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MINUTI
Il-Minuti tal-Laqgħat Nru. 95 u 96 li saru fil-15 u s-17 ta’ Novembru 2006 kienu konfermati.

THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi):  Inpoġġi fuq il-Mejda tal-Kumitat disa’ riżoluzzjonijiet u mozzjonijiet adottati mill-parlament Ewropew f’Ottubru, 2006:-

 European Parliament legislative  resolution on the proposal for a Council decision of the conclusion of the agreement between the European Community and Norway on the revision of the amount of the financial contribution from Norway provided for in the agreement between the European Community and the Kingdom of Norway on the participation of Norway in the work of the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) (COM(2006)0115-C6-0140/200 – 2006/0037(CNS) - P6_TA-PROV(2006)0424 adottata fl-24 ta’ Ottubru 2006;
European Parliament resolution on an EU-South Africa Strategic Partnership (2006/2234(INI) - P6_TA-PROV(2006)0430 adottata fl-24 ta’ Ottubru 2006; 

European Parliament resolution on women’s immigration: the role and place of immigrant women in the European Union (2006/2010(INI) - P6_TA-PROV(2006)0437 adottata fl-24 ta’ Ottubru 2006;

European Parliament resolution on EU-Russia relations following the murder of the Russian journalist Anna Politkovskaya - P6_TA-PROV(2006)0448 adottata fil-25 ta’ Ottubru 2006;

European Parliament resolution on breast cancer in the enlarged European Union - P6_TA-PROV(2006)0449 adottata fil-25 ta’ Ottubru 2006;
European Parliament resolution on the annual report from the Commission to the European Parliament on third country anti-dumping, anti-subsidy and safeguard action against the Community (2004) (2006/2136(INI) - P6_TA-PROV(2006)0450 adottata fil-25 ta’ Ottubru 2006;
European Parliament resolution on the 50th anniversary of the 1956 Hungarian Revoluton and its historical meaning for Europe - P6_TA-PROV(2006)0454 adottata fis-26 ta’ Ottubru 2006;

European Parliament resolution on the follow-up to Parliament’s opinion on environmental protection: combating crime, criminal offences and penalties - P6_TA-PROV(2006)0458 adottata fis-26 ta’ Ottubru 2006; u

European Parliament resolution on the European Union stategy for the Nairobi Conference on Climate Change (COP 12 and COP/MOP 2) - P6_TA-PROV(2006)0460 adottata fis-26 ta’ Ottubru 2006.

