Deputati

Malta

Prezz   Lm1
L-GĦAXAR PARLAMENT

KUMITAT PERMANENTI DWAR L-AFFARIJIET BARRANIN U EWROPEJ

Laqgħa Nru. 100
  L-Erbgħa, 17 ta’ Jannar, 2007
Il-Kumitat iltaqa' fil-Palazz, il-Belt Valletta, fis-7.01 p.m.

Talba

MINUTI

Il-Minuti tal-laqgħa Nru. 99 li saret fl-10 ta’ Jannar, 2007, kienu konfermati.

THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi):  Nixtieq ninforma lill-Kumitat li kien hawn żewġ talbiet minn One News u mill-Media Link sabiex jieħdu filmat tal-bidu taż-żewġ partijiet tal-laqgħa.  Hawn permess għal dan?  (Onor. Membri:  Iva)

Il-permess ingħata.

Nixtieq nieħu l-okkażżjoni sabiex l-ewwelnett nagħmel nota ta’ apprezzament.  Illum hija l-100 laqgħa ta’ dan il-kumitat u allura nistgħu ngħidu li dan huwa l-aktar kumitat – fil-fatt huwa kkonfermat permezz ta’ l-istatistika - li laqqa’ lill-membri tiegħu.  Huwa l-ewwel kumitat li laħaq it-threshold tal-100 laqgħa u naħseb li din hija xi ħaġa li għandna ninnotaw b’sodisfazzjon.  Kif dejjem ngħid, mhux il-kwantita` biss imma anke l-kwalita` tgħodd.  Ta’ dan irrid inrodd ħajr lill-kollegi taż-żewġ naħat ta’ dan il-kumitat u lill-istaff parlamentari li bl-effiċjenza u l-paċenzja tipika tagħhom għenuna sabiex nilħqu dan it-tragward importanti għall-ewwel darba fl-istorja parlamentari.  Xtaqt nagħmel dak il-punt għaliex naħseb li huwa tragward importanti ħafna.  Issa ħalli ngħaddu għat-tieni item li għandna fuq l-aġenda tagħna.

LAQGĦA MAS-SUR JOSEPH F X ZAHRA, CHAIRMAN NATIONAL EURO CHANGEOVER COMMITTEE (NECC)

THE CHAIRMAN:  It-tieni item ta’ l-aġenda tagħna hija l-laqgħa mas-Sur Joseph F. X. Zahra li huwa ċ-Chairman tan-National Euro Changeover Committee (NECC).  Għandna l-pjaċir li stedinna għall-ewwel darba lis-Sur Zahra li min-naħa tiegħu laqa’ mill-ewwel l-istedina tagħna.  Ovvjament is-suġġett ma jistax ikun ħlief l-introduzzjoni ta’ l-ewro fi ftit tax-xhur oħra bħala l-munita uffiċjali ta’ pajjiżna.  Allura, without any further ado, filwaqt li nirringrazzjak u nagħtik merħba fostna, kemm lilek u kemm lill-kollega tiegħek is-Sur Alan Camilleri, nagħtik mill-ewwel il-kelma u tista’ tirregola kif jidhirlek inti l-ħin li għandna għad-dispożizzjoni tagħna.  

IS-SUR JOSEPH F. X. ZAHRA (CHAIRMAN NATIONAL EURO CHANGEOVER COMMITTEE):  Nixtieq nirringrazzjakom ta’ din l-opportunita` li tajtuna.  F’dan il-ħin li għandna għad-dispożizzjoni tagħna se nagħti spjegazzjoni ta’ l-istrutturi tagħna, ta’ l-istrateġija tagħna u ta’ dak li aħna qegħdin nagħmlu llum.  Se ngħid ukoll x’inhu l-ippjanar tagħna matul din is-sena tant kruċjali għall-ekonomija tal-pajjiż.  Imbagħad naħseb li nkunu nistgħu nilqgħu l-mistoqsijiet u l-osservazzjonijiet min-naħa tagħkom.  Id-diskors huwa bil-Malti imma bħal kwalunkwe presentation oħra ssibha bl-Ingliż.  Nixtieq li naraw ftit x’inhuma l-punti li se nkopri f’din is-session.  

L-ewwelnett naħseb li huwa importanti li naraw x’inhi l-viżjoni tagħna.  Din hija xi ħaġa li aħna ddisinjajna hekk kif twaqqafna.  Jiena ġejt appuntat bħala chairman f’Lulju ta’ l-2005.  Minn dakinhar lil hawn għaddew sena u nofs u mbagħad twaqqaf il-kumitat li se nitkellmu dwaru llum.  Hemm struttura ta’ l-organizzazzjoni fejn jidħol in-NECC f’dan kollu, hemm it-timeline tagħna, hemm il-fażijiet li sejrin ngħaddu minnhom, hemm il-mod ta’ kif se jsir il-cash changeover, l-istrateġija ta’ komunikazzjoni li hija ta’ importanza kbira, l-istrateġija ta’ training u l-istrateġija ta’ edukazzjoni.  Hemm l-impatt fuq livell soċjali ta’ dan kollu kif ukoll x’sar mill-aspett leġislattiv.  Hemm il-liġi li għaddiet minn dan il-parlament u anke l-inizjattiva Fair li se nitkellem ftit aktar dwarha wkoll.

In-NECC twaqqfet fuq il-convergence criteria li huwa l-element ekonomiku tal-proċess u l-kriterji ta’ l-ekonomija.  Bla dubju hija konxja ta’ dak li qed jiġri, hija dipendenti fuq dak li qed jiġri, pero` t-twaqqif tan-NECC kien għal żewġ skopijiet prinċipali.  Hemm il-preparazzjoni teknika kollha li trid issir għal dan it-tibdil fejn għandek il-munita, is-settur bankarju, is-settur finanzjarju, il-liġijiet u l-element l-ieħor li huwa aktar delikat, jiġifieri l-element psikoloġiku u l-element ta’ aċċettazzjoni ta’ munita ġdida.  Għalhekk huwa interessanti li naraw kif ġie strutturat n-NECC, b’mod partikolari l-eżekuttiv tan-NECC, għaliex dan ġie strutturat fuq dawn iż-żewġ binarji.  Għandek il-binarju li huwa ta’ preparazzjoni teknika u għandek il-binarju l-ieħor li huwa dak ta’ komunikazzjoni.

Ħalli niġu għall-ewwel punt tagħna.  X’inhi l-viżjoni tagħna?  X’inhu dak li aħna qegħdin inħarsu lejh?  X’qegħdin nipprovaw nagħmlu?  F’dak li qegħdin nagħmlu rridu li jkollna transizzjoni minn munita għall-oħra mingħajr ebda skossi.  Fir-realta` l-ħajja hija dejjem imperfetta u allura din it-transizzjoni rridu nagħmluha bl-inqas skossi possibbli.  Din trid issir b’mod effettiv, b’mod effiċjenti u għall-aħjar tas-soċjeta` inġenerali.  Hawnhekk tibda t-tensjoni għaliex għandek ir-retailer, il-konsumatur u l-banek li b’xi mod jew ieħor huwa essenzjali għalina li nisimgħu l-partijiet kollha, anzi li nġiegħluhom jipparteċipaw f’dan it-tibdil.

Il-missjoni tagħna għandha tlett elementi li kważi diġa’ semmejt.  Irridu nkunu aħna l-leaders f’dan it-tibdil.  Irridu nikkoordinaw pjan ta’ strateġija li mhux biss irid ikun effettiv, pero’ jrid jiġi wkoll aċċettat, anke fuq livell Ewropew.  Wieħed mill-akbar sodisfazzjonijiet li ħadna kien il-kumment pożittiv li ngħata għall-preparazzjoni li qiegħda ssir min-naħa teknika u min-naħa ta’ l-istrateġija ta’ komunikazzjoni tagħna, anke mill-Kummissjoni Ewropea.  Punt ieħor huwa sabiex nimmaniġġjaw l-istrateġija ta’ komunikazzjoni.

In-NECC għandha steering committee li huwa mmexxi mis-Segretarju Parlamentari l-Onor. Tonio Fenech.  Hemm ukoll il-Gvernatur tal-Bank Ċentrali, il-Kap tas-Servizz Pubbliku u jien.  Se jkun hemm il-parteċipazzjoni wkoll tad-Direttur Eżekuttiv tan-NECC li huwa wkoll osservatur fuq dan il-kumitat.  Għandek ukoll ir-rwol importanti tal-Bank Ċentrali li se jkun partikolarment bħala advisor u anke bħala konsulent tagħna fuq areas partikolari.  

Mela dan huwa l-kabinett u d-deċiżjonijiet ta’ l-aktar livell għoli strateġiku jittieħdu hemmhekk.  Naturalment dawn jittieħdu abbażi ta’ suġġerimenti u rakkmandazzjonijiet li jsiru mill-isteering committee.  Hemm proċess ta’ konsultazzjoni li xi ħadd jista’ jgħid li huwa xi ħaġa cumbersome ħafna, pero` aħna naħdmu b’mod dinamiku ħafna.  Għalkemm irridu nħaddmu din il-konsultazzjoni kollha, aħna nagħtuhom data li fihom iridu jirrispondi u jlaqqgħu lin-nies tagħhom ħalli jagħtuna r-risposti tagħhom.

Ħalli nagħtikom idea ta’ min ipoġġi bilqiegħda madwar din il-mejda.  In-NECC meeting jiltaqa’ darba kull ħmistax, l-Erbgħa wara nofsinhar.  Illum kellna t-32 laqgħa u f’dawn il-laqgħat ikollok parteċipazzjoni ħajja permezz ta’ konsultazzjoni u diskussjoni. Għandek iċ-chairman tal-consumer sector, li fih ukoll il-unions, għandek il-consumer association, għandek il-vulnerable groups fejn fost oħrajn għandek il-pensjonanti u ż-żgħażagħ u allura tista’ tgħid li għandek lil kulħadd.  Għandek is-settur privat fejn hemm il-Malta Employers Association, iċ-Chamber of Commerce, il-GRTU u l-Federation of Industries.  Għandek is-settur finanzjarju fejn hemm il-Bank Ċentrali, l-MFSA, il-banek, is-settur pubbliku u s-settur privat.  Għandek il-public finance fejn allura għandek l-Inland Revenue, il-VAT and so on and so forth.  Għandek ukoll l-education sector.  Jekk ma niżbaljax, l-education sector kien fl-ewwel changeover committee, anke fuq livell Ewropew.  Aħna ħassejna li dan huwa importanti għar-raġuni ta’ edukazzjoni tat-tfal, anke at a very early stage u tat-teachers u l-impatt tagħhom fuq dan il-proċess.  

