MALTA

KAMRA TAD-DEPUTATI 

KUMITAT PERMANENTI DWAR L-AFFARIJIET BARRANIN U EWROPEJ

(Rapport Uffiċjali u Rivedut)

L-GĦAXAR PARLAMENT

Laqgħa Nru. 98
Il-Ħamis, 14 ta’ Diċembru, 2006
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. 98
  Il-Ħamis, 14 ta’ Diċembru, 2006
Il-Kumitat iltaqa' fil-Palazz, il-Belt Valletta, fit-3.50 p.m.

Talba
MINUTI
Il-Minuti tal-laqgħa Nru. 97 li saret fil-5 ta’ Diċembru, 2006, kienu konfermati.

LAQGĦA MA’ BECHIR TEKKARI, MINISTRU TAL-ĠUSTIZZJA U D-DRITTIJIET UMANI TAT-TUNEŻIJA
THE CHAIRMAN (Onor Jason Azzopardi):  Excellency, it is with a great sense of pleasure and privilege that we are meeting you for the very first time.  I will be somewhat brief about the functions of this committee so that we will have enough time for the substantial issue.  This committee is made up of nine members, five from the government side, including the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and four from the opposition.  Unfortunately at the moment we have five members who are abroad on parliamentary business.  So, being a very small parliament and a relatively small committee these are problems that we unfortunately have to deal with regularly.   The Hon Michael Asciak is a medical doctor.  

We have a special relationship with Tunisia, not just because “Malta ħanina, ħobża u sardina” but because some months ago I led a delegation from our side to meet our Tunisian counterparts and it was a very successful visit.  We met some very prominent personalities and we brought up very important subjects and new areas of cooperation especially in the fields of tourism and culture.  However, I would say that there is always room for improvement between friends even if the level of our relationship is nothing short of excellent.
I am a lawyer by profession and since Your Excellency is the Minister for Justice and Human Rights for me that is an area which is very much close at heart.  It gives me great pleasure that you are in Malta to formally sign the Extradition Treaty.  I think it is a very important step in the judicial relationship between Malta and Tunisia and we very much look forward to a regular exchange between parliamentarians from both sides.  I think that if we want the parliamentary dimension to be enhanced we have to find ways and means how to establish a regular exchange of visits, at least once a year, between Maltese and Tunisian parliamentarians.  I will not be paying any compliment at the expense of truth, but when we went in Tunisia we were showered upon with hospitality and warmth.  We will be more than willing to reciprocate when our Tunisian counterparts accept our invitation to visit us in the near future.  So once again I thank you and the floor is yours.  Merci beaucoup.