Fost ir-riżoluzzjonijiet tal-Parlament Ewropew li jistgħu jkunu ta’ interess għal dan il-kumitat hemm ir-riżoluzzjoni dwar ir-relazzjonijiet bejn ir-Russja u l-Unjoni Ewropea wara l-omiċidju tal-ġurnalista Russa, Ngħaddu għall-item prinċipali tal-lum.
LAQGĦA MA’ L-E.T. DR SAAD A.E. ELSHALMANI, AMBAXXATUR TAL-LIBJA GĦAL MALTA
THE CHAIRMAN:  It is with a distinct sense of pride and pleasure that I welcome H. E. the Libyan Ambassador, Dr Saad Elshalmani, a dear friend to one and all, especially to us Members of the Foreign and European Affairs Committee as we have had a very good personal and working relationship since his arrival here. Your Excellency, I feel that this is an opportune moment for you to address this committee. Unfortunately it is a slightly depleted committee, in the sense that four members of the committee are abroad on parliamentary business. However, we have been eagerly looking forward to have you here for a very frank exchange of views on the relations between our two countries as well as to express your opinion on other related matters. 
Just for formality’s sake, I would like to inform you that the Minister of Foreign Affairs is on the way and he will be joining us very shortly.  Before I give you the floor, please allow me to formally thank you and ask you to extend my sincere personal feelings of gratitude to His Excellency, Suleiman Elshahumi. As a matter of fact, I take this opportunity to place on record the fact that it was a source of pride and satisfaction for me and my colleague the Hon Frederick Azzopardi, from the government side, and for the Hon Angelo Farrugia, from the opposition side who were representing the Maltese Parliament, to have Libya attending for the very first time at an OSCE Meeting precisely here in Malta.  
I recall speaking to H.E. Elshahumi more than a year ago about the significance of the OSCE and about the importance of Libya being engaged, and feeling engaged, as well as eventually participating as a partner state, God willing, at the OSCE.  I vividly recollect H.E. Elshahumi taking a very active and personal interest in all matters related in some way to the OSCE. As a matter of fact he asked me for some material which I immediately forwarded to him through your good self.  I remember him promising us, me in particular, that Libya will be present.  Almost ten months ago now he told me that he will be leading the Libyan delegation. And true to his word, H.E. Elshahumi led a Libyan delegation for the very first to an OSCE meeting which was held this fall in Malta. 
This was a double honour for us, that is, having Libya for the first time and having Libya taking part in the meeting held in Malta. I repeat that it was a double honour!  I can now honestly say that the comments and the opinions after the conclusion of that OSCE meeting were extremely positive.  I am still receiving very positive reviews and favourable comments from foreign delegations about not just the organisation of the conference but especially about Libya’s presence at the meeting. In fact, H.E. Elshahumi participated and intervened in several sessions during the meeting and I feel it would be nice if you would convey to him these expressions of regard and appreciation, especially for the very good impression that he made on behalf of Libya and the huge impact he left on the meeting. 
The OSCE looks forward to having a closer relationship with Libya in the next few months, God willing.  As a matter of fact, early next year, a delegation from the OSCE Secretariat, including the president of the parliamentary assembly of the OSCE, will be officially visiting Libya. I am proud to say that they have asked me to accompany them during this visit, something which I am eagerly looking forward to.  This would be to the benefit of one and all, that is, to the benefit of Libya, to the benefit of Malta, and to the benefit of the whole Mediterranean region. 
Having states like Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia and Israel as partners within the OSCE parliamentary assembly is very encouraging. However, there is a missing link, and I have said this even publicly, and that missing link is Libya. So, God willing, as the Libyans would say, when Libya would eventually accede as a partner state to the OSCE, that will be a truly historic day not just for Libya and Malta, but for the Mediterranean. I just wanted to put that on record before we proceed because I sincerely want to thank H.E. Elshahumi for coming to Malta and for making the conference more successful.  So, Excellency, the floor is yours. Thank you.
 L-E.T. DR SAAD ELSHALMANi:   Before coming here, I was already thinking that this was an occasion like coming to meet friends because I think that during the last two years, through contacts with the Members of the Foreign and European Affairs Committee, I was able to establish and strengthen this bond of friendship.  I feel that through such meetings with the members of this Committee we have fostered a kind of relationship where we can meet to frankly discuss issues which affect us and where we try to contribute to achieve a better level of understanding so as to strengthen the relations between Libya and Malta.  
Even though the members of the Committee are not all here, I nevertheless think that I have to continue to address you. I do not feel that I need to assure you of my respect, since both you and the Hon Leo Brincat have been close friends since we went together to Libya in December 2004 for the visit of the committee. I therefore once again thank you for inviting me not only to address the committee but to have the opportunity to speak to you and to discuss the relations between Libya and Malta as friends from heart to heart.  As I said, I still remember with pride our visit to Libya in December 2004 which was the first visit abroad by the Foreign and European Affairs Committee when you had occasion to meet officials in Libya. I think that you will agree that it was a very successful visit.  I also read articles written by some of the members of this Committee which show that they were satisfied with the visit and that they considered it as a successful visit.  That visit came immediately after another visit to Libya by the Prime Minister, who led a very high level official governmental delegation, who met various officials, starting from the Prime Minister and many ministers and concluding by a meeting with the Leader of the Revolution. 