Għandek ukoll is-settur legali, fejn hawnhekk għandek il-liġijiet u t-tibdil tagħhom.  Jekk ma niżbaljax there are 482 laws which would need to be amended minħabba li kollha jagħmlu riferenza għal-lira Maltija u li għalhekk iridu jinbidlu.  Mir-rapport li kellna llum sibna li għandna more than 50% in this process.  Dawn huma s-sectoral committees, pero` imbagħad għandek ukoll it-task forces li bdejnihom fl-aħħar tas-sena li għaddiet.  Ħassejna li huwa importanti li jkollok task force ta’ l-IT u fil-fatt dan jinqasam fi tnejn għax għandek l-IT public sector u l-IT private sector.  Għandek task force fuq pricing which is one of the hottest issues u li fih hemm il-conversions u huwa nteressanti li din hija mmexxija minn rappreżentant tal-GRTU.  Hemm task force għat-training fejn għandna programm li se nelabora ftit fuqu u għandek ukoll it-tourism task force, li hija task force speċifika.  

Meta tgħodd dawk kollha li qegħdin jipparteċipaw issib li hemm mal-220 ruħ li jiltaqgħu b’mod regolari.  Dan il-kumitat jiltaqa’ kull ħmistax, pero` kull settur ilaqqa’ n-nies tiegħu minn laqgħa għal oħra, xi kultant jaqbżu minn laqgħa għall-oħra wkoll sabiex jagħmlu żewġ elementi, jintużaw bħala conduit.  L-ewwelnett iħossu x’inhuma l-concerns, x’inhuwa dak li qed jintlaqat u dak li qed jaffettwa, pero` jintużaw ukoll bħala mezz ta’ komunikazzjoni sabiex inti tkun tista’ tilħaq lis-setturi kollha.

Bla dubju ta’ xejn it-timeline li għandna hija l-2008, dik hija d-data targeted, pero` hemm tlett fażijiet li se nelabora fuqhom.  Għandek il-perjodu li qegħdin fih bħalissa, li jissejjaħ l-ERM2 period, jiġifieri qabel ma nidħlu mill-bieb prinċipali ġewwa l-Euro Zone.  Jiġifieri għandek il-pre-entry period u l-post-entry period.  Issa x’inhu l-ERM2 period?  Il-perjodu ta’ l-ERM2 probabbli se jwassalna sa l-aħħar ta’ Ġunju jew bidu ta’ Lulju ta’ din is-sena.  Under normal conditions, dan huwa l-perjodu fejn ikun hemm ukoll element ta’ inċertezza għar-raġuni li inti għandek deċiżjoni finali li trid tittieħed abbażi tar-rapport li jsir u mbagħad għandek id-deċiżjoni li fil-fatt inti tkun dħalt.  Għal din ir-raġuni, aħna qegħdin nagħtu element ta’ leadership, qegħdin naħdmu bis-central parity rate, qegħdin nippubblikaw ukoll numru ta’ guidelines, kellek l-enactment tal-Euro Adoption Act u għandek il-perjodu ta’ dual display, li kien hemm min qal li bdejnih daqxejn kmieni, pero’ se niskopru kemm huwa importanti li beda kmieni kemm jista’ jkun matul din is-sena.  Issa se norbtu din ukoll mas-sistema FAIR li l-launch tagħha se jsir f’Jannar ta’ din is-sena.  F’din il-fażi imbagħad irridu nintensifikaw il-kampanja tagħna ta’ komunikazzjoni.  

Dawn huma l-guidelines li m’iniex se noqgħod nidħol fihom.  Għandek, per eżempju, il-guidelines fuq l-optional dual display li kienet għat-turiżmu u l-option fuq il-conversions tal-historical data.  Dawn huma kollha guidelines li ħriġnihom kmieni kemm jista’ jkun sabiex ikunu jistgħu jgħinu f’dan il-proċess ta’ bidla.  Il-kontroversja li kellna rigward il-kwestjoni ta’ l-ewro, li naħseb li sibna soluzzjoni adattata ħafna għaliha, hija r-rounding and smoothing.  Dan il-framework kollu għena sabiex imbagħad noħorġu din il-legal notice li għadha kif ħarġet il-ġimgħa li għaddiet.  Ir-raġuni li l-legal notice ma kellha l-ebda sorpriża fiha hija riflessa fil-preparamenti li kienu qegħdin isiru abbażi ta’ dawn il-guidelines.

Il-fażijiet huma dawn, għandek l-ERM2 period, il-pre-entry period which is of six months at most, għandek il-minting of the coins li jrid isir bilfors wara li inti stabbilejt irrevocable exchange rate li hija d-deċiżjoni tal-Kummissjoni li aħna fil-fatt ġejna aċċettati fiż-żona, u mbagħad għandek ukoll il-perjodu wara l-1 ta’ Jannar 2008 li huwa magħmul minn xahar ta’ dual circulation, li nispjega aktar tard, u sitt xhur ta’ dual display.  Aħna qegħdin ngħidu li d-dual display se nżommuha sa Ġunju 2008, pero` bl-idea li anke sa Settembru jkollok a cooling down system biex kważi anke sas-sena d-dieħla l-prezz bil-lira Maltija jibda jisparixxi sabiex in-nies jidraw aktar u aktar jaħdmu bil-munita ta’ l-ewro.  

Dan huwa l-pre-entry period fejn, nerġa’ ngħid, irridu nippreparaw għal irrevocable fixed exchange rate fejn li inti għandek l-intensifikazzjoni tal-kampanja ta’ komunikazzjoni, li se nitkellem aktar dwarha.  Bla ebda dubju se jkollok il-perjodu ta’ front loading and sub-front loading.  Il-Bank Ċentrali se jagħmel il-front loading tal-cash lill-banek kummerċjali u s-sub-front loading meta l-banek kummerċjali jibdew imexxu wkoll il-cash ġo kits li wieħed jibda jkollu at an early stage in preparation sabiex wieħed, kemm fuq livell ta’ ħwienet kif ukoll on a household level, ikollu flus biżżejjed sabiex ikun jista’ jibda s-sena.  Imbagħad għandek l-intensification of the training programme u l-legislative amendments li jkunu jridu jsiru fl-aħħar.  

Fil-post-entry period se jkompli l-perjodu mandatorju ta’ dual display, fejn għandek xahar ta’ dual circulation.  Hemm min jgħidlek jekk xahar huwiex biżżejjed.  L-esperjenza dejjem uriet li dan huwa żmien biżżejjed.  Per eżempju, fl-iSlovenja, wara ħames jew sitt ijiem id-dollar kienet diġa’ ġiet mopped out of the system.  Huwa inkredibbli how fast this takes place.  Fil-każ ta’ Malta we played a little bit safer u għalhekk għamilna perjodu ta’ xahar.  Dan ix-xahar se jkun f’Jannar 2008, fejn għandek sitwazzjoni fejn inti tista’ tmur tħallas bil-Lira Maltija filwaqt li tal-ħanut huwa obbligat li l-bqija jagħtiha bl-ewro.  Dak huwa l-mod ta’ kif toħroġ il-currency.

Imbagħad fl-aħħar għandek il-fażi ta’ l-istrateġija ta’ komunikazzjoni, ta’ kif trid tiġi mmexxija l-cash changeover plan.  Bla dubju dan huwa eżerċizzju li qiegħed isir mal-Bank Ċentrali u f’dan l-eżerċizzju hemm involuta l-Malta Bankers Association u l-banek kollha.  Hawnhekk għandek il-punt ta’ kif se jiġu distribwiti l-euro notes u l-coins u kif se tiġi withdrawn l-Lira Maltija miċ-ċirkolazzjoni.  Fir-rigward tal-cash changeover plan trid tagħmel stima ta’ x’inhuma r-requirements in notes and coins, trid tara x’borrowing arrangements il-Bank Ċentrali jrid jagħmel għall-euro notes, is-selection tal-mint, li diġa’ saret, u għandek it-training tal-cash handlers u r-relevant law enforcement agencies.  Dawn huma kollha elementi fil-cash changeover plan li wieħed qiegħed iħares lejhom.

Imbagħad għandek it-tieni fażi li se ssir f’Ottubru fejn se jibda l-front loading.  Dan qiegħed isir mis-Central Bank għall-banek kummerċjali, imbagħad għandek is-sub-front loading mill-banek għall-ħwienet u għas-servizzi. Imbagħad f’Diċembru għandek il-coins starter kits li jingħataw kemm lir-retailers, f’valur ta’ Lm55, u anke lill-pubbliku, b’kit ta’ Lm5, li ovvjament ikunu f’valur ta’ l-ewro.  Il-probabilita` hi li sa l-aħħar ta’ din il-ġimgħa, il-banek kummerċjali jkollhom 50% ta’ l-ATMs li jkunu konvertiti fil-munita ta’ l-ewro.  Iċ-ċans hu li sa l-aħħar tal-ġimgħa nkunu eċċedejna dan l-ammont.  Irridu li l-banek kummerċjali jkunu ppreparati ħalli jkun hemm ferm aktar ATMs li wieħed ikun jista’ jieħu l-ewro minnhom.  Fit-2 ta’ Jannar 2008 il-euro notes se jkunu available mill-banek.  Il-banek kummerċjali jiftħu u hemmhekk wieħed ikun jista’ jibda jsarraf il-Lira Maltija.  Il-banek se jkunu jistgħu jsarrfu l-liri Maltin u anke l-muniti sa April 2008, bil-Bank Ċentrali jibqa’ għaddej sa għaxar snin wara.  Mela l-Bank Ċentrali għandu perjodu twil ħafna li fih se jibqa’ jikkonverti l-Lira Maltija filwaqt li l-muniti se jibqa’ jikkonvertihom sa sentejn. 

L-istrateġija ta’ komunikazzjoni li semmejt qabel hija biex ngħollu l-livell ta’ informazzjoni u sabiex nagħmlu lin-nies aktar familjari mal-munita.  Din hija diskussjoni twila fejn anke target groups qegħdin jipparteċipaw fiha.  Għandek żgħażagħ u pensjonanti li qegħdin jipparteċipaw fl-istruttura kif jiena diġa’ semmejt qabel.   Wieħed mill-punti li qegħdin naħdmu ħafna fuqu fl-istrateġija ta’ komunikazzjoni tagħna huwa li rridu nilħqu lil kulħadd, kemm ġeografikament f’Malta u Għawdex, kif ukoll lis-setturi differenti tas-soċjeta`.  Hija importanti wkoll to dispel misconceptions, jiġifieri jekk bniedem għandu idea żbaljata jew inkella għandu preġudizzji dwar xi ħaġa jew oħra għax ikun semagħha fuq it-televiżjoni Taljan, per eżempju, jew inkella għax ikun semagħha x’imkien ieħor.  Dan huwa l-mod ta’ kif wieħed jista’ jaħdem ħalli jkun jista’ jimmitiga kontra dawn it-tip ta’ ideat.  Spjegazzjoni, informazzjoni u edukazzjoni hija a multi-annual communication strategy ibbażata fuq dawn is-sentejn u li teħodna sa wara l-post-entry period ta’ l-2008.  

