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Talba
LAQGĦA MA’ SULEIMAN ELSHAHUMI, SEGRETARJU GĦALL-AFFARIJIET BARRANIN TAL-KUNGRESS ĠENERALI TAL-POPLU TAL-LIBJA.

THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi): Dear Ambassador, for formality’s sake, before I start, I have to say a few words in Maltese. It will take me not more than 30 seconds.
Qabel xejn, grazzi lil kuħadd u nitlob il-permess sabiex il-membri tal-media jkunu jistgħu jkopru din il-laqgħa. Jekk m’hemmx kummenti allura l-permess ingħata.  Grazzi.  Għaldaqstant nagħtu bidu mill-ewwel għal din is-seduta.  
May I start by saying that this is a dream come true. This meeting has been long in coming, and I can assure you that it is my privilege and the whole committee’s honour to meet you, Excellency.  This committee and this parliament can never forget the sincere friendship and collaboration you have shown and extended to Malta to host, as you had promised, the executive secretariat of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Mediterranean.    
When I visited your goodself in Tripoli some months ago together with the delegation of this Committee, you had promised Libya’s support and that Libya would rally the support of the other Arab states, something which in fact did happen.  You were true to your word, just as you were true to your word some months ago when I had invited Libya to participate in the OSCE meeting in Malta, and it was a great honour to have Libya, represented by yourself, participating for the first time. So, without further ado, in order of course to have time for some questions and comments, I would immediately give you the floor. Xukran. 
E.T. SULEIMAN ELSHAHUMI (Segretarju għall-Affarijiet Barranin tal-Kungress Ġenerali tal-Poplu tal-Libja (Translator): First I would like to express my pleasure to be here among you in the Foreign and European Affairs Committee. I am grateful for Malta’s constant support for Libya and therefore I would like to renew my thanks and appreciation, as well as of all fellow Libyans, for Malta’s understanding position towards Libya during the sanctions period.   So we should always remain grateful to the Maltese Government for their support when they stood with us during that difficult period of sanctions. And today, while I came to participate in the OSCE conference for the first time, I would like to be quite frank with you and say that I am even more pleased to visit Malta than to take part in the conference, to see my friends here and have the opportunity to meet you and all the other officials to discuss how we can further strengthen the relations and cooperation between our two countries.
I think you will agree that we should be satisfied with the existing relations but we should also strive to improve them.  We feel that our Maltese friends agree that the excellent relations between our two countries by far outweigh any kind of obstacles or small problems that may arise here and there, such as problems of citizens, illegal immigrants and others. Although such problems may crop up every now and then, as I have already said the relations between our two countries will not be negatively affected as a result of such issues.  
Today I have just come from a meeting with the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Justice and Home Affairs.  We appreciate Malta’s decision to become a member of the European Union.  We don’t think that this will be an obstacle or a step which hinders the relations between Malta and North Africa.  I don’t think that this will be at the expense of the relations with the south Mediterranean countries. It should not be the case. Malta is now a member of the European Union, but you are a neighbour of North African countries and Libya. We are very close friends and there is a historical relation between the two countries. We cannot ignore it.  We can never build a wall like Israel did between the Israelis and the Palestinians. We are two peoples who are very close to each other even in our traditions and in our circumstances. And even without these values, our interests forced us to be very close.  Libya will need Malta and Malta will need Libya.  When we had problems with the sanctions by other countries, our “gate” was Malta.  So that is a very good example of the special ties between our two countries.
Let us go direct to the bilateral relations.  I already said that we can be satisfied with the relations and trade exchanges between our two countries, although some political consultations may still be necessary.  However, we believe that there is still room for further development at the cultural, economic and investment levels. Libya is a relatively small country and as a small country Libya would like me to deal with Malta and other small countries, because when we deal with much bigger countries  we don’t feel the same level of trust and confidence as when dealing with a country which is at the same level. That’s a fact.  That does not mean that we don’t deal with large countries, but cooperating with Malta is much more convenient for Libyans.  
Libya and Malta together should do much more to maintain this cooperation because, to be honest, we are not very satisfied as we feel it should be much better after 42 years of Malta’s independence and after 38 years of the revolution in Libya.  We can do much more.  What I would like to say is that there’s always space for more development and stronger relations. There are some obstacles but we should not let such problems hinder us. Let us take them one by one. 
For example, the movement of people and goods between the two countries. We have reached a point where Libyans and Maltese can go to Tripoli or come here even with an identity card. You just to present the identity card and we can go in and they will be excluded from paying any kind of tax.  However, if you are imposing duties on goods that are produced in Benghazi so one should impose duties on goods produced in other countries.   These are facts and we understand why it happens. 
But I think there were many opportunities in the past which we could have seized. This is not the responsibility of the leadership of the two countries.  For example, we haven’t created very strong companies or joint companies that can stay on their own feet. There weren’t any real joint investments between Libya and Maltese businessmen. For example, the manufacturing of goods was carried out partly in Libya and partly in Malta. Even the companies which were set up were not that strong to face competition and to prosper in the market.  So, most of the companies basically survived because of the support of either government.   
Frankly speaking, I it is very important that the Libyan Foreign Relations Committee to have this meeting with you. Sometimes, the meetings were only between our leader and your prime minister but relations should be developed between the two peoples and between civil society organisations so that the relations between the two countries will be much stronger. If the relations between the peoples of the two countries are good then the small problems that arise can be easily solved.  
The issues between the two countries mainly involve consular matters.  Maybe at this time there are more Libyans here than there are Maltese in Libya.  Before there were more Maltese in Tripoli than Libyans.  Even now there are many Maltese who own houses in Libya like any other Libyan national and there are Maltese companies that own premises like any Libyan.  One appreciates that when you have a large community, small problems crop up involving marriage, children and other minor disagreements. However, small problems between individuals should not hinder us and should not be allowed to affect the relations between the two countries, between the two governments and between the two peoples.   We appreciate, for example, that this new problem of illegal immigration is of considerable concern to Malta. Immigration has been a regular phenomenon throughout the history of mankind and we have to understand its effects. For example, we know that there are more Maltese living in other countries than there are Maltese living in Malta. Various peoples used to move from place to place.  When there is poverty, famine, conflicts and wars, people move on in search of a better life. These kinds of problems can never be dealt with simply by applying security measures. Illegal immigration is an international phenomenon affecting the whole world.  Even America, the most powerful country in the world, cannot protect its border against the flow of the Mexican immigrants where some 30 million immigrants are involved.  What we have in our region is one million, a proportion of one in thirty!   It is a phenomenon which concerns mainly the receiving countries.  Libya is a transit country, but nonetheless, we have a problem with immigration.  It increases the number of crimes and killings committed in Libya. We do not like it, but it happens.  
People who cross the Sahara and come to Libya have to pay money to criminal organizations to enable them to come to Spain, Italy and Malta. That doesn’t mean that we are happy!  One country or a group of countries may say that we can eliminate this phenomenon but this is the responsibility of the whole international community.  We think that the meeting which is being held in Tripoli is a step in the right direction as it will bring together all the ministers of foreign affairs and internal affairs. We can develop some programmes which can at least mitigate the problem but they cannot eliminate it completely because when human beings feel hungry or that their life is threatened in countries like Somalia, Eritrea or Ethiopia they will take the risk to try to reach a better life. So, we hope that you will understand that a boat carrying a few people here should not affect the relations between the two countries.  This will not help the relations.  This is a minor matter but when small things come together they will make a big issue which will not help building trust and confidence between us. 