I believe that the relations between Libya and Malta are very important and strong.  Libya and Malta are linked by geography and by history as well as economically, politically and even socially. This friendship and co-operation have been built over the decades and perhaps even over hundreds of years.  Since the beginning of this century there has been quite a large Maltese community in Libya and quite a large Libyan community in Malta.  That means that Maltese and Libyan families have been living together for a long time. This is a very important aspect of the relationship between Libya and Malta. 
Libya and Malta are bound by many agreements in different fields, such as, political, cultural, scientific, economic, consular, investments, tourism, media, double taxation and so on.  In fact, there are more than 35 agreements between Libya and Malta.  I was only ten years old at the time when Malta and Libya signed the first trade agreement in May 1968.  But what we have to endeavour to do is to try to make these agreements workable and effective.  We have a duty to make them effective.  But no matter how good these agreements are, we need to review them and even to alter some of them in the light of the different phases and the different stages Malta goes through as a member of the European Union and also in the context of Libya being a member of the African Union.   
The membership of Libya and Malta in these two important unions should not lead us apart but in fact it should bring us much closer to each other and to bring our respective country close to the other continent or to the other union.  I strongly believe that a lot has been done at the level of support and cooperation between the two countries.  I am convinced that Malta can play an important diplomatic role in relation to Libya’s partners and Libya’s views concerning many issues of common interest.  I am also convinced that we can support each other in international fora.  I think that was clear when Libya attended the Parliamentary Assembly of the OSCE by showing its support for Malta to host secretariat of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Mediterranean. I think that Libya always supported Malta towards achieving that goal. 
Also, Malta, as a member of the European Union, can play a very important role in explaining to its European partners and to the members of European Parliament the views of its southern Mediterranean neighbours, of the Arab world and of the Middle East.  The Maltese know more than other Europeans about the countries of this area, about their culture, their traditions, their policies and their interests. So, they are in a much better position to explain to their colleagues what the interests of these countries are. The result of that would be that the European Union will get a better understanding of the Arab world, of the North African countries and of the countries of the Middle East, since the EU is now playing a very important role in the policies regarding the Middle East and Africa.   
I believe that Malta and Libya together can build a very important bridge between the continents of Europe and Africa and between the African Union and the European Union.   Malta was always a point of contact and a place for dialogue between different cultures and religions and can play a very important role especially in this phase when we are hearing a lot about the clash of civilisations, the clash of cultures, preventive wars, the war on terrorism and others issues which those who refer to them as clashes are always trying to push forward.  In this regard, Malta can serve its neighbours in the north, south, east and west of the Mediterranean. 
Since in Libya we believe in relations between peoples, we try all the time to exchange visits between the Foreign and European Affairs Committee of the Maltese Parliament and the General People’s Congress of Libya.  I think that we agreed that such visits should be exchanged twice a year, together with other visits by parliamentarians and by groups of people.  We also try to encourage the movement of people between the two countries.  H.E. Elshahumi, the Secretary of the Foreign Relations Committee in the Libyan People’s Congress met this committee two weeks ago in this same room and that was his second visit during the last two years since I have been here. He came first in October 2004.  He went back with a very good impression about that meeting and he was grateful for the way he was received, for the hospitality and for the availability of all people he wished to meet with.   During his visit he met the Prime Minister, the Leader of the Opposition, this Committee, the Speaker, the Foreign Minister as well as many other individuals.  We are proud of our balanced relations with everyone.  We have relations with the Nationalist Party, the Labour Party and others.  We firmly believe that relations between Libya and Malta also mean friendly cooperation between the Libyan people and the Maltese people. 
Libya has now embarked on a new phase after the lifting of the United Nations sanctions and the unjust embargo, and is trying to move forward with a vision of a new world, a world that lives in peace, security and prosperity, a world free of weapons of mass destruction, free of violence, free of terrorism in all its forms and carried out by any individual, group or state, big or small, with bullets, guns, tanks or planes. That is all violence and terrorism at the end of the day! 
Libya issued its declaration on weapons of mass destruction (WMD) in December 2003 to set a good example to others, especially in our region so that they can follow its example. This applies especially to the big states which always ask the others to follow. In this way, they will save their peoples from the dangers of these very destructive weapons which pose a danger not only when using them but even in safeguarding and in storing them in respective countries.  So Libya is witnessing a very important and positive development during the last six years following the lifting of sanctions imposed on Libya by the United Nations.  Many countries have now restored relations with Libya and many leaders came to meet Libyan leader.  Moreover, this has encouraged many companies to come back to Libya looking for opportunities taking advantage of many new laws that promote foreign investment.  I know that many Maltese companies are working in Libya in different sectors.  