Jiena  issa se nitkellem ftit fuq l-istrateġija tagħna ta’ komunikazzjoni.  Huwa importanti li kemm jista’ jkun inkunu sempliċi u straightforward.  Dan huwa punt li anke jekk taraw ir-reklami tagħna taraw li dawn huma sempliċi, jinftiehmu u diretti.  Bla dubju wkoll, qed issir enfasi kbira li din tkun b’żewġ lingwi, kemm bl-Ingliż kif ukoll bil-Malti.  Qiegħda ssir enfasi kbira wkoll fuq kif din il-biċċa tax-xogħol għandha titħalla barra kompletament minn kwalunkwe tip ta’ politika, jiġifieri li tħalliha apolitika kemm jista’ jkun.  L-istrateġija tagħna hija mibnija fuq dawn l-elementi kollha.  Għandek komunita’ ta’ business li ħdimna ħafna fuqha għax dawn huma l-multipliers.  Il-komunikazzjoni mal-business hija importanti għax hi stess tmexxi l-messaġġ ma’ l-istudenti, mat-tfal, mal-pubbliku in ġenerali u anke mal-vulnerable groups li semmejt qabel bħall-pensjonanti, id-disabled, iż-żgħażagħ, il-kunsill tan-nisa u oħrajn.  

Kampanja ta’ edukazzjoni u training ma rajniex wisq minnha bħalissa, anke fuq livell ġenerali, pero` din tintensifika aktar ma tavviċina lejn dik il-ġurnata tal-bidla.  Hemmhekk hemm elementi ta’ training li huma importanti ħafna.  Per eżempju, jiena għamilt ċerti kummenti u anke s-Central Bank ħareġ ċerti avviżi fuq li rrridu noqgħodu attenti meta naċċettaw l-karti ta’ l-ewro ħalli nkunu ċerti li dawn il-karti ma jkunux foloz.  Din hija parti mill-edukazzjoni li aħna sejrin naħdmu fuqha.  Il-kampanja edukattiva se tkun miftuħa kemm għall-businesses iż-żgħar kif ukoll għall-konsumatur in ġenerali u, kif diġa’ għedna, irridu noqorbu kemm jista’ jkun lejn l-ibliet u l-irħula kollha tagħna.  Din hija kampanja, strateġija, studju u pjan li aħna qegħdin niffinalizzaw.  Waħda mill-affarijiet li trid toqgħod attent għaliha, anke f’kampanja ta’ komunikazzjoni, hija li ma tagħtix aktar milli huwa bżonn jew inkella li tagħti kmieni wisq.  Għaldaqstant it-timing huwa kruċjali u din hija xi ħaġa li aħna qegħdin nagħtuha attenzjoni kbira.

Kif konna qegħdin ngħidu se jkun hemm training kemm għall-education sector, kemm għall-public sector u għall-istakeholders kollha.  Il-metodu li se jintuża huwa li se jkollna numru ta’ lead trainers li sejrin iħarrġu huma stess numru ta’ trainers.  Se tibdew taraw ukoll reklami fuq il-gazzetti fuq l-ewro fejn se nibdew ngħidu li jekk trid tkun taf aktar fuq l-ewro se jkun hemm fit-tali ħin, min jagħti l-informazzjoni ġewwa, per eżempju, Raħal Ġdid u li dan se jkun miftuħ għall-pubbliku. 

Se nagħtu training kit li jinkludi wkoll euro calculator.  Hawnhekk nerġa’ ntenni li se jkun hemm calculator għal kull household f’Malta.  Se jkollok ukoll reckoner, li avvanzajna ħafna fuqu, fejn inti se jkollok il-muniti kemm huma fi ktieb żgħir li inti tpoġġih fil-but jew fil-handbag.  Mela għandek reckoner u għandek a money tray għall-ħwienet għax hija xi ħaġa essenzjali li dawn ikunu jafu fejn jitqiegħdu l-flus.  Se jkun hemm plastic euro notes għat-training li wkoll huma xi ħaġa kruċjali. Se jkun hemm ukoll bank notes u posters għad-display ġol-ħwienet ħalli b’hekk tal-ħanut ukoll ikun jaf x’inhuma.  Per eżempju, waħda mill-aktar punti importanti f’dan kollu huwa li n-nies ikunu familjari mal-karti tal-5 euro, ta’ l-10 Euro u anke mal-muniti tat-2 euros u tal-1 euro, pero’ aħna nixtiequ li jsiru aktar familjari mas-cents.  Ma rridux ninsew li fis-sistema tagħna se jerġgħu jidħlu l-mills.  Kulmin isiefer f’pajjiżi Ewropej li għandhom il-munita ta’ l-ewro, meta jerġa’ jiġi lura f’pajjiżna, waħda mill-affarijiet li ddejqu hija n-numru ta’ cents li jġib lura miegħu.  Għalhekk irridu noħolqu din il-familjarita’ mal-kunċett ta’ cents, 1c, 2c u 5c.

Kif semmejt aktar qabel għandek tailor-made training packs.  Xi ħaġa interessanti from an educational point of view hija l-idea ta’ euro wallet.  Kumbinazzjoni llum fin-NECC meeting iddiskutejna l-mod ta’ kif se jkollok roll-out mis-sistema edukattiva, fl-iskejjel u bil-kotba tal-mathematics il-ġodda.  Dan ukoll huwa parti minn dan l-eżerċizzju.  

How are we facilitating this change?  Hemm tlett elementi partikolari.  Għandek l-element ta’ business fejn we have to get it right with business, not only the big business and the medium sized business imma anke s-small business.  Għalhekk il-ħwienet iż-żgħar huma wkoll parti integrali minn dan il-proċess.  Il-ħanut fil-kantuniera jrid ikun parti minn dan il-proċess.  Bla ebda dubju għandek is-settur pubbliku fejn aħna għandna moħħna mistrieħ fir-rigward tal-mod ta’ kif qiegħed jaħdem dan is-settur.  Din qiegħed ngħidha mingħajr l-ebda tlaqliq għar-raġuni li mhux biss il-pjan imma anke l-mod ta’ kif ġew engaged in-numru ta’ dipartimenti u ministeri f’dan l-eżerċizzju.  Bla ebda dubju għandek ukoll il-konsumatur. 

F’xahrejn kellna 1,700 telefonata fuq il-linja ewro.  Għandek il-kampanja ta’ edukazzjoni, l-inizjattiva tal-FAIR u mill-aħħar informazzjoni li għandi, hemm 700 Ii għandhom l-applikazzjoni tagħhom li qiegħda tiġi pproċċessata.  Qegħdin jidħlu bejn 70 u 100 ħanut kuljum li jridu jidħlu f’din is-sistema u we are the victims of our own success għaliex issa rridu nlaħħqu ma’ l-ipproċessar ta’ dawn l-applikazzjonijiet.  Għandek ukoll il-euro assistants fejn hemm 70 minnhom li qegħdin jaħdmu fit-toroq tagħna.  Bħalissa qegħdin jikkonċentraw fuq il-ħwienet, pero` wara li nkunu lestejna l-kampanja tal-ħwienet se jibdew imorru wkoll għand l-individwi, il-konsumaturi u l-pensjonanti li jkunu jridu jafu aktar fuq dan il-proċess.  Mela l-informazzjoni qiegħda tasal ukoll għand il-konsumatur għax we have 70 euro assistants who are on the road every day.  Imbagħad għandek il-euro observatory fejn jiġbru l-complaints u jagħmlu following tajjeb ta’ dawn il-complaints.

Imbagħad għandek dynamic proactive approach, pero` forsi l-aktar żewġ elementi interessanti huma keeping it at minimal cost as much as possible.   Il-cash register m’hemmx għalfejn tbiddlu u din kienet xi ħaġa li għamilniha ċarissima.  Issa jekk inti tiddeċiedi li trid tagħmel id-dual display jew inkella tara li l-cash register tiegħek huwa antik u allura tiddeċiedi li tbiddlu, allura tista’ tagħmel hekk.  Pero` nerġa’ ngħid li m’hemmx obbligazzjoni li wieħed jagħmel dan il-kambjament.  Jekk inti għandek cash register li ma jieħux id-dual display, se nagħtuk conversion tables apposta li tagħtihom lill-klijent.  Fiċ-ċentru tad-deċiżjonijiet kollha li jieħdu aħna dejjem inżommu quddiem għajnejna l-klijent.   

Iċ-changeover strategy tagħna qegħdin ngħidu li hija għal business awareness campaign fejn qegħdin isiru numru ta’ seminars u konferenzi.  Għada hemm seminar Ii se jorganizza wieħed mill-banek li fih se jipparteċipaw ‘il fuq minn 350 parteċipant.  Għall-konferenza annwali li kellna din is-sena kellna madwar 400 parteċipant u dan juri li hemm interess kbir.  Għandek il-guidelines, il-handbooks u l-inizjattiva tal-FAIR.  Mhux se nitkellem fuq is-settur pubbliku kif qiegħed jaħdem, pero` nista’ ngħid li hemmhekk għandek project manager f’kull dipartiment, għandek awareness creation, għandek l-IT liema areas qegħdin jinħadmu kollha fis-settur pubbliku.   

Kif tafu hemm l-umbrella legislation, il-Euro Adoption Act, li daħħlet ukoll element ta’ flessibilita` sabiex il-Ministru tal-Finanzi jkun f’sitwazzjoni li l-legal notices li jaqgħu taħt din il-kappa jiddaħħlu b’mod aktar mgħaġġel u allura nkunu nistgħu nimplimentaw dak li nixtiequ b’ċerta speed.  Għandek ukoll il-prinċipju tal-contract continuity.  Ikollna ħafna mistoqsijiet fuq x’se jiġri fuq kuntratt li huwa bil-valur tal-Lira Maltija.  Kulħadd għandu jkollu moħħu mistrieħ għaliex din il-leġislazzjoni tgħid li jekk għandek ammont li huwa bil-lira Maltija, dak se jiġi converted bl-irrevocable exchange rate.  Għalhekk dak li jkun għandu jkollu moħħu absolutely at rest.  L-Euro Adoption Act li semmejt tirregola l-conversion process u ġġib ukoll il-leġislazzjoni lokali viċin tal-leġislazzjoni Ewropea. 