BECHIR TEKKARI (Ministru tal-Ġustizzja u d-Drittijiet Umani tat-Tuneżija):  Merci beaucoup, Mr le Président, pour votre accueille, qui est un élément de l’hospitalité que j’ai retrouvé partout je suis allé à Malte. Cette hospitalité démontre que l’amitié entre les deux pays est une amitié qui a beaucoup d’avenir, que n’a pas seulement un passé ou beaucoup de points communs  … mais qu’a beaucoup d’avenir surtout après les deux visites d’état, celle effectuée par son excellence Président Ben Ali ici à Malte, et celle effectuée par le Président de la République de Malte en Tunisie.  Ces deux visites ont entrainé un dynamisme donc des relations telles qu’ont témoigne des chances des visites aussi bien  au niveau  gouvernemental qu’au niveau parlementaire et telles qu’ont témoigné des accords que nous sommes parvenus à conclure et notamment l’accord que nous avons signé ce matin sur l’extradition et qui est le point de départ d’une coopération en matière judiciaire que nous souhaitons fructueuse. Comme vous le savez la coopération judicaire est le cadre qui pourrait inciter les autres domaines de coopération, notamment en matière d’investissement, matière économique ou matière agricole.  
Je profite de l’occasion pour souligner également la coopération entre nos deux parlements, coopération au sein de l’union parlementaire euro-méditerranéenne. Justement la Tunisie et Malte ont beaucoup d’apport pour la consolidation de cette organisation et je me réjouis de l’entente et de la coopération fructueuse qui se confirme d’avantage entre nos deux parlements. Je vous remercie encore une fois.  J’espère que des domaines de coopération entre nos deux pays s’amplifient  de plus en plus et soit au mesure de la volonté politique des deux chefs d’état et soit également conforme au rapprochement géographique,culturel et économique qui existe entre les deux pays.  Je vous remercie.
(Translation) Thank you Mr Chairman for your warm welcome which is an element of the hospitality which I found wherever I have been in Malta. This hospitality shows that the friendship between the two countries has a lot of future. It does not just have a past and a number of common interests, but also a lot of future especially after the two state visits, one by President by Ben Ali in Malta and that by the President of the Republic of Malta in Tunisia. These two visits have brought about dynamism in the relationship as they evidence the fact that visits are possible both at governmental and at parliamentary level. This is also evidenced by the agreements concluded between the two sides, particularly the agreement that we signed this morning on extradition which is the starting point of cooperation on judicial matters which we hope will be fruitful. As you know judicial cooperation is the framework which could give rise to other areas of cooperation, particularly in the areas of investment, economics and agriculture. 
I would also like to take the opportunity to stress the cooperation between our parliaments within the framework of the Euro-Med Parliamentary union. Both Tunisia and Malta strongly support the consolidation of this organisation and I am delighted with the harmony and fruitful cooperation between our parliaments which is strengthening more and more. I thank you once more. I hope that there will be more areas of cooperation between the two countries, be they the result of political efforts of the two heads of state or be they the result of greater geographic, cultural and economic proximity which exists between the two countries. Thank you.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Merci beaucoup Monsieur le Ministre.  J’ai compris tout que vous avez dit, mais j’ai des difficultés de m’expliquer en Français.  Very good.  I understand French perfectly but since I do not practise it regularly it is a little bit rusty.  Thank you for your warm words.  
You mentioned the Parliamentary Assembly of the Mediterranean and I want to take this opportunity to formally and publicly thank Tunisia for its support.  We very much appreciate this support as it is very important to us.  We believed in the setting up of the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean from its inception and I have the pleasure of introducing the Hon Michael Asciak who is not only a member of this committee but he is also a member from the government side of our delegation to the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean and he was very much involved in the making of this assembly.  Unfortunately there are some countries which did not realise the importance of the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean, however, this does not concern Malta and Tunisia directly.  For example, there are some members of the European Parliament who have said that there will be an overlapping with the Euro-Med Parliamentary Assembly.  There were others who have tried to diminish the importance of the Parliamentary Assembly for the Mediterranean under the auspices of the International Parliamentary Union.  But with God’s help and with your support we managed to do it and today this is a feather in our cap.  As you know Malta is a neutral country and it adopts a policy of active neutrality which is something that we very much cherish as it has ensured the enjoyment of respect of our neighbouring countries.  

With your permission now I ask the Hon Asciak to intervene.  

ONOR MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Thank you your Excellency.  I too wish to thank you for your excellent hospitality when I visited Tunisia with Mr Speaker about a year and a half ago.  I was in Tunisia a week ago as well for the Euro-Med Parliamentary Assembly (EMPA) and there we had very fruitful discussions.  I am a member of EMPA and I sit on the committee for social affairs, education and the economy.  We know that the Barcelona Process is moving towards the end of its first phase.  In fact it was set up, I think, in 1996 and now it is due for review. 

The aim of the Barcelona Process is to have a common market in the Mediterranean by 2010.  The European Union has been giving very substantial handouts to Tunisia over the past ten years and these funds have been used to improve the infrastructure and the economy.  I can attest to this myself because every time I visit Tunisia I see profound improvements.  On a personal note I have a link with Tunisia because my grandfather was born there.  

I am going to be a bit blunt.  There is one field that I am not happy about and where I would like to see more progress.  I am not going to say that no progress has been achieved but I would like to see more progress.  I am not going to tell you how to do this because that is your business but I would like to see a little bit more emphasis on political pluralism and a better founding in fundamental human rights.  I think that it would be a mistake to measure the progress of man simply by material means.  There is a transcendental dimension from which human rights come from.  I think that there has been enough progress in Tunisia now for it to concentrate a bit more on fundamental human rights and also on political rights to a multi-party democracy.  As far as women are concerned I think that you are doing fine but more needs to be done in education and to integrate women at workplaces and at government level so that women can assume a fundamental role in taking your country forward.  Thank you.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  With your permission, at this stage I would like to invite the Maltese Ambassador to Tunisia to intervene.  Merci, Ambassador.  