During the last two years, since I started my duty here in 2004, there were a number of exchange visits between Libya and Malta.  The Hon. Foreign Minister Dr Michael Frendo visited Libya many times and was accompanied by various officials  on most of these visits.  Our Foreign Minister came to Malta in June 2005, our Foreign Relations Secretary of the People’s Congress visited Malta in 2004 and 2006, and our Public Security Minister paid a visit to Malta in May 2005.  Hon Tonio Borg, Minister of Justice and Home Affairs went to Libya in February 2006 and the  Minister of Foreign Affairs and the Minister of Justice and Home Affairs visited Libya last month to attend the very important conference on immigration and development.  Many delegations from the ministry of higher education of Libya came to Malta more than once and your Minister of Education visited Libya last summer. The Minister of Rural Affairs and the Environment, Mr George Pullicino visited Libya and his Libyan counterpart was due to come to Malta but the visit had to be postponed because of circumstances beyond his control.  

I just want to stress once again that relations are developing in a satisfactory way but, as H.E. Elshahumi said last time when he met this committee, we should always aim to develop much better and much stronger relations. There are some issues that are always on the agenda of the two countries and before I came here to meet the Foreign and European Affairs Committee my attention was drawn to the opportunity of discussing these issues with the members of this Committee so that we can exchange views and try to enhance our understanding of these issues. I don’t want to go in the details of all these issues because we know them all, especially immigration which, I understand, is a very important topic in Malta.  This issue and others, like fisheries and oil, concern the two sides.

As we know, the Hon Michael Frendo will be going to Tripoli to attend the 24th session of the Libyan/Maltese Joint Commission taking place between the 18th and the 20th of this month.  We are confident that we will be able to discuss all the issues between the two countries and we will also try to review some of the agreements between the two countries and we shall endeaour to find ways and means to improve them. The presence of many Libyan institutions here in Malta and Libyan/Maltese joint ventures do not only contribute to support and strengthen the relations between the two peoples and the two countries but also to enhance economic activity and to create jobs thus increasing the level of prosperity and welfare of the Maltese people.  As we know, Maltese companies are still involved in Libya either in import and export or in implementing projects which create jobs for Maltese.  

I think that this kind of relations will strengthen the ties between Libya and Malta and between the two peoples. When the visa requirement for Libyan nationals was introduced after Malta’s accession to the European Union, both sides tried to make the procedures as practicable as possible and I think that we are succeeding in this regard.   Judging from the reports that I receive from my consular section I believe that things are moving in a satisfactory way for everyone.  However, we should always try to find ways how to make it easier for everyone. 

As the Hon. Michael Frendo will recall, immigration was discussed during the conference held in Libya and now the issue is being discussed even between the African Union and the European Union. Considering that this issue has assumed an international dimension, it is better to have an international understanding and an international solution to this problem.  Immigration is an international phenomenon that affects different countries and regions and therefore requires an international solution. It exists in Africa, in Asia, from Eastern and Central Europe to the European Union, and from Mexico to the United States in Latin America.  This issue is a very complicated issue, it has many dimensions, it has many causes and many roots and for these reasons it requires various ways of dealing with it.  The root causes contributing to immigration are many such as drought and famine,  conflicts and wars, political, religious and ethnic oppression on one side and, on the other hand, the human desire for a much better life somewhere else.  So we have  international law, international agreements and human rights, especially the rights of refugees. The human rights organisations will spare no one in their criticism of whatever you do in dealing with this phenomenon. Libya understands the extent of this problem in Malta considering its size and its population, but Libya suffers from this problem as well, because Libya is a country of transit and a country of destination as well.  It has very long borders with sub-Saharan Africa and Libya has acquired and still needs technical and financial assistance, especially from the European Union, to be able to monitor its southern borders and its very long coast on the Mediterranean. 