Dawn huma kollha l-punti li intom familjari magħhom għaliex din hija liġi li għaddiet mill-parlament Malti u hija l-guidelines tagħna.  Il-guidelines li aħna stabbilejna u li semmejt fil-bidu tal-presentation se jiġu leġislati f’legal notices differenti.  B’hekk ikunu jistgħu jiġu emendati dawk l-480 liġi li jagħmlu riferenza għal-lira Maltija.  Mela din tagħtik l-abilta` li dawn il-monetary amounts jiġu converted u anke tiddelega awtorita` għall-enforcement li huwa wkoll meħtieġ meta inti jkollok dik il-minoranza żgħira ta’ ħwienet Ii jwebbsu rashom u ma jimxux ma’ din il-liġi.  Mela inti għandek sistema ta’ warnings u mbagħad you have to have proper enforcement.

Din hija l-legal notice fuq id-dual display li għadha kif ħarġet il-ġimgħa li għaddiet fejn kif għedna għandek perjodu volontarju ta’ dual display.  Il-kelma li nużaw hija dual display u mhux dual pricing.  Issa x’inhi d-differenza bejn dawn it-tnejn?  Dual display is displaying both prices for educational reasons and not to encourage any shop to start accepting the euro from now.  Għal kull intenzjoni l-ewro se tibqa’ a foreign currency sa l-aħħar tas-sena u ssir il-currency tagħna mill-1 ta’ Jannar tas-sena d-dieħla.  Li qegħdin ngħidu huwa metodu ta’ edukazzjoni, metodu fejn wieħed ikun jaf it-tali prodott kemm hu.   Immedjatament li l-exchange rate tkun fixed, id-dual display issir mandatorja għal perjodu ta’ sena u timponi fines għal dawk li wara proċeduri ta’ warnings jibqgħu jabbużaw fil-prezzijiet. 

Ħaġa interessanti hija li meta taċċetta l-pagament tiegħek fl-ewro waqt il-voluntary dual display, inti trid taċċetta bilfors bis-central parity rate mingħajr ma jkollok addizzjoni ta’ charges.  Fil-legal notice ittieħdet id-deċiżjoni li l-banek kummerċjali m’humiex se jiċċarġjaw jekk inti tiddepożita euro notes into a euro denominated account.  Immaġinaw ħanut ġewwa Marsascala jew ġewwa Buġibba li jrid juri bilfors il-prezzijiet bir-rata tas-central parity rate, pero` imbagħad meta xi ħadd iħallas ikollu jħallas bir-rata li m’hijiex dik li tkun qiegħda tidher fuq il-prodott.  Tal-ħanut jista’ jġib l-iskuża li – kieku din ma kenitx fil-legal notice – meta jiġi biex jiddepożita l-flus fil-bank dan kien se jimponilu xi charges.  Mela dawk iċ-charges issa m’għadhomx hemm.  M’hemm l-ebda raġuni jew skuża sabiex l-ammont li inti qiegħed tieħu fl-ewro għandu jkun differenti minn dak li hemm fuq il-prezz muri.  Kienet importanti ħafna li l-legal notice obliges banks to accept euro deposits in euro denominated accounts without charges.  Iżda mbagħad meta tiġi stabilita l-irrevocable exchange rate inti tkun tista’ tiddepożita fl-Lm accounts.  Dan huwa metodu li aħna sibna sabiex inkunu nistgħu nimxu.

Il-FAIR hija inizjattiva importantissima.   X’inhu l-qofol tal-FAIR?  Li ċ-ċittadin jibda mil-lum ikun jaf kif jaqleb mil-Lira Maltija għall-ewro u jibda jidra l-prezzijiet fil-munita ta’ l-ewro.  Nisperaw li min-nhar is-Sibt nibdew naraw l-inizjattiva tal-FAIR mal-vetrini.  Dan ifisser li tal-ħanut qiegħed jagħmel commitment li qiegħed jagħmel conversion tal-flus kif suppost u li r-rounding tiegħu sar b’mod aċċettat.  Tal-ħanut ikun qiegħed jagħmel commitment importanti li mhux se jgħolli l-prezzijiet tiegħu għal raġunijiet li għandhom x’jaqsmu mal-conversion.  Qiegħed jagħmel commitment li se jħarreġ lin-nies tiegħu jew lilu nnifsu, jekk huwa ħanut żgħir, u li se jgħaddi ftit tal-ħin sabiex jitgħallem f’dawn il-korsijiet li semmejt qabel u li huma b’xejn ħalli jkun jista’ jagħraf l-ewro foloz.  Irid ukoll jipprovdi aktar informazzjoni dwar l-ewro.  Prattikament dan li tfisser l-inizjattiva FAIR. 

Dan huwa l-aħħar kumment tiegħi ħalli nagħti ċans għall-mistoqsijiet.  Dawn il-euro assistants bħalissa qegħdin iduru l-ħwienet sabiex jirrispondu għar-rikjesti li qiegħed ikollna mil-linja 154 kif ukoll minn fuq il-website.  Qegħdin jikkuntattjaw on average between 90 to 100 outlets on a weekly basis.  Kif għedtilkom illum qbiżna s-700 organizzazzjoni li diġa’ esprimew dan l-interess fl-ewwel 6 ġimgħat u issa qed nipproċessaw l-applikazzjonijiet tagħhom sabiex huma jkunu parti mis-sistema FAIR.  Ħalli nieqaf hawn biex inħalli għaxar minuti li fihom tistgħu tagħmlu l-mistoqsijiet tagħkom.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Qabel xejn nixtieq ngħidlek prosit għall-preżentazzjoni li għamilt għaliex verament kienet waħda informattiva u turi kemm kelli raġun li nistednuk ħalli tagħtina din il-preżentazzjoni. 

Min-naħa tiegħi se nagħmel żewġ punti fil-qosor ħalli nagħti spazju lill-kollegi tiegħi.  Inti semmejt punt importanti ħafna u dan kien to dispell misconceptions.  Naħseb li din hija xi ħaġa importanti ħafna, avolja tidher assurda, pero’ jiena sa ftit tal-ġranet ilu ltqajt ma’ żewġ familji li kienu nkwetati għax semgħu li t-tfal tagħhom li għandhom home loan mal-bank se jkollhom iħallsu aktar minħabba l-konverżjoni.  Jiġifieri dawn semgħu li t-tfal tagħhom kien se jkollhom additional charges minħabba li se jkun hemm il-conversion għall-ewro.  Din hija xi ħaġa assurda imma hawn uħud li qegħdin jibilgħu din il-misinformazzjoni.  Naħseb li huwa importanti li bgħattna dan il-messaġġ lil min qiegħed jismagħna.  

Nixtieq inkun naf jekk hux qed jiġi kkunsidrat jew le xi forma ta’ amnestija sabiex dawk il-Maltin – kif nafu l-Maltin huma rinomati li jżommu flushom id-dar li fil-fehma tiegħi huwa mod żbaljat u stupidu – li għandhom il-flus maħżuna jew moħbija d-dar taħt il-maduma jirregolarizzzaw il-pożizzjoni tagħhom?  Issa nieħdu round ta’ mistoqsijiet ħalli nagħtu aktar ċans għar-risposti.  L-Onor. Leo Brincat.

ONOR. LEO BRINCAT:  L-ewwelnett ningħaqad maċ-Chairman tal-Kumitat sabiex inrodd ħajr lill-kumitat tagħkom għall-mod professjonali li bih jagħmel ix-xogħol tiegħu.  Il-kampanja, kif inhi għaddejja, qabdet ċertu momentum u din qiegħda tqajjem ċerta awareness fuq skala nazzjonali dwar l-ewro.  Jien personalment m’għandi xejn x’jinkwetani fuq din, anzi din hija xi ħaġa pożittiva.  Biss qiegħed niltaqa’ ma’ ċerti ċittadini u anke negozjanti li qegħdin iħossu, forsi b’riżultat tal-kampanja nnifisha by default u mhux by design, il-ħtieġa li forsi prematurely jaqilbu l-holdings tagħhom minn Liri Maltin għall-ewros qabel iż-żmien.  Din qed tiġri wkoll f’ċertu settur fil-qasam ta’ l-esportazzjoni fejn jekk, per eżempju, inti daħħalt ċerta dħul inti tgħaġġel sabiex tagħmel il-konverżjoni tiegħek fil-munita barranija.  Din ovvjament, for an interim period, se jkollha ċertu mpatt anke fuq ir-riservi tal-Bank Ċentrali.  Li rrid ngħid jien huwa li mingħajr ma tbiddlu xejn mill-kampanja tagħkom, li nerġa’ ngħid hija waħda professjonali ħafna, hux forsi opportun - u din inħalliha fid-diskrezzjoni tagħkom - li intom jew jointly mal-Bank Ċentrali, whichever is the most practical way, issibu mezz li tqajjmu awareness man-nies li filwaqt li huma fil-liberta` li jagħmlu dak li jidhrilhom għax intom mhux qegħdin toħorġu l-ebda dictat, at the same time turu li m’hemm l-ebda ħtieġa jew urġenza sabiex wieħed jikkonverti l-financial asset holdings tiegħu fil-ewro at this stage.  Li jagħmilha out of choice, good luck to him, imma naħseb li din hija problema għalkemm ma nafx il-magnitude tagħha u naf li teżisti għax qiegħed ikolli ftit tal-feedback fuqha.

IS-SUR JOSEPH F. X. ZAHRA:  Iva, anke aħna qiegħed ikollna dan il-feedback, fosthom permezz tat-telefonati li jidħlu fuq il-linja 154, pero` nirrispondi għal mistoqsijiet tiegħek wara li jsiru l-mistoqsijiet kollha. 

THE CHAIRMAN:  Issa nsejjaħ lill-Onor. De Marco u mbagħad warajh l-Onor. Herrera.

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO:  X’comparisons għamilna ma’ pajjiżi oħrajn li adottaw l-ewro sabiex nevitaw l-iżbalji li forsi setgħu għamlu?   Hemm xi affarijiet li nistgħu nitgħallmu mis-Slovenja, li għadha kemm adottat din il-munita?  Mistoqsija oħra hija din: ma nafx jekk hemmx xi obbligazzjoni sabiex jibqa’ id-dual pricing anke wara li tiġi ntrodotta l-munita ta’ l-ewro?

THE CHAIRMAN:  L-Onor. Jose’ Herrera.

ONOR. JOSE’ HERRERA:  Nixtieq inkun naf jekk hemmx previst xi deterrent qawwi għal min jabbuża meta jiġi sabiex jagħmel il-kambju fl-ewro?  

THE CHAIRMAN:  L-Onor. Clyde Puli.