So I want to assure you and to tell you in very strong terms that you should never believe that Libya will support an illegal immigrant to reach your coast. In fact they cross the Sahara and even if the Libyan authorities do not allow them in they will still force their way in Libya and then try to cross the Mediterranean to go to Europe.  
The next time I will visit Malta together with the whole Foreign Relations Committee, we will bring some statistics on trade, the economy, investments and so on so that we can discuss these matters, including immigration, in an open, sincere and frank manner.   I repeat that we respect the choices that Malta has made.  Malta being a European Union member will never affect the relations between the two countries in the same way that Libya being a member of the African Union will never affect the relations with Malta or other countries in the Mediterranean region and the Middle East.  Moreover, it is pertinent to emphasise that it takes me eight hours to reach South Africa and 35 minutes to be here in Malta.  So you’re much closer and we need each other.  Our relations are historical and should remain like that.  We may have time to speak about tourism, relations in the Middle East, Iraq and everything but in this meeting we should concentrate on our bilateral relations. 
Dear colleagues, friends, I thank you again for giving me this opportunity, for the hospitality and the good reception we were given. We appreciate all his and assure you of our reciprocal respect.  I thank you once again and I am ready to answer questions which you may wish to make.
THE CHAIRMAN:   I would kindly recommend that we take a round of questions to enable Mr. Elshahumi to reply to them at one go at the end.   Before I proceed I would like to pass on the apologies of the Onor Jose’ Herrera who had to leave urgently due to a very urgent family commitment. 