In agreement and in coordination with Malta, Libya appealed many times for more tangible efforts to have more understanding of the causes and the roots of this phenomenon so that we will be able to deal with it in the right way and holistically in order to find a long term solution.  As I said earlier on, the conference in Tripoli that was held last month provided evidence of this kind of relation and cooperation between Libya and Malta. We feel that security measures and sea patrols are not enough and will not be the best solution and hence the need for much more long term measures that can lead to a lasting solution.   We believe that these measures should include financial assistance towards the development of the African continent  so as that it will recover its dignity.  We believe that the European Union has a duty to compensate the African continent for the period of colonialism and they can do this by providing financial assistance for development so as to eliminate poverty and to the settlement of conflicts.  In this way, Africans will not be constrained to leave their country to look for a better life somewhere else.  

I do not want to take more of your time but I will be very happy to answer your questions concerning our relations and the pending issues.  Such a discussion will contribute towards the strengthening of the relations between Libya and Malta.  Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Excellency, may I congratulate you on your presentation and the more so because you spoke more as a true friend  than as an ambassador on the relations between Malta and Libya. 

You went back to 1968, the year of the first trade agreement, when you said you were still 10 years old.  I was not yet born in 1968 but by going back so many years you rightly emphasised that the relations between Malta and Libya besides being very strong at  the state level are perhaps stronger  between  the peoples of the two countries.  You spoke about the economic and political relations and about the concept that Malta and Libya can serve as a bridge between the continents of Europe and Africa. You also mentioned Malta’s membership of the European Union and in this respect I would like to comment very briefly.  I always said that it is my sincere and honest belief that Malta’s membership of the European Union should not be regarded by Libya as drawing Malta away from Libya but rather drawing the European Union closer to Libya, just as Libya is drawing the African Union closer to Malta.  

You quite rightly pointed out the need to exchange visits by this committee and our Libyan counterpart, something which we have already confirmed to H.E. Elshahumi and which we are eagerly looking forward to. 

You also referred to the new way forward for Libya after the lifting of the sanctions, that is, that Libya is working for peace and  stability. I really appreciated your comment about Libya sending a message to other countries in the region about the need to get rid of weapons of mass destruction.  That is a very important declaration.

You also brought up the topic of immigration and other issues which are of a very sensitive nature and of special interest to one and all, especially to Malta since it is a small country and the fact that it is receiving so many irregular immigrants especially in the summer season.  But, as you rightly pointed out, the fact that Malta and Libya agreed about the need to hold a conference in Tripoli on immigration, which was a successful conference, is highly indicative of the very good relations between Malta and Libya as well as of the very good personal and working relationship between our Foreign Minister and his Libyan counterpart. So, while expressing my appreciation for the very frank, open and comprehensive comments that you made, I would immediately invite our Foreign Minister to make his comments.  

ONOR. MICHAEL FRENDO (Ministru għall-Affarijiet Barranin):  Thank you Mr Chairman. I was going to ask whether you are providing Maltese translation because in the European Union we are getting used to that!

I honestly believe that over the years we have fostered a level of trust between Malta and Lybia which is of a particular kind.  I feel that this level of trust originates from the fact that we have been close to each other and that we have always expressed our views exactly as we thought we should express them at all levels, that is, at the level of  the Ministries of Foreign Affairs, of the Ministers of Foreign Affairs, of the Foreign and European Affairs Committee of this House, and at the level of the Libyan People’s Congress.  I think that we have developed a certain degree of trust at all levels and that is extremely important.