ONOR. CLYDE PULI: Ma rridx nirrepeti dak li ntqal mill-kollegi tiegħi għaliex ħafna mill-concerns huma bażikament l-istess.  Pero` fuq il-punt li kien qiegħed jagħmel l-Onor. Azzopardi dwar flus extra fl-idejn u in vista wkoll tad-diskussjoni li qamet minħabba r-rapport tal-Kummissjoni Djoċesana dwar il-proprjeta`, nixtieq ngħid li hawn biża’ li dawn il-flus se jiġu nvestiti kollha fi proprjeta` u għalhekk se jagħmlu boom artifiċjali fil-proprjeta’.  Ma nafx, għax tista’ tkun biss impressjoni tiegħi, imma jista’ jkun li qiegħda tingħata l-impressjoni li inti tista’ taqleb il-Lira Maltija sa April li ġej biss u mhux sa għaxar snin oħra.  Jekk din se tibqa’ tiġi ripetuta, meta nafu li hawn madwar Lm200 miljun iduru fl-idejn, allura din l-impressjoni se tiġi self-fulfilling prophecy u fil-fatt din il-biża’ tista’ tissarraf f’realta`.  Allura nixtieq inkun naf jekk ikunx għaqli li wieħed jiċċara ftit din is-sitwazzjoni.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Grazzi.  Mela f’idejk Sur Zahra.  

IS-SUR JOSEPH F. X. ZAHRA:  Mela ħalli nibda fuq il-house loans.  Dawn huma l-mistoqsijiet li kellna fil-bidu tal-kampanja tagħna minn nies li għandhom flus iddepożitati fil-Lira Maltija li xtaqu jkunu jafu jekk il-banek humiex se jiċċarġjawhom meta jkun hemm il-conversion.  Bla ebda dubju dan m’huwiex il-każ.  Il-banek kummerċjali kienu wkoll ċarissimi fuq din il-biċċa tax-xogħol.  Dan huwa tibdil li fuqu mhux se jkun hemm l-ebda charge addizzjonali jew spiża addizzjonali, anzi diġa’ hemm banek partikolari li qegħdin juru l-ammont li għandek il-bank bil-currency ta’ l-ewro.  Mela fl-1 ta’ Jannar 2008, mingħajr m’għandek bżonn li tmur il-bank biex tiċċekkja, dak l-ammont se tibda tarah għal perjodu ta’ sitt xhur l-ewwel fl-ewro, għaliex issa l-flus tiegħek saru fl-ewro, u in brackets kemm kien l-ammont bil-Lira Maltija.  Mela m’hemmx charges.  Fil-house loan is-sitwazzjoni hija bla dubju identika.  Jekk inti kont qed tħallas Lm100 fix-xahar fuq il-loan tiegħek, dak se jkun biss l-ekwivalenti fl-ewro.

Ħaġa oħra interessanti hija li jekk ir-rati ta’ l-interessi jibqgħu kif inhuma, jekk int ibbażat fuq il-base rate plus, l-interessi li huma fil-Euro zone huma baxxi aktar mill-interessi li għandna aħna u allura inti se tħallas inqas.  Ovvjament dan jgħodd jekk il-kuntratt li għandek mal-bank huwa kuntratt ibbażat fuq base rate plus a margin.

Mistoqsija oħra kienet tirrigwardja l-amnestija fuq il-hoarding ta’ flus, b’mod perikoluż, ġewwa d-djar.  Dan huwa punt li qed jiġi assolutament ikkonsidrat.  Il-konsiderazzjoni se tittieħed aktar mill-Ministeru tal-Finanzi milli min-NECC u jien inħoss li mistoqsija bħal din, dwar x’jista’ jiġri u x’metodu jista’ wieħed juża, jirrispondiha s-Segretarju Parlamentari Tonio Fenech jew inkella l-Prim Ministru, li huwa wkoll il-Ministru tal-Finanzi.  Min-naħa tagħna, aħna konxji ta’ din ir-realta` u dwar il-ħtieġa ta’ sistema ta’ kif inti tista’ tiddilja ma’ din is-sitwazzjoni għax hija xi ħaġa ta’ neċessita`.  

Issa se ndur għall-mistoqsija ta’ l-Onor. Brincat, li kienet dwar li jista’ jkun li l-kampanja tagħna qiegħda tgħid lill-pubbliku in ġenerali, mhux qegħdin ngħiduh explicitly, imma tista’ tiġi mifhuma li jekk inti għandek flus fil-Lira Maltija għandek tikkonvertihom issa.  Ir-risposta tagħna toħroġ minn dak li diġa’ għamilt riferenza għalih fil-preżentazzjoni tagħna u din hija li l-ewro se tibqa’ munita barranija, bir-riskji ta’ munita barranija, sa l-aħħar ta’ din is-sena.  Jekk dak li jkun jistaqsina jekk jaqbillux li jbiddel flusu issa, aħna m’aħniex qegħdin f’sitwazzjoni li nagħtu advice jew ngħidu l-mod ta’ kif għandu jinvesti flusu.  Għal dak il-għan hemm nies speċjalizzati.  Pero` l-unika ħaġa li aħna nkunu rridu niċċaraw hija li qegħdin nitkellmu fuq żewġ muniti differenti u din hija raġuni oħra għaliex aħna ma nixtiequx li nibdew kmieni għax il-Lira Maltija trid tibqa’ fir-ċirkolazzjoni sa l-aħħar ta’ din is-sena.

Semmejna l-fatt ta’ jekk inti se tħallas bil-munita ta’ l-ewro li hija mmirata l-aktar għall-areas ta’ fejn għandek it-turisti.  Aħna rridu naċċertaw li t-turist, jekk qed jara prezz bil-currency ta’ l-ewro, ikun jaf x’qiegħed iħallas u li l-irċevuta li qed tingħata qiegħda tirrifletti eżattament il-prezz muri.  Mela huwa importanti li min-naħa tagħna nibqgħu niċċaraw il-punt li għamel l-Onor. Brincat.

Mistoqsija saret mill-Onor. de Marco kienet fuq kemm aħna qegħdin nagħmlu comparisons u fuq kemm qegħdin nitgħallmu mill-esperjenzi ta’ l-oħrajn.  Hemm l-esperjenzi ta’ l-ewwel pajjiżi li daħħlu l-munita ta’ l-ewro u hemm ukoll l-esperjenzi li huma aktar riċenti, fosthom dik ta’ l-iSlovenja, li hija esperjenza aktar viċin tagħna.  Il-pajjiżi l-oħrajn kollha ta’ l-ewwel wave kellhom 4 snin ta’ preparazzjoni mentri fil-każ tagħna kellna sentejn u ftit xhur ta’ preparazzjoni.  Hemm mekkaniżmu ġewwa l-Ewropa, ġewwa Brussels stess, li jgħidlu l-PAN 2, li jfisser public administration network, fejn jiltaqgħu b’mod regolari dawk kollha li huma responsabbli għal din il-conversion.  Hemmhekk ikollhok preżentazzjoni u jsiru l-kummenti fuq il-preżentazzjoni biex joħorġu l-ideat ta’ best practice, jiġifieri ta’ x’inhu l-aħjar li jsir.   Għandek il-masterplans, fil-fatt l-ewwel kien hemm il-preliminary plan imbagħad il-masterplan proprju u issa se toħroġ l-emenda tal-masterplan.  Jkollna wkoll diskussjoni mal-Kummissjoni dwar ideat li jkollna.   Bla dubju hemm ħafna x’nitgħallmu mill-esperjenza ta’ pajjiżi oħrajn u qegħdin nieħdu kull opportunita` sabiex nitgħallmu.  Insemmi żewġ każijiet li qegħdin naħdmu fuqhom bħalissa u hawnhekk nixtieq nirringrazzja liż-żewġ gvernijiet Ewropej, kemm ta’ l-Awstrija u kemm ta’ Franza, li magħhom għandna twinning agreement.  Fil-fatt qegħdin inġibu esperti apposta minn dawn iż-żewġ pajjiżi.  Ma’ l-Awstrija qegħdin naħdmu fuq il-pricing għax l-Awstrija kienet waħda mill-aħjar esperjenzi pożittivi in terms of management and control of pricing.  Min-naħa l-oħra, ma’ Franza qegħdin nitkellmu fuq kampanji għall-konsumaturi partikolarment meta niġu għal vulnerable groups.  Team tagħna għadu kif ġie minn Franza u l-ġimgħa d-dieħla se jkollna t-team ta’ Franza u l-ġimgħa ta’ wara se jiġi t-team ta’ Awstrija.  Dawn il-kampanji huma kollha ffinanzjati minn dawn iż-żewġ pajjiżi u għalhekk irrid nirringrazzjahom għar-rispons tagħhom għall-għajnuna.  

Punt ieħor kien rigward l-obligation li staqsa fuqha l-Onor. de Marco.  Id-dual display huwa mandatorju sa l-aħħar ta’ Ġunju 2008, which means kważi sena għax jiddependi jekk nibdewx mill-1 ta’ Lulju jew ftit wara l-1 ta’ Lulju.  Malli jkollna l-irrevocable exchange rate għandek perjodu ta’ 12-il xahar.  Imbagħad għandek a cooling down system u wara dak il-perjodu aħna m’aħniex se ninkoraġġixxu lill-ħwienet sabiex iżommu ż-żewġ currencies.  M’hu se jkun hemm xejn obbligatorju, imma aħna se ninkoraġġuhom sabiex jibdew iwaqqgħu l-Lira Maltija.  Ir-raġuni hija li l-esperjenza wrietna li the sooner li tneħħi l-currency l-antika, ikun aħjar.  Fl-Italja sa Mejju ta’ l-2006 anke fuq il-quizzes kienu għadhom jagħtu ż-żewġ currencies imma aktar ma tneħħi l-antika malajr aktar n-nies jidraw il-currency il-ġdida.  

Mistoqsija oħra kienet fuq x’diterrent hemm.  Bla dubju hemm il-liġi.  Hemm ukoll il-legal notice li tagħtik ukoll l-ammonti tal-multi.  Multa lil ħanut jew business li ma kkonformax mar-regolamenti hija ta’ Lm750.  Imbagħad nagħtuh perjodu li fih ikun irid jikkonforma ruħu biex iġib il-prezzijiet kif suppost.  L-aktar waħda gravi hija fuq il-prezzijiet, fuq ir-rounding tal-prezzijiet u fuq il-conversion ħażina tal-prezzijiet.  Imbagħad hemm multa ta’ Lm75 kuljum sakemm huwa jdawwar il-prezzijiet tiegħu b’mod korrett.  Qabel ma naslu għal dan, ikun hemm il-complaint, imbagħad inkellmuh, imbagħad nagħtuh il-first warning u jekk jippersisti s-second warning u mat-third warning nimxu għall-proper enforcement.  It is at that stage li wieħed jibda jeżerċita` l-multa.