DR TANYA VELLA (AMBAXXATRIĊI TA’ MALTA GĦAT-TUNEŻIJA):  Thank you very much for allowing me to take the floor especially since I am not a member of the Foreign and European Affairs Committee.  Since I am your representative on the ground in Tunisia, I would just like to make the following points.  
I have witnessed personally and as a representative of my government, the enormous change that the Tunisian government and people have successfully brought in the area of human rights in governance.  I only wish to complement what you are saying especially in the advancement of woman.  I can say from my heart as a woman and as a member of the Maltese government, that I have witnessed that today Tunisia is not only the avant-garde of human rights, especially, with regards to women in the area of North Africa and, not only the champion of women’s rights in the whole of the Arab world, but they are also more advanced in several areas vis-a`-vis European counterparts.  I say this because in the field of education their record by far surpasses, I would say, a large number of European countries and I am proud to participate in this evolution of economic, social and cultural rights.  What we must always recall is that human rights have their specificity and that they should always be looked at within the context of the way they are being exercised.  I would like to pay homage to President Ben Ali and to the Government of Tunisia for the remarkable progress that they have undertaken ever since the adoption of the personal status code for women fifty years ago.  This year is the 50th Anniversary of the adoption of the personal status code for women, which was a revolution in human rights as regards women.  
I don’t want to take up more of your time, but I would like to pay homage, vraiment je voulais rendre hommage à la Tunisie, à votre gouvernement, au Président Ben Ali, à Madame Ben Ali qui mène un combat personnel avec beaucoup du succès dans ce domaine.  

(Translation) I would like to pay homage to Tunisia, your government, President Ben Ali and Mrs Ben Ali who is leading a personal battle with considerable success in this area. 

THE CHAIRMAN:  May I add some food for thought for our discussion.  I am a firm believer in the people-to-people approach.  The official parliamentary and government contact is always important and I would add that it is essential and crucial for the improvement of the relationship between two countries.  However, I think - this is my personal suggestion which I believe in - that with the advent of local government in Malta, in general our local councils make twinning with their European counterparts.  This is natural because of our membership in the European Union, however, I think that if both sides encourage our respective local councils to engage in the process of twinning, I think that that will be a way of getting the people closer to each other.  Something that I have witnessed in several local councils, not only those in my constituency, is that when people meet through exchange visits the relationship takes on a new dimension.  So I wish to pass on this suggestion of mine to your good self for your consideration.  Thank you so much.