The ambassador spoke about the various visits that were taking place.  As he knows, as Foreign Minister I had the intention to try and develop multi-level relationships with Libya as an integral part of  the foreign policy of Malta.  It is not really a situation of just having the foreign ministers speaking to each other, of having the politicians exchanging views or of having the business people making contacts with their Libyan counterparts, but rather a process of having everybody on board and that includes, of course, other government ministers, such as,  the minister of education, the minister of agriculture and fisheries and the deputy prime minister.  I cannot fail to mention the meeting between our Prime Minister and the Libyan leader Gaddafi in Tripoli, which I feel was an important milestone.
I have to say that we did have some issues of adjustments when we joined the European Union, and we should look at those issues only in that light. These were matters involving adjustment and we had to find a way to make visas easily available.  I think that we must keep reminding ourselves that there is always room for processes to be improved upon because in life nothing remains static and simply we have to move on.  But I think it is becoming much more run-of-the-mill stuff, something that people are becoming used to.  What we wanted to attain was to keep the freedom of movement of persons between Malta and Libya and between Libya and Malta on a high level. If one looks at the number of aircraft making the journey between Malta and Libya and between Libya and Malta, one realises that there is a lot of movement of persons going on.  We are also exploring the possibility of Air Malta extending its flights to and from Benghazi. In so far as the ministry of foreign affairs is concerned we have made arrangements to offer consular services from Benghazi as well so that one will not have to go to Tripoli to obtain consular services.  We are working in that direction because it is very clear to the ministry of foreign affairs that the work concerning visas is crucial to business. 

While I was attending the conference on migration and development, I also had the pleasure of having a meeting with the director of the Gaddafi Foundation and see for myself the very good, interesting and highly professional work which the Gaddafi Foundation is carrying out. I was also impressed by the way the Gaddafi Foundation is developing its media projects. 

There were many instances when we discussed various topics, such as, illegal immigration.  We also worked together at the Euro-Med Forum in Morocco and at the Rabat Conference where we made intensive efforts to make sure that an agreement was reached on the conclusions of that conference. I think it was important for Malta’s relations with Libya, for the European Union and for the other countries involved at the Rabat Conference to ensure consensus on the wording of the conclusions so that they were eventually acceptable to everyone. I feel that this level of trust is also recognised by and generally felt in every quarter. People realise that Malta and Libya have a particular relationship which they want to retain and sustain.  On our part, we made it abundantly clear that we want to pursue that course of action as it is very clear to me that Libya has a special affection and a particular interest in Malta at various levels of ordinary life and at various levels of politics. 

In my view, the way we can take this process forward is not only through the next meeting of the joint commission. As the ambassador said, the 18th or 19th or 20th of the month were indicated as possible dates and  I have left those dates free and we look forward to receive confirmation of those dates to enable us to make the necessary preparations to attend the conference. We had two other alternative dates which unfortunately had to be changed.  One of the dates was very close to the Tripoli Meeting and therefore Libya decided to ask for a change of date because they were earnestly making preparations for the Tripoli meeting.  I would think that they realized that the organisation of the AU/EU Meeting actually involved a lot of work.  I take the opportunity of this meeting to congratulate them, as I already did in an article I wrote for a local newspaper, on the excellent organisation of the meeting which I feel was very successful.   The other date unfortunately clashed with the date of the Euro-Med Ministerial Meeting and I was thinking very seriously of sacrificing our participation in the Euro-Med Ministerial Meeting in an effort to find a mutually convenient date.  But I felt that this would be the appropriate place where to discuss, which I did, even on the margins of the conference, the initiative of Malta to have an EU/Arab League meeting of foreign ministers. Even the presidency was of this same view. The date was postponed only because of a clash of dates and we are still trying to find a suitable date in December, as the ambassador mentioned, so that the joint commission can meet.

Again, the joint commission is another example of the particular relationship between Libya and Malta. I had many discussions in Libya where Libya was really considering the scaling down of joint commissions.  But it was a clear choice on the part of Libya not to include in this exercise the Libyan/Maltese Joint Commission but to keep it going. I know that they were not in favour of having a lot of joint commissions and that they were looking for other models and other ways of doing this. But the fact that we are keeping this joint commission is in itself an expression of that special relationship.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much Foreign Minister. Now I would ask the Hon. Brincat to make his comments.