Kien hemm mistoqsija oħra li saret mill-Onor. Puli fuq il-kwestjoni li għandha x’taqsam ma’ l-idea ta’ l-amnestija fuq il-flus moħbija.  Veru li hemm perjodu sa l-aħħar ta’ Marzu 2008 li fih wieħed jista’ jmur il-banek kummerċjali sabiex isarraf flusu imma tinsiex ukoll li l-liġi ta’ money laundering se tibqa’ funzjonabbli u dan ifisser li hemm ukoll limitu ta’ kemm inti se toħroġ flus.  Għalhekk nerġgħu mmorru lura għal dak il-kumment fejn jiena għedt li jrid ikollok metodi oħra fejn inti tiffaċilita` dan it-tisrif.  Il-Bank Ċentrali biss se jkollu perjodu ta’ 10 snin li fih tista’ tmur b’Lm1,000, b’Lm2,000 jew bl-ammont li għandek biex issarrafhom fil-munita ta’ l-ewro.  Jien naħseb li taqblu miegħi li dan huwa perjodu twil.   Hemm perjodu twil anke meta inti jkollok xi karta partikolari li jispiċċa ż-żmien taċ-ċirkolazzjoni tagħha jew meta xi ħadd wiret dar u jsib xi flus f’dik id-dar.  F’dawn il-każi wieħed ikollu moħħu mistrieħ li għandu perjodu li fih ikun jista’ jagħmel il-conversion tiegħu.  Mill-1 ta’ Diċembru ta’ din is-sena, il-banek se jwaqqgħu l-exchange charges kollha.  Issa ma nafx jekk hemmx xi mistoqsijiet oħra. 

THE CHAIRMAN:  Insejjaħ lill-Onor. Herrera.   

ONOR. JOSE’ HERRERA:  X’inhuma r-rimedji għal min jabbuża mill-kambju?  

IS-SUR JOSEPH F. X. ZAHRA:  Skużawni għax hawnhekk kont qiegħed nindirizza lill-Onor. de Marco imma kelli nindirizza lill-Onor. Herrera.  Inti għandek complaint minn xi ħadd jew inkella wieħed mill-euro assistants daħal f’ħanut u jirrealizza li l-prezzijiet m’humiex kif suppost.  Nistgħu ngħidu li aktar jidħlu complaints mingħand il-konsumaturi u dan aħna qegħdin ninkoraġġuh.  Mela f’każ bħal dan inkellmuh u fil-każijiet kollha, minbarra wieħed jew tnejn, tal-ħanut wara ġurnata jew jumejn ibiddel il-prezzijiet.  Pero` ejjew ngħidu li wara li morna l-ġimgħa ta’ wara sabiex niċċekkjaw dan baqa’ ma biddilx il-prezzijiet tiegħu, f’dak il-każ joħroġ l-ewwel warning min-naħa tal-euro observatory, imbagħad nerġgħu nkellmuh u jekk dan jibqa’ jippersisti joħroġ it-tieni warning.  Jekk jibqa’ jippersisti mbagħad jsir l-enforcement u dik il-persuna tiġi mmultata.  Hawnhekk qegħdin nitkellmu fuq perjodu ta’ żmien li fih inti tibqa’ twebbes rasek u ma tbiddilx il-prezzijiet kif suppost.  

ONOR. JOSE’ HERRERA:  Taħseb li intom attrezzati biżżejjed sabiex iżżommu kontroll fuq dawn l-affarijiet?

IS-SUR JOSEPH F. X. ZAHRA:  Aħna attrezzati u waħda mill-affarijiet li ridna naċċertaw kienet li l-enforcement min-naħa tal-ministeru tal-kompetittivita` jkun imsaħħaħ ħalli aħna nkunu f’pożizzjoni li nkunu nistgħu nirrispondu malajr għal sitwazzjonijiet bħal dawn. (interuzzjonijiet)  Pero` aħna qegħdin nitkellmu fuq il-conversion.  Jekk naraw il-FAIR, tal-ħanut jagħmel commitment li hu ma jgħollix il-prezzijiet minħabba l-conversion.  Issa jista’ ikun hemm kwestjonijiet oħra fejn dak li jkun jgħolli l-prezzijiet tiegħu li ma jaqgħux taħt il-kontroll tagħna.  (Interuzzjonijiet)  Jekk inti ġietek il-materja prima minn barra aktar għolja u allura kellek tgħolli l-prezzijiet tiegħek, dik xi ħaġa oħra.  Li qed ngħidu aħna huwa li għal raġunijiet ta’ changeover, inti ma tistax tgħolli l-prezzijiet tiegħek.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Sinjuri kontra qalbi jkolli nikkonkludi din il-laqgħa interessanti ħafna pero`, kif tafu, għadu kemm wasal l-Ambaxxatur Israeljan li għandna l-laqgħu miegħu.  Nixtieq nirringrazzja lis-Sur Zahra u lis-Sur Camilleri ta’ l-informazzjoni li tawna.  Nista’ ngħid li kienet informazzjoni utli ħafna għaliex żgur li se nużawha meta nkunu qegħdin nitkellmu mal-pubbliku.  Grazzi.
LAQGĦA MA’ L-E.T. GIDEON MEIR, AMBAXXATUR TA’ ISRAEL GĦAL MALTA

THE CHAIRMAN:  So let’s pass on to the third item on the agenda.  It is with a big sense of pleasure and honour that we have for the very first time the Israeli Ambassador, His Excellency Gideon Meir.   Of course we have had several meetings with your distinguished predecessor; however, this is our first meeting with your good self.   I welcome you and really hope that you’ll be able to establish a friendship with us, not just diplomatically, as we have always tried to nurture and foster as Maltese politicians from both sides of the House.  I really look forward to a very fruitful and friendly relationship with Your Excellency.

Now let me introduce formally the members of this Committee, and then I’ll give you the floor.  On my left hand is the Hon. Leo Brincat, who is the Shadow Minister for Foreign Affairs, and on his left is the Hon. George Vella, Shadow Minister for European affairs.  On the right hand is the Hon. Clyde Puli from the government side who is also the Chairman of the Social Affairs Committee,  on his right there is the Hon. Mario de Marco who apart from being a member of this Committee is also the Deputy Chairman of Committees in the Plenary and on his right is the Hon. Michael Asciak who is a member of the committee and the Chairman of the Bio-Ethics Committee.

So Excellency, the floor is yours.

E. T. GIDEON MEIR (Ambassador of Israel to Malta):  I want to thank you for inviting me here.  It’s a great pleasure and honour for me to be here on my second visit to Malta.  My first meeting was in this building when I was presenting my credentials to President Fenech Adami.  On my way here I was just telling my friend Rami Hatan, who is a counsellor of the Embassy, that it was a really exciting day when I came from the hotel with a parade to present my credentials here.

I have an agenda and I agree with the Chairman that in this agenda we have to fill the relationship much more.  It’s not just a diplomatic relationship but it has to be filled with economic and cultural relations.  We have a huge opportunity today to talk about politics in the Middle East, Hamas, Iran and Lebanon but there is much more beyond that conflict.  We call it Israel beyond the conflict and there’s so much Israel can contribute and cooperate with on other elements.  

Just think about the fact that today Israel is one of the greatest producers of components of solar energy, irrigation systems and high technology.  I was very proud when I left Malta last time - about six or seven weeks ago - because on the plane I met a group of Israeli business people who came here to invest and to do business in Malta.  It was very encouraging for me and I want to see much more of this as I think that is very important for both sides. 

If I may say so, one of the things which sadden us a little bit is the fact that the Maltese Ambassador to Israel has not visited the State of Israel for over a year.  I have instructed our people at the Embassy that a member of the Embassy should come to Malta every month so as to spend some days here. This is because you cannot do it all by remote control.  I think it’s very important that your Ambassador should come to Israel.  We might have differences and we might have criticism but dialogue is the only way you can keep a relationship between two countries.  As you know, that is the role of ambassadors. 

 Now I will say a few words about what is happening today in the Middle East.  Actually last week we had a meeting of all the Israeli Ambassadors in Europe and I met with the Israeli Prime Minister about two weeks ago and so I will tell you in brief what his ideas are and what our ideas are.  First of all, he said that Europe today is much more open and balanced towards the Middle East than it used to be in the past.   In Europe, not from all of Europe, today there is a more even-handed policy in the Middle East because the Europeans understand that there is another story besides that presented by the Arab world.  There is another element here.  The Arab-Israeli conflict is not the major threat to world stability and peace.  There are many other elements.  I urge you to surf the internet because on November 2005 there was an article which was written by Joseph Joffe, the editor of a German newspaper called Die Zeit, in a paper called FP, Foreign Policy. The name of the article is “A world without Israel” and I urge you to read it because it gives all the elements.  All those who think that the Arab-Israeli conflict is the one that really destabilizes the Middle East should read this article because Joffe tells the real story.  The Israeli Prime Minister said that he feels that Europe is realising that the story is a different one, that the threat is not just to Israel but it is also to Europe.   Israeli arguments are much stronger than people used to think in the past and this is one of the reasons that Israel today is much more open to Europe.  There is a change not only in Europe but there is also a change in Israel vis-à-vis the European Union.  There is a much better dialogue today between Israel and the European Union and Europe at large, which is very important because, yo know, our biggest trade partner is Europe.  Europe is close to Israel and so Iran is not threatening just Israel but it is also threatening Europe.  How do we know?  Because the range of the missiles are much beyond the State of Israel, so there is a problem of stability to Europe, to the world and to Israel.

I want to make a point about why was the change in Europe.  The Prim Minister also thought about it.  When I was a kid in Israel, the Communist Party and the Socialist Party - the Mapam as the Socialist Party was called - used to go with slogans on May 1st saying “Two-states for the Two People”.  This was the ideology of the extreme left in Israel and now you can see what happened!  Two years ago, the most right wing leader in Israel, Ariel Sharon, came out with the solution of a two-state solution.  So Israel shifted a lot in its ideology, from Golda Meir, who used to say that there is no Palestinian people but that she was a Palestinian, to what we are seeing today when the Israeli Government supports and advocates a two-state solution.

What is the danger?  The danger is that today the Arabs started to talk about a one state solution.  Once Israel makes this concession or change, the Arabs will understand that with a two-state solution there will be a Jewish State and they don’t want that.  So they talk about a one-state solution, which means the elimination of the State of Israel.  Hamas says it loud and clear, Iranian President Ahmadinejad says it loud and clear and Hizbollah says it loud and clear.  It has to worry mankind that in the 21st century there are voices are calling for the destruction of a member state of the United Nations.  It should worry me, even if I wouldn’t have been an Israeli, because in my view the world is too quiet.  On the other hand, all of you in Europe and the civilised world are calling for Israel to have a soft power policy, a policy of diplomacy, and Israel is trying to conduct vis-à-vis Iran a policy of diplomacy to bring it to the United Nations.  As a Foreign Affairs Committee you are well aware of what we are doing in this respect in the United Nations but we are not succeeding because even the Security Council sanctions against Iran are very diluted and it is questionable whether they will be effective.  