From what you said I got the feeling and I do understand that true friends speak openly and sincerely.  Of course, true friendship implies that one appreciates that it’s not a bed of roses all the way and that things need updating along the way.  That is precisely the message we tried to convey when we, as a committee, visited Tripoli. And I reiterate what I said during that visit that Malta’s membership of the European Union should not be perceived as drawing Malta further away from Libya but rather the opposite, that is, drawing the European Union closer to Libya. Malta is the best friend you can have in the European Union and you can rest assured that we will never forget the historical, linguistic and cultural similarities that we have with the Libyan people.  

I agree with you that it is right and proper that our goal should be to improve the relationship between our two countries.  In this regard, I would very much welcome a delegation from your International Relations Committee and you can consider this as an open invitation. Moreover, may I remind you that in fact we had even agreed to set up a parliamentary friendship group between the two sides.  We had sent the list of members from the Maltese side but, if I am not mistaken, the list of our Libyan counterparts has not been received to date. Maybe you can pass on the message to our Libyan friends that the invitation is still open for whenever they feel it is convenient for them to meet us in Malta to enable us to reciprocate the hospitality we received in Tripoli. 

One last point I would like to make before I pass the floor to my colleagues is about immigration. You made a particular emphasis - and I understand your reasoning - that there are more Maltese living outside Malta than in Malta precisely because they have emigrated.  So yes, migration is and has always been a natural phenomenon, but over here - and I think you can relate to the sentiments of the Maltese people - the situation is slightly different for two reasons. When the Maltese emigrated, it was to countries much larger than Malta and that did not create a problem to the recipient country. And, of course, they emigrated in a legal way.  
Of course, the Maltese parliament and government have always been vociferous when speaking about Libya’s problem with illegal immigration.  I can assure Your Excellency that each one of us, whenever attending an international or a European conference dealing with migration, does not only focus on the problem facing Malta but highlights also the problem of Libya as the country of transit because it cannot physically patrol its huge desert borders. So, finally, may I kindly ask what message can you convey on this matter to the Maltese people who I know will be listening very attentively to your comments?  You are a person of huge political clout in Libya and with wide experience and I have no doubt that the Maltese people would be interested to learn how serious and how determined Libya is to combat illegal immigration, especially the migration effecting Malta. 

Can I kindly now turn to my colleagues to intervene.   Hon George Vella.

ONOR. GEORGE VELLA:  I feel more confident to address you as my friend than as Your Excellency. I listened carefully to what you had to say and I understood very well your wish to have more of a people-to-people relationship between Libya and Malta because that is the type of relationship which lasts.  
You went over the relations between our two countries after all these years rightly acknowledging that there are obstacles and even small problems. The problem however is that these obstacles and small problems could grow into very big problems for our country.  While I understand that we don’t have the time at this meeting to discuss these issues fully, I am more than glad to hear from you that a delegation from your Foreign Affairs Committee intends to visit Malta and that my colleague the Hon Azzopardi would be very happy to host them. Through regular meetings between our foreign affairs committees we would have ample time to discuss the big and the minor problems that exist at the moment. 
You amplified the question of illegal migration. I have many questions to put, but I would not be putting them at this meeting because we don’t have the time. This is a subject that merits a very wide discussion and a programme of action which I’m sure would lead to an agreement between us if we could allocate enough time to discuss the matter thoroughly. Besides, there are other problems, such as the visa requirement and your suggestion about free trade which, strictly speaking, are not issues which we can solve between ourselves because Malta is now a member of the European Union. I have to state here that both parties represented in the Maltese parliament are fully committed to Malta remaining a member of the European Union. So there is no possibility that someone would be arguing in a different scenario now or in the foreseeable future.  
There are other problems, like, fishing rights, the possibility of joint exploration and exploitation of the seabed away from the median which we have agreed upon through the International Court of Justice.  And for us it is also important to know exactly Libya’s position on very sensitive international issues, such as, the question of Iran and the status of the relations between the Israeli and the Palestinian peoples. These are matters about which, as friends, we would very much appreciate knowing exactly what is the position your country and what foreign policy decisions you are taking.  This information would help us in no small way to put forward these opinions in those fora in which we will be participating particularly now that Malta is a member of the European Union. Thank you very much.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you Hon Vella.  May I now introduce the Ho Clyde Puli from the Government side who has to leave in a few minutes time for a television appointment.
ONOR. CLYDE PULI:  First of all, it was an honour to host you here after you hosted us to your beautiful country. I will try to be very brief but nonetheless I would like to stress some points that my colleagues already made.  