ONOR. LEO BRINCAT:   Thank you.  First of all I would like to join my colleagues in congratulating you on your comprehensive presentation. During your introduction you stressed upon a number of subjects which you consider as being areas which need further reflection. If I read you well, primarily you touched upon immigration, visas, oil and fisheries. 

As regards oil, can you perhaps be a bit more specific, in the sense that, were you thinking in terms of oil exploration or were you thinking of oil procurement itself?  

I would like to congratulate Libya on having been chosen as the seat for the African Investment Bank. I heard the news a couple of days ago. I personally believe that this could be instrumental in helping Libya pursue even further a role which I know is very close to your leadership’s heart, that is, the promotion of trade and investment in the African continent. Perhaps this could also prove to be a catalyst or a channel which could facilitate the process of bringing Maltese entrepreneurs closer to the African continent. 

Another point I would like to mention concerns the very expensive housing projects presently being undertaken in Libya. Can you inform us if there has been any serious interest or possible participation by the Maltese business community in this regard?

Another question concerns university cooperation. I know that since the normalisation of relations with the so called Western world there has been an intensification of contacts between Libyan universities and, particularly, British and American universities. Can you elaborate about the background of cooperation between Libyan universities and the Maltese university? 

 At an international level the UN, through its out-going Secretary-General Kofi Annan, has praised Libya’s efforts regarding Sudan. Can you tell us very briefly how you see the situation developing over there?  I thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you Hon. Brincat.  Excellency, may I just add one other question which concerns a country which, although it is relatively far away from us, was of some concern to us all in the light of recent events. How does Libya view the developments vis-à-vis Iran and the international community?  Thank you so much.

L-E.T. DR SAAD A.E. ELSHALMANI:   Thank you Hon Frendo, Hon Azzopardi and Hon. Leo Brincat. I think we are in complete agreement with the Foreign Minister as his comments reflect exactly the general view that there is always a regular exchange of visits and a particular kind of understanding between the two sides. As he rightly said, when you board the plane to Tripoli you realise that it is full of people and that means that the problem is almost non-existent.  As we know, there are nine weekly flights to and from Libya, seven Air Malta flights and two Libyan Airlines flights.  If there were no people traveling between Malta and Libya then there will be no need for all these flights.   However, the flow of people between the two countries is going very well and, as you said, Maltese companies are finding opportunities over there. 

Regarding the joint commission, I think it is not the only forum in which we discuss our relations but I feel it will be very important for the two delegations to meet to discuss all the issues because the joint commission offers the opportunity to both sides to officially discuss pending matters.  Moreover, when there are misunderstandings we can discuss it in an effort to find a way to solve them.  For example, the Hon. Brincat mentioned the problems about oil and fisheries.  I always believe that only when the two sides sit together at a forum like the joint commission that both sides can express their views and try to tackle the problems with a view to finding some sort of an agreement or a solution.

Regarding the choice of Libya as the seat for the African Investment Bank, as Hon. Brincat rightly mentioned, I may add that Libya is always trying to contribute to the development of  the sub-Saharan African countries.  In fact, Libya has been very busy for the last twenty five or thirty years in this respect. Our relations with our neighbours in sub-Saharan Africa are very important and likewise are our relations with the African Union.  Libya is playing a primary role in bringing the African countries together to form a union which hopefully one day will be the United States of Africa.  I think that when Libyans and Maltese work together in joint committees, they may take advantage of these very good relations with African countries by way of work opportunities in projects development.   

Concerning the infrastructural and housing projects in Libya, I think that these will be very big projects because for the last ten years or so, that is, during the sanctions period, there was a very serious shortage of housing in Libya.  But with the improvement of the situation and the development of the economy and with investments coming in, Libya is now building more houses for Libyans. And, luckily enough, the President of the Libyan/Maltese Friendship Society is now the Minister of Infrastructure of Libya and I think there is room for Maltese companies to be involved in these projects like any one else.  I mean they can go and participate in these projects being undertaken in Libya.  To be honest, I believe that they are already doing so.  