BECHIR TEKKARI: Merci Mr le Président, Merci Dr Asciak. La raison que son grand-père est né en Tunisie ne fait que montrer encore une fois le rapprochement qui existe entre notre deux peuples.  Effectivement la Tunisie soutien le processus de Barcelone parce qu’elle a toujours défendue l‘idée d’un règlement global, équitable en moyen orient  et à un role important pour les pays méditerranéens.  Nous avons un rapport stratégique avec l’Union Européenne.  C’est pour cela que ce rapport stratégique avec l’union doit se consolider avec des relations privilégiés avec les états membres et particulièrement avec les états membres proche de la Tunisie. Géographiquement, Malte fait partie de ces pays qui nous sont très proches.  Vous avez évoqué les développements qu’a connu la Tunisie en matière de développement. Je dois vous préciser qu’en Tunisie il y a actuellement huit partis politiques reconnus qui sont légalisés, qui exercent leurs activités dans la transparence totale. Les medias rendent compte  quotidiennement de l’activité de ces partis politiques comme au niveau de media audiovisuelle qu’au niveau de la presse écrite. Le pluralisme médiatique en Tunisie est une réalité que vous pouvez palper concrètement.  Son excellence l’ambassadrice Dr Vella, en a donné un témoignage d’une femme qui vit en Tunisie et j’espère que vous rendiez visite à notre pays et vous allez voir que le pluralisme est une réalité quotidienne.  Des grands choix ont priées par le Président Ben Ali depuis l’avènement du changement du 1987: c’est de faire promouvoir  la vie politique vers plus de pluralisme.
 Quant au droit de la femme, ça c’est l’objet d’une conférence que je vais donner demain à l’institut diplomatique, mais les droits de la femme ne sont plus seulement des droits consacrés par les textes. Ces textes ont modifié la réalité sociale et c’est pour cela que vous trouvez à l’université plus de filles que des garçons.  Vous trouvez à la magistrature un tiers des magistrats sont des femmes.  Dans les postes politiques vous trouvez, l’un quart dans le parlement, dans les organes constitutionnels et même dans le gouvernement qui sont des femmes.  Ça c’est le résultat d’une politique volontariste, qui veut que la femme soit pleinement consacrée dans ce droit et c’est un élément parmi  notre choix en matière de complémentarité et d’universalité de droit de l’homme. Je termine par un droit de l’homme que nous considérons fondamental. C’est le droit à la solidarité et à la dignité de la vie, droit à la solidarité et qui a entrainé en Tunisie un équilibre non seulement entre les régions, mais même un équilibre entre les localités et entre les quartiers au sein d’une même ville  parce que nous croyons que le marginalisation est la pire des maladies qui peuvent subir dans un pays et qui menace sa stabilité et menace aussi les droits fondamentaux de l’homme. Je vous remercie..
(Translation) Thank you Mr Chairman, thank you Dr Asciak. The fact that his grandfather was born in Tunisia is something that further proves the connection that there is between our two nations. Tunisia effectively supports the Barcelona Process because it has always defended the idea of a global and fair settlement of the situation in the Middle East and has an important role for the Mediterranean countries. We have a strategic relationship with the European Union. For this reason, this strategic relationship should be strengthened by way of a privileged relationship with the Member States, especially those close to Tunisia. Geographically, Malta is one of the countries which are very close to us. You have mentioned the areas of development that Tunisia has experienced. I would like to clarify that at the moment there are eight legally recognised political parties in Tunisia. These parties carry out their activities in a completely transparent manner. Both the audiovisual and the written media report their activities daily. The pluralism of the media in Tunisia is a reality which you can see in practice. Her Excellence Dr Vella has testified this from the point of view of a female living in Tunisia. I hope you will be able to visit Tunisia and see for yourself that pluralism is a daily reality. The changes introduced by President Ben Ali following the events up to 1987 have led to the promotion of political life in favour of greater pluralism.  
As regards women’s rights, this is the subject of a conference that I will be addressing tomorrow at the diplomatic institute. Women’s rights, however, are not something only to be found in texts. These texts have shaped the social reality and it is for this reason that at university you find more females than males. You will find that one third of the judges are female. You will find that in politics, constitutional organs and also in government itself, one fourth of the positions are occupied by females. This is the result of a voluntary policy which enables women to be given fully this right and it is one of our choices in the complementarity and universality of human rights.  I finish with a human right which we consider fundamental. This is the right to solidarity and the respect of life. In Tunisia this has brought about equilibrium not only between the regions, but also an equilibrium between the localities and the areas of the same towns because we believe that exclusion is the worst problem that can exist in a country and this threatens its stability and threatens also the fundamental human rights. Thank you.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much once again.  (Interruzzjonijiet)  Oui, si vous voulez.

BECHIR TEKKARI:  Nous avons des expériences de jumelage avec beaucoup de villes européens.  Je sais qu’il y a un jumelage par exemple entre  Bizerte  et Nice. Bizerte c’est une ville qui existe au Nord de la Tunisie et Nice c’est la ville française qui se trouve au Sud, disons face-à-face. Il est évident que ce jumelage avec beaucoup de villes européennes permet un échange des élus locaux de part et de l’autre et à un rapprochement entre les deux peuples beaucoup plus profond, ce qui consolide la coopération au matière politique, au matière économique, au matière d’investissement, au matière culturel.
(Translation) We have various twinning experiences with many European cities. I know there is a twinning agreement for example between Bizerte and Nice. Bizerte is a town in northern Tunisia whereas Nice is a town in Southern France, they are, so to say, face-to-face. It is evident that this twinning with various European cities enables the exchange of deputies from the regions from the two parts and a deeper connection between the two peoples in order to consolidate cooperation in the areas of politics, economics, investment and culture.
THE CHAIRMAN:  I agree with what you have just said and maybe we can pass on this message to our respective local government authorities for steps to be taken to encourage town twinning between our respective local councils.  
Before concluding I would like to ask your esteemed opinion about something related to the Middle East which is affecting us and the Mediterranean region.  What is your government’s view about the latest unfortunately sad developments in the Middle East both as regards the Palestinians and as regards Lebanon?  