As you rightly said, our sincere friendship goes beyond any particular issue.  A sincere friendship allows frank and open discussion and that’s the way I would like to speak. I will make some remarks about the impact of illegal immigration on different countries by comparing 30 million immigrants on the borders of the United States to one million immigrants on the shores of North Africa ready to leave for Europe. This comparison of relativity applies most appropriately to the situation Malta. Malta has a small population of only 400,000 living on a very small land.  So, a couple of thousands in Malta would mean hundreds of thousands in big countries and tens of thousands would mean a million! Therefore, it is surely not a question of Malta being reluctant to receive other people.  
Frankly speaking, we are very proud that we supported you in difficult times in the past. However, we would like you to appreciate even more that the issue of illegal immigration, which may appear a small issue to some, is considered a very big issue by the people of Malta. Therefore you do appreciate that every little bit of extra effort made by Libya would help Malta to face this phenomenon more effectively.  We would be grateful for that. Thank you.
THE CHAIRMAN:  The Hon. Leo Brincat.

ONOR. LEO BRINCAT:  Please allow me to address a dear friend.  Now that Malta is part of the European Union, can you tell us in specific terms what role would you like Malta to play to help put Libya’s relations vis-a-vis the European Union on a sounder footing? What are your expectations from the European Union itself?  How can our two countries strengthen the Mediterranean dimension at a regional level from a practical point of view?  Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  The Hon Michael Asciak.

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Your Excellency, I also want to thank you for the hospitality you showed us when we visited Libya last year.  

I just want to draw your attention to the fact that next March the second plenary session of the Euro-Med Parliamentary Assembly which originates from the Barcelona process will be held in Tunisia.  I would like to express my opinion that it would be very good to have Libya on board at this pan-European and pan-North African forum.  I know that you have now joined the Parliamentary Assembly of the Mediterranean which is hosted by the IPU. However, I still think that it will be in the interest of both Libya and Malta if we debate the problems of our two countries at international fora because, for example, the problem of illegal immigration is not a problem that only affects Libya and Malta. Although now we are discussing it at the level of bilateral relations this is definitely a problem that affects the whole of the Mediterranean.  So, I sincerely ask you to consider giving serious thought to joining this assembly.  Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  Last, but not least, the Hon Mario de Marco.

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO:  Your Excellency, like all my colleagues I would like to thank you for hosting us in Libya and also for having found the time to visit us here in Malta. I would also like to thank you for the excellent choice of Libyan ambassador that you have made for  Malta who is always working very hard to promote and strengthen Maltese-Libyan relations.  

I would like to point out that I agree with what the Hon Asciak has said regarding the Euro-Med Parliamentary Assembly because we feel that this Mediterranean family is incomplete without Libya.  It is like having a family and your brother is not living in the same house.  We have all the Mediterranean countries forming part of the Euro-Med Partnership which has very extensive ambitions to promote dialogue and trade so that by 2010 there will be a free trade area between Europe and the Mediterranean countries and we want this family to be complete by having Libya too.  

I will now refer to the point regarding business relations which has already been mentioned by my colleagues.  We see a lot of interest from Maltese business in Libya and also from Libyans in Malta.  I  understand that there are some 250 companies who are doing business in Lybia.  These are not government companies but individuals who invest substantial funds to develop business relationships with Libyan businessmen. This shows that the people-to-people approach is definitely improving.  As you rightly said, the two governments paved the way 20 or 30 years ago by setting up the Libyan Arab Maltese Holding Company.  Today, business is not only at state level but also at the individual level and this shows how deep-rooted the commercial relationships between Malta and Libya have become.  

I would like to conclude by making an appeal in respect of a relatively small number of Maltese nationals who had property in Libya which was nationalised together with the property of various other people.  I understand that these Maltese nationals would like that one day their position and their rights in respect of the property which was nationalised be recognised. I know that there are procedures which have to be followed and I also know that the requests are being actively considered in Libya.  I also know that Malta and Libya recognise the rights of Maltese and of Libyans to own property in the respective countries. But this is an old issue and I think the time has now come for us, as friends and as a family, to resove a small problem of a small number of people.  Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you, and before I conclude dear friend, I want to just re-emphasise what we said when we came over to Tripoli some time ago, that we are ready to pledge that these two committees meet twice a year so that there’ll be a continuous exchange of views. As you can see, today we have just scraped the surface but there is so much more to discuss. Last night we kept discussing Iran, Iraq, Lebanon and the Middle-East till midnight. It is in the interest of both sides to have this exchange of views because it enriches our participation when we go abroad in European fora.  Thank you very much.