After the normalisation of our relations with the West in general and with the United States in particular, there is now a lot of contact between Libyan universities and American universities and therefore Libyans citizens will be going to study in the United States as well as in Britain and other European countries. There will be a lot of cooperation in the areas of education and health between Libya and the United States.  In fact, an American delegation visited Libya for discussions on education and health and I think that these contacts will develop in concrete results in a very short time.  Before the sanctions period, Libya had a very strong education link with the United States which began in the early seventies and I think it will be very easy to restore those contacts. 

Libya is very much involved in Sudan because it is not only our brother country but it is also Libya’s neighbour. So, what happens in Sudan will affect Libya in one way or another. In fact, it will even affect Malta or any other European country. When there are problems, conflicts, poverty and famine people will flee from their country and they will try to go somewhere else. They will come to Libya first and then they will try to go somewhere else. So, Sudan is a source country in respect of immigration. That is why Libya is trying to play an important role in bringing the Sudanese together especially the different factions of the Darfur region.  Libya succeeded in brokering many peace agreements between all these parties.  The last occasion was when H.E. El Shahumi worked on the signing of an agreement between the two factions in the Darfur area. I think that the United Nations, the United States and other European countries acknowledge the Libyan role in Darfur.  They always thank Libya for what it is doing in sub-Saharan Africa because what we’re trying to do is to promote  peace and stability in that area which is very important not only for Libya but also for the international community.

Regarding Iran, I think that as a sovereign state it has the right to make its own decisions but Libya has set an example concerning WMD.  I think that Libya will be very happy to see other countries, not only Iran but even those countries which develop and produce these weapons of mass destruction, get rid of weapons of mass destruction.  I remember asking such a question to Jack Straw, the UK Foreign Secretrary, when we visited London in 2003, because when a country asks other countries to get rid of these WMDs, I think that that country should take the lead and set the example! But we are proud to say that Libya is now the model for those who want to get rid of this kind of weapons in the interest of humanity, peace and stability. Everyone appreciates that these weapons are dangerous not only for those countries against which they may be used but even for those very countries which are producing and storing them. Tthe case of Chernobyl in the ex-Soviet Union is a very clear example. Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:   Thank you very much, Your Excellency.  Before we conclude, may I just ask you for your views concerning Libya’s perspective in the light of the international conference between the EU and the African Union that was held some days ago?   How do you look at the developments that may follow this conference in the very near future? 

L-E.T. DR SAAD A.E. ELSHALMANI:   To be honest, the conference was well attended by Europeans and Africans. They discussed the issue, they published the statement and if they work on it I think that they will find solutions.  But it is a very important step in the right direction. However, it is pertinent to say that it is only because of the cooperation and coordination between Libya and Malta that this conference took place. If the European Union and the international community keep their commitment to help the African countries by delivering assistance which can help African countries to develop stability and peace in sub-Saharan Africa then I think that we will be able to tackle the phenomenon of illegal immigration in the very near future.  

THE CHAIRMAN:   How does your government look at the European Commission’s proposals tabled by Commissioner Frattini during this conference especially as to how to start solving the problem of illegal immigration?  Everybody understands that this is a phenomenon which is very difficult to solve completely but we can always at least to control the flow.  What was the feedback at your end about the European Commission’s proposals?

L-E.T. DR SAAD A.E. ELSHALMANI:   I think that Libya is always cooperating with regard to controlling the situation. It is not easy to control but we believe that we are doing our utmost in this regard. There is no doubt on that. Libya has made it clear that its efforts will be more effective if it gets financial and technical assistance from the European Union. 

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much. It has been an interesting discussion but we have to bring this meeting to a close because we have to take a vote in the plenary.  It was indeed a pleasure and an honour having this meeting with Your Excellency and we look forward to continue our on-going and friendly working relationship that we have forged between us.  I wish you the very best and thank you once again.

L-E.T. DR SAAD A.E. ELSHALMANI:  Thank you Hon Azzopardi for giving me this opportunity to discuss these issues. I hope that we will meet another time.  Thank you.

Fit-8.32 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data oħra.
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