We are looking for the cooperation of the European Union, because today the European Union is almost a super power like America and it has a strong voice.  Where I am serving now I hear some anti-American voices in the media but behind closed doors I’m hearing that we cannot go against America because at the end of the day, if America will go into a policy of isolation, that would also mean the end of NATO and I hear that the Europeans do not want to see the end of NATO.

Therefore, today we should encourage the moderate voices that are willing to support a two-state solution which are very few in the Arab world.  It’s strange that today you are sitting here together with the Israeli Ambassador who came to advocate for a two-state solution because what the extremists want is something totally different.  These are my opening remarks. 

THE CHAIRMAN:  I would say that they were very refreshing opening remarks.  First of all I agree with you about the importance of adding the personal touch to the diplomatic relationship.  The chemistry is very important.  I will beg to differ about your statement that the Arab-Israeli conflict is not the major obstacle to world’s peace.  Maybe it’s not the major obstacle but it is definitely a big obstacle to peace in the whole Middle East and to the stability in the Mediterranean.  As we know, even what’s happening in nearby countries can be directed to what the Palestinians feel about being foreigners in their own land.

Of course in Malta, and I feel very proud to say so, both political parties have consistently and very persistently spoken in favour of a secure and safe Israel, living within secure and safe borders, and a secure state for the Palestinian people.  I think it’s very important that we do not give wind to the sail of the extremists coming from both sides of the conflict.  I think the voice of reason and reasonableness, as you said, is the two-state solution and Israel has come quite a way from the remarks of many years ago that you mentioned about the refusal to contemplate a two-state solution.  So, definitely yes, Israel has made substantial steps forward.

Before asking my colleagues to intervene, I would like to ask you two questions, if I may, as regards Iran.  I admit to being one of those who feel genuinely worried about the statements that the President of Iran has uttered. For me, they are completely unacceptable and there is no word to describe the feeling of abhorrence that one feels when hearing such remarks in this day and age.  Is Israel contemplating or excluding any pre-emptive strikes against Iran?  

This Committee met with Dr Mustafa Barghouti some months ago and he showed us very vividly the pain and suffering of the Palestinians who wanted to cross the wall and the check points.  What about the water diplomacy?  I think water diplomacy is a major source of conflict and tension within the Middle East and between Israel and the Palestinian people. Is Israel contemplating substantial, concrete proposals to help the Palestinian people get more water which is falling on their own land but which is being diverted elsewhere?  

Those are my two questions.  Now I will ask my colleagues to intervene.  First I will ask the Hon Leo Brincat.   

ONOR LEO BRINCAT:  There has been much fuss in the international media about Jimmy Carter’s recent book which I have had the opportunity to read.  Being one of those persons who reads everyday the Israeli press, I feel that the Israeli press itself has on many occasions been much more harshly critical of certain Israeli policies than Jimmy Carter has been.  So, wouldn’t you think that there has been a certain degree of over-reaction to his views, even if not necessarily agreeing with what he said in his publication?  

Could you give us a brief assessment or political analysis of the Lebanese war and its impact on Israel especially given the recent spate of resignations in the military of Israel itself?

Another question concerns relations with Syria.  I’m saying so because there have been contradictory reports in the media in the sense that while the Israeli military and the Israeli intelligence are reported to be in favour of a dialogue with Syria, the Israeli Government tends to be resisting, publicly at least, such a dialogue not to fall foul of United States policy line.  Wouldn’t you agree that if Syria had to be committed, as it is claiming to be prepared to do, to engage itself in the peace process with Israel this could possibly lead not only to Syrian recognition of Israel but it could come at a time when Iran is still holding steadfast in failing to recognise your state’s existence and would even, as you mentioned, like to write Israel off the map?  Don’t you think this could also indirectly enhance Israel’s own security?

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  The Hon Asciak.

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Thank you Mr Ambassador for your presentation.  I’m a member of the Euro-Med Parliamentary Assembly and we often meet with Israeli counterparts to discuss issues regarding the Mediterranean and the European Union.  Keeping in mind the acceptance of the two-state solution, the right of Israel to exist and the right of the Palestinians to have their own state, I am a bit worried about the threat to fundamental human rights which are becoming a casualty to the cause of increased security on both sides of the divide.  We were informed by Dr  Mustafa Barghouti about two months ago that after the wall was built women who were about to give birth were being stopped from proceeding to the Palestinian hospitals on the other side of the barriers - I am particularly touched by this point because I am a physician by profession.  There seem to have been an American report that testifies in favour of a high number of women who have actually given birth at the checkpoints. This seems to have resulted in a substantial infant mortality rate. I can understand the rationale behind this and I am not pointing my fingers at anyone in particular.  However, I think that such a measure would tend to verge on the disruption of fundamental human rights, both of the baby and of the mother.  Is there any ray of light that there will be a change of policy in respect of women about to give birth?

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.   The Hon. George Vella.

ONOR. GEORGE VELLA:  Thank you.  I’m sharing or rather voicing the opinion of my colleagues around this table when I say that whenever we speak about the Middle East and about the relations between the Israelis and the Palestinians, in particular, we speak with a divided heart because we’ve been friends with both for all these years.  When we listen and read about what’s actually happening - my colleagues are mentioning about what we have been told by Dr Barghouti – we get shocked.  What my colleague is saying is not new to me because I had been told about that issue the first time by Louisa Morgantini, who is a member of the European Parliament and a frequent visitor to the area.

Besides all this, the whole question is that we, as Maltese and as Mediterraneans, are concerned because this issue has been going on and on and on.  Looking at it through an egoistical point of view, it has been and still is creating a certain amount of instability both in the Middle East and in the Mediterranean.  This Israeli Palestinian issue has been the trump card of the Arab states. They have been saying all along that their cause and their justification of extremism was the way that the Palestinians are being treated by the Israelis.  Whether that’s true or not is another question.  The point is that when one reflects on what was happening over all these years, in the days of Arafat, the Israelis were saying: look, we don’t deal with terrorists. Then there was a change of heart and the terrorists became partners at Camp David.  But then, after the death of Arafat, people were saying that at last we are going to have a change of scene and maybe we’ll have a change of opinion.  There was Abbas, who was very well seen and respected by the West, but then again, Abbas himself, in my opinion, didn’t find the opportunity to deliver.  Then we had a democratically controlled election, even by members of the European Union itself, which resulted in the Hamas coming to power and following that we had the problem of not being in a position to deal with the terrorist group.   I’m not saying this as a criticism but as a fact.  Today we are in a situation where we have to go back and try to have a new government instead of the Hamas which would be acceptable to deal with.  When is this going to stop?  I’m reflecting, I’m not criticising so take me in good part.  When we reflect on these points, we ask when all this is going to end!

In the mean time the wall is being built and settlements are still going up.  So where is the solution to this entire problem?  Before I die I would like to see this whole issue settled once and for all.  We strongly believe in the two-state solution.  We strongly believe, as the Chairman said, in a solution where we have two states, with defined borders, enjoying equal rights and enjoying the respect of each other.  As I said in the beginning, we cannot let Arab nations use this issue which has been going on and on and on as the pretext for extremism.  I am not criticising but that is my assessment and I would like you to give your views about it.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  The Hon Mario de Marco.

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO:  The Middle East is an emotional subject; it’s a subject which we can discuss till tomorrow morning.  It’s something which is debated not only in Malta but also outside Malta and, as you rightly pointed out, solutions are debated within Israel itself.  Within Israel itself you have different beliefs as to what should be the solutions.  You mentioned yourself as a young child you had the right movement which believed in a solution and the left movement which believed in another solution.  That is politics, however, politics shift and solutions change.  

I think it’s very important that the bilateral relationship between Malta and Israel is strengthened.  Like every relationship, there are ups and downs and we can agree on one thing and disagree on another thing.  This will happen with every single country one has bilateral approaches with.  In no way does it mean that our relationship is not strong.  Even within a family you can have arguments!  It doesn’t mean that relationships in that family are not strong. It is important that there is this dialogue, that there is this exchange of information.  Perhaps sometimes we lacked all the information as to what is happening within the Middle  East and, as you rightly pointed out, that could be due to the fact that we never really enjoyed a permanent representative from the State of Israel in Malta and we never had a permanent representative in Israel. The fact that you are mentioning your initiative to ensure that somebody from your Embassy in Rome comes to Malta every month is definitely a recommendable recommendation.  The fact that you pointed out that the Maltese Ambassador to Israel has not visited Israel in over a year is also an issue that one has to take up with the Foreign Affairs Ministry because you have to be constantly on the ground to properly represent your country and to hear what is being said in the other country.

Definitely there is a niche for cooperation between the two countries in terms of commerce.  You rightly pointed out that there is a niche of cooperation between Malta and Israel and we have seen investment coming in from Israel.  Israel can export a lot to Malta in terms of products and in terms of services.  The Maltese market is an emerging market in terms of services and products and I’m sure that there can be areas of interest for cooperation by our two countries.  I think that even in culture there is a lot that can be done.  

Do understand that Malta is a neutral country and it tries to understand both sides of the conflict.  We are not here to take a side but we’re here to establish good relationships with all countries.  I do thank you and I really wish you all the very best of success in your term as Ambassador to Malta.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you so much.  The floor is yours, Your Excellency.
E. T. GIDEON MEIR:  Thank you for your questions.  I will start by giving you a little bit of an overview. I want to relate for a minute on the issue of the Ambassador.  I raised this question also during my meeting with the Prime Minister when I was here last time so it’s not the first time that I’m raising it here.  The visit of the Ambassador should take place every couple of months.  

Since you are open with me so allow me to be very open with you too.  It’s not just in Malta but I hear it many times elsewhere too.  It’s a sacred balance.  Israel needs one and the Palestinians need one too.  We have extremists and they have extremists.  I’m not saying that we don’t have extremists, we have extremists, but you cannot compare like with like because the Israeli extremists don’t suicide themselves with bombs, they don’t kill themselves, they don’t bombard and they don’t kill women and children.  The extremists sometimes are also of ill doing vis-à-vis the Palestinians.  There’s a big story now in Israel of a woman who lives in Hebron and who was filmed by a human right organisation called Betsalem.  For those of you who don’t know, this is a left wing human rights organisation in Israel which is very critical towards Israeli activity.  They filmed her when she cursed a Palestinian woman with her children and this was all over the Israeli media.  This thing created a debate in the Knesset about the behaviour of the settlers in Hebron.  They are extremists, but again, with all the criticism, you cannot compare them with the other extremists.  I don’t want you to compare them because we are not killing the way the Islamists are killing the Israelis.