 E.T. SULEIMAN ELSHAHUMI:  (Translator) I would like to thank you wholeheartedly for the frankness of the discussion on these very important issues which need a lot of time to go into, however, you advised me that at 5.00p.m. I have to go to another meeting.  I will start with the question by the Hon Azzopardi about what message I can give to the Maltese people. I would like to emphasise to our Maltese friends that Libya understands Malta’s position towards this phenomenon and I appreciate all the difficulties that are faced by the Maltese people and by the Maltese government.  I agree with all our colleagues that one thousand immigrants in Malta are the equivalent of one million in another country because of the density of the population of Malta and the small size of the country.  In this regard I would like to stress once again that Libya is making substantial efforts to tackle this problem to the extent that we face problems with these human rights organisations because they even accuse us of failing to deal with this phenomenon. As a matter of fact, many delegations of this organisation visited Libya and the detention centres and asked us how we deal with them and how we treat them.  So I believe that my country is making a lot of effort to eliminate or to stem the flow of these immigrants. Because we believe in the dignity and the rights of these human beings, our leader called for an international conference between Africa and Europe and that is ample evidence that we give this issue a lot of importance and this illustrates very clearly Libya’s understanding of the problems faced by Malta and other Northern Mediterranean and European countries, which are, after all, the same problems that we are facing.  I repeat that our position is very difficult because we have very long borders in very extreme and difficult climatic circumstances.  I hope one day this committee will come to Libya and we will take you to the south to see what is happening there.  We will not just speak from an air conditioned room but we go physically there to see for ourselves how difficult the circumstances are especially in the south.  But I stress once again that we will be making more efforts to curb and possibly to eliminate this phenomenon.  We assure our Maltese friends that there are many committees studying this problem. The foreign and the home affairs ministers will be in Tripoli to discuss this matter more deeply not only at the international conference but even on a bilateral level.  We are looking forward to this conference where we’ll try to propose plans and measures to reduce the extent of this phenomenon.  

Our friend, the Hon George Vella, spoke about the relations between our two countries and I agree with him that small problems evolve into much bigger problems. So I feel that this committee can meet perhaps more than once to discuss problems concerning fishing, oil exploration and other problems.  And I’m ready to send someone or even to come myself  to explain Libya’s position on topical international issues, such as Iran, Iraq, Somalia, the Middle East and Darfur, which problem is in Africa but which is reflected also here in Malta.  More than two-thirds are in a detention centre or in camps and when they are in a very bad situation one would say:  Well, I’m dying anyway so let me try to go to Europe or somewhere else for a better life.  

I think it is important to keep all these issues in mind as they will help you when you are discussing these problems in other fora.  We agree with your argument that illegal immigration is a relatively bigger problem for Malta. We understand, for example,  that one hundred immigrants in Libya is not like one hundred immigrants here in Malta. So we are trying to check this phenomenon or possibly to eliminate it.  

With regard to the remark by Hon. Leo Brincat,  we are sure that you know the situation in Libya and I believe that because of your understanding of Libya’s situation you will be able to explain our position when participating in meetings of the European Union.   We also understand Malta and its circumstances.  So we can both reflect each other’s positon when these issues are discussed at international fora.

From the European Union we now expect a much better disposition towards Libya both because of our leader’s visit to Brussels and because of the many visits to Tripolo by European foreign ministers and their commissioners.  We feel that now things are going in the right direction. We came to Europe or Europe came to us, but we met! 

Hon Michael Asciak, thank you for your insistance on our participation at the Mediterranean Summit. Perhaps you know that we have some reservations about this but I promise that we will do our best. That’s why we were more enthusiastic to participate in the Mediterranean Parliamentary Assembly and we are enthusiastic that it will be hosted here in Malta because Malta is a suitable place for it as a non-aligned country.  I will propose this to the General People’s Congress but I think we still have our reservations on the Barcelona Process because we feel we were dealt with unjustly.  That was not a just forum!  Hon Mario de Marco was rightly saying that a family cannot be compete when one of its members is missing.  That is a fine expression becaise our colleagues didn’t treat us as a brother but they left us behind as if we were not there!  So, thank you for reminding us that we are brothers to you.  But the others were saying that the family is complete and that there is no one missing. However, I must take this proposal back to Libya and to discuss it there.  I appreciate the remarks by the Hon George Vella.

From my heart I renew my  grateful thanks  and  state once again that I am very happy with the discussion and at the same time I feel sorry because we did not have enough time to discuss the various topics which are of fundamental importance to both Malta and Libya. To be honest, there are many international issues and problems on which I would like to exchange views, such as Iraq, Iran, Lebanon and Africa which are of mutual interest. I hope we can do that in the next meeting. I thank once again the Hon Azzopardi and the Members of this Committee for inviting me to this meeting.  I wish you success and I promise that we will meet again in the near future. Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  

Fil-5.13 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data oħra
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