May I also introduce the Hon Mario de Marco, who is a government member of the Foreign and European Affairs Committee as well as the Deputy Chairman of Committees of our Parliament.  
BECHIR TEKKARI: Vous savez que puisque de problème Palestinien le processus de paix, je peux dire que avant qu’il ne soit affirmé  au grand jour, il a commencé en Tunisie, lorsque la Tunisie habitait  le siège de l’OEP.  La Tunisie a ainsi participé activement à ce que ce processus de paix, dans le cadre du respect la légalité, du respect de droit des Palestiniens d’avoir un état indépendant et nous souhaitons que les turbulences que connait actuellement les territoires Palestinien s’achèvent de plus rapidement possible par une considération national, considération entre les différents acteurs à fin de favoriser  une solution équitable et durable pour le problème Palestinien.  
Quant au problème Libanais nous observons avec inquiétude ce qui se passe au Liban et nous espérons que les Libanais exerçons pleinement la souveraineté chez eux et jouissant pleinement de leurs prérogatives, puissent également trouver la conciliation entre les différents partenaires à fin d’assurer la stabilité du Liban car la stabilité du Liban dépende également du règlement du problème Palestinien.
(Translation) With regard to the problem in Palestine, as you know the peace process started in Tunisia when it occupied a seat in the OEP. Tunisia has thus participated actively in the peace process, in terms of what is legal, supporting the right of the Palestinians to have an independent state. We hope that the trouble that at the moment is facing the Palestinian territory is resolved as soon as possible. Consideration at a national level and between the different players is required so that a fair and long-term solution can be found for the problem in Palestine. 

With regard to the problem in Lebanon we observe with worry what is going on and we hope that the Lebanese exercise their sovereignty fully and can benefit from their prerogatives and can also reconcile the different partners in order to ensure the stability of Lebanon, as stability in Lebanon depends also on the resolution of the Palestinian issue. 
THE CHAIRMAN:  Very well said.  I agree with you hundred per cent  

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO:  First of all I would like to apologise for being late and I thank your Excellency for the time and the effort to visit Malta.  I wish to hear your views on the Euro-Mediterranean Process.  What chance do you see of our Libyan neighbours opting to choose to join the Euro-Med Process? 
I stand to be corrected on this as I am not sure whether Tunisia forms part of the NATO Mediterranean Dialogue.  However, I would like to know your views on whether this NATO Mediterranean Dialogue can evolve more within the Mediterranean hemisphere.

BECHIR TEKKARI:  Je vous remercie tout d`abord des mots très gentils que vous avez adressé à mon égard et pour cette visite que j’effectue à Malte.  Quant au dialogue Euro-méditerranéen la Tunisie ne peut que se réjouir à ce que l’ensemble des états du Maghreb, et la Tunisie est un membre du DMO (Dialogue Méditerranéen de l’OTAN), ait une participation active dans ce dialogue Euro-méditerranéen dans le programme Euro-Med d’une manière générale.  La question que vous posez concernant l’OTAN. Nous soutenons tous processus qui défend la paix dans la Méditerranée et qui respecte la souveraineté des états n’est-ce pas parce que notre objective demeure à ce que la Méditerranée soit un lieu de paix pour l’ensemble des états libres.  Merci.
(Translation) First of all thank you for your kind words in my respect and for my visit to Malta. With regard to the Euro-Mediterranean dialogue Tunisia is delighted that all the Maghreb countries including Tunisia are members of the Mediterranean Dialogue and participate actively in this Euro-Mediterranean dialogue and generally in Euro-Med. With regard to the question that you ask regarding NATO, we support any process that promotes peace in the Mediterranean and respects the sovereignty of the states. Our objective that the Mediterranean be a peaceful place of free states remains. 
THE CHAIRMAN:  Merci beaucoup Monsieur le Ministre.  We very much look forward to meeting our Tunisian counterparts in the near future.  I wish you the very best and whilst we are in this particular season I wish the best to you, to your family and to your country for the New Year.   

Fl-4.28 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data oħra.     
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