I want to tell you something else.  You spoke about Jimmy Carter and the Israeli press the Haratez.   I know that when this day will come we will have peace, that you will see the same debate on the Palestinian side, that you will have Betsalem, the human right organisation, on the Palestinian side.  When you have a debate like we have in the Israeli media, when you have David Grossman, the Israeli author…  The happiest day of my life is when I see David Grossman on the Palestinian side because on their side there is no debate.  There is only one voice.  You cannot have a dissenting voice like you have in Malta or like we have in Israel.  So it’s very good to take the debate in the Israeli press and to say it’s harsher than Jimmy Carter.  I want to tell you that I was at Camp David in 1978 for 10 whole days.  I have a lot of respect for Jimmy Carter.  I said it today to somebody here that without Jimmy Carter there wouldn’t have been peace between the Israeli and Egypt.  There is no question about it and history shows it.  He was the one who pushed, he was the one who came to the Middle East and he pressed Menachem Begin and Anwar Sadat.  It was unbelievable but we saw it at Camp David.  

I don’t know how you say it in English but in Hebrew we have a famous saying 

and it says that the behaviour of an older man shames his behaviour as a youngster.  It is a very famous saying.  The man distorted the whole story in this book but I’m not taking away from him what he deserves to get, which is his contribution to peace between Israel and Egypt.  However, the whole book is distorted now.  There was no official position of the Israeli government.  The debate is in the Israeli press and what you said was part of the debate.  It’s not the official position of the Israeli government because he doesn’t have an official position today, but he became very anti-Israel, and, you know what, its part of the democracy, its part of our life.

I want to say a word about the suffering of the Palestinians.  No one denies that there is a huge suffering of the Palestinians.  So when Dr Mustafa Barghouti comes here you should ask him a different question.  You should ask him: why is there a fence?  By the way, ladies and gentlemen, it is not a wall.  I don’t know how much you know about the fence, but only 3% of the fence is a wall.  The wall is only in Jerusalem next to the road where they used to fire on Israeli children passing on the road.  There is over 700 kilometres of fence and maybe 30 kilometres or less of it is a wall.  The wall was built because in Jerusalem they did not want to take away the land.  The fence is 50 metres.  It’s a small fence and it is an electronic fence.  If you would have done it in Jerusalem you would have had to destroy Palestinian homes and buildings.

But why do we have this fence or wall?  We have this fence because of terrorism, because every month there were hundreds of Israelis killed on buses and in restaurants.  Since the fence was built terrorism is down to almost zero.  There is no terrorism in Israel.  Do you think that it stopped because Hamas or Islamic Jihad or Syria decided to stop terrorism?  It stopped because Israel built the fence and they cannot go through the fence.  Now, if you ask me the question: are the Palestinians suffering because of the fence?  Unfortunately, the answer is yes.  But how do we strike the balance?  We have to defend the lives of our people and you have some suffering on the side of the Palestinians.  Now the fence is removable.  If somebody dies, you cannot bring him back to life because he will be dead!  Over 500 Israelis were killed by the time srael decided to build the fence and it was built because the Labour Party in Israel put a lot of pressure on the Sharon government to build the fence.  Sharon was against the fence, because for him that was a political statement.  However, he got so much pressure from the leadership of the Labour Party that he had to build the fence.  For us, the fence is a life-saver and now there is no terrorism.  Now, if the Palestinians will decide to stop terrorism, there will be no fence.  So the question has to be directed to Dr Mustafa Barghouti.  Why don’t they do anything to stop terrorism against the people of Israel?

Now, I will speak about the Hamas. There was a democratic election there, but you know that history shows us that democracy means having democratic institutions, transparency and a free press like you have in Malta and that is not the situation on the Palestinian side today.  You have the Hamas government which calls for the destruction of the State of Israel.  We didn’t put the three conditions on Hamas but it was the international community who put the three conditions, one of them being to recognise the right of Israel to exist.  It’s a shame to appear in front of you today and to talk about the fact that we still have to defend our existence!  No one talks about it.  We don’t threat the lives of the Palestinians.  They’re threatening our lives and our existence.  The three conditions of the quartet, and the European Union is part of the quartet, are still valid.  The Hamas is not willing to comply.  President Abu Mazen has huge problems with the Hamas government. 

 You asked me about the road blocks.  Ehud Olmert met with Abu Mazen two weeks ago and he said that he will commit himself to reduce the road blocks as much as possible. It was all over the Israeli media that he instructed the army, against its wishes, to reduce the road blocks wherever they were not needed.  We want to reduce the friction between the Israeli soldiers and the Palestinian population.  

The story of the pregnant women was well publicised in Israel.  I want to tell you another story.  Two years ago, maybe less, there was a woman who came from the Gaza Strip to get hospital treatment at the hospital.  She was burnt in a fire at home and had nothing to do with terrorism. This woman was treated and cured in the hospital at Bersheba in Israel and she had papers to get a continuous treatment at this hospital.  She came to the security gate to cross the border between Israel and the Palestinians and she was asked to be checked by going through the detector.  The woman said she couldn’t do that because she had some metal in her.  So they decided to check her and when they stripped they found that she had a bomb in a belt underneath her clothes.  She was on her way to the hospital which treated her in order to explode herself together with the doctors who treated her so as to kill as many Israelis as possible in that hospital!  

I’m not trying to defend what happened to that woman.  Every story like this is a sad story which will be checked by Israel and I’m ashamed that something like this happened. I’m not hesitating to tell you that.  When Israel killed by mistake nine Palestinian children in an attack, and as for the past six years I was in charge of Israel’s media relationship and public diplomacy, so I appeared a lot on the BBC and CNN about that.  I was not ashamed to go there several times, not to apologize, but to show regret and to say sorry, sorry, sorry for every Palestinian child who was killed innocently.  I could not defend it!  I said it loud and clear and I said it not only to you.  I said it publicly!  But it happened because we had to defend ourselves and because they’re using their population as human shields.  Dr Barghouti comes to tell this as part of the propaganda machinery, but he doesn’t tell you about the terrorism which we are exposed to day in day out.  

We have the Prime Minister of Israel who, during his election campaign, said that for the first time in Israel’s history he has a plan of total disengagement with the Palestinians.  They will have their state and we will have our state.  He was elected on this basis.  But certainly we need a partner.  Who is our partner?  Abu Mazen is our partner but he is weak and he is so not because of us but because he has a problem.  I was briefed in Israel that he did not cultivate the Fatah, which is a stronghold.  He has an internal problem.  But I can tell you right now that there is a change within the Palestinian society because of the fact that the European Union and the international community is boycotting Hamas and they are putting the three conditions.  The Palestinian society understands that the Hamas is not delivering.  I heard from an Italian politician yesterday that he spoke with the Hamas people and asked them: why are you aren’t you investing in health but in weapons, the answer was that that was what they wanted.  They think that weapons are more important than the health of their people.  

The mortality rate is such not because of us but because they don’t want to invest in health.  Do you know how many Palestinian children have been treated in Israeli hospitals?  My mother was very right wing so she always used to tell me that the hospitals are full with the Palestinians and so there is no place for us. However, this is the way we treat the Palestinians.  But you cannot treat all of them and so they have to develop their hospitals and they need to improve their economy.

I have a suggestion for you.  I can honestly tell you that I sent this suggestion to Prime Minister Romano Prodi when I met him two weeks ago and it also relates to your question about the extremism in the Arab world.  It is the Arab world that doesn’t want to solve the Palestinian problem.  It could have been solved.  If you would have taken the refugees out of their camps and build houses for them then this symbolic problem, which became a political problem, would have disappeared!  But the Arab world is no interested in doing this.   Do you think the Saudis don’t have enough money to take all the poor Palestinians out of the refugee camps?  They have the money to do it, so I said to Romano Prodi the following and I’m saying it to you here too.  There should be a major international project, not by Israel because if it comes from Israel it will be seen as a political move.  They should build houses for the refugees and first and foremost in Gaza.  Israel is not present in Gaza because we withdrew from there.  Why don’t they build there?  Why don’t they have a striving economy there?  We’re not in Gaza.  They’re firing on us and we’re not firing on them.  There has been a seize fire now for over six weeks.  Every day there are missiles being fired onto Israeli citizens but Ehud Olmert told the army not to fire back.  We are restraining ourselves.  I didn’t hear one voice about this here but we are restraining ourselves.  So, now it is all in the hands of the Hamas people and of the international community.

Building houses will have the following two consequences.  First of all, you will provide jobs for the Palestinians.  So, the Palestinian father will be able to feed his children and he will be able to bring a little bit of money home to have a better future for his children.  I want to see many cranes there.  Europe can put the money not to terrorism but to build houses.  Besides creating jobs, it will take the carpet from underneath the Hamas because they will have a good economy and so they will no longer be interested in terrorism.  

I’m talking about a place where Israel is not present.  We are out of Gaza!  So, if you want to criticise Israel, by all means do it, but right now the onus is not on Israel.

Let me say a word about Syria.  I was asked about America and Syria.  I will read out to you what the Prime Minister said to us last week during the meeting.  He said that we have never had any request from the Americans to speak or not to speak or to sit down or not tot sit down with the Syrians.  I’m translating from Hebrew: never ever was I asked by the Americans not to conduct negotiations with the Syrians.  But he said that we have to ask ourselves if the timing of the Syrians is by coincidence or not, because of the Hariri investigation and because of the Baker-Hamilton Report.  We know that now we have to decide on the price that Israel has to pay to Syria.  I don’t have to spell it out because you know the price.  What is the Syrian price?  If Syria really means business - I agree that it’s not a bad idea to differentiate between Iran and Syria - why do they support the Hamas and the Islamic Jihad?  They’re harbouring them in Damascus.  The order for Kassam missiles for use in terrorism are coming directly from the capital of Syria.  So, let the Syrians give a signal to the international community that they mean real business.  I told Ehud Olmert that if there will be a serious attempt by Syria let us call their bluff and Ehud Olmert said that he is willing to sit down with them whenever they want.  But at least give us a signal that you mean business.  Now I would say the last sentence.  If tomorrow Israel will sit down with Syria, you, Europeans, will tell us that you put the three conditions to Hamas - and Israel supports these three conditions - but when we go to talk with Syria, which supports the Hamas and the terrorism, there are no conditions.  Here there is a contradiction between the two.  Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  As I said in the beginning, these were thoroughly refreshing remarks and we look forward to more meetings between Your Excellency and this Committee.  It is true that there are some particular areas where we can improve our relationship, not just in the political area but also economically and even culturally.  I wish you all the very best.  Shalom.
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