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Il-Minuti tal-Laqgħa Nru. 080 li saret nhar it-Tnejn 3 ta’ April 2006 ġew konfermati.  
LAQGĦA MA’ DANUTA HUBNER, KUMMISSARJU TAL-KUMMISSJONI EWROPEA RESPONSABBLI MILL-POLITIKA REĠJONALI
THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi):  Commissioner, I bid you welcome.  I can assure you that it is a great privilege for myself and this Committee to meet for the first time the EU Commissioner responsible for Regional Policy.  
It was heartening to note that you have esxpressed your satisfaction about Malta performing well as regards the utilisation of the cohesion funds.  I must admit that we should emphasise what you have referred to in your debate yesterday, that is, that one should not follow the one size fits all policy but that there should be flexibility.  With that in mind, I would put forward our Committee’s view with regard to the issue of earmarking funds.  We are very much aware of the Commission’s opinion about that and we know what the heads of government and state have decided in the recent Council Meeting and therefore the Committee would humbly put forward its strong opinion about the desireability and the need for the visibles to take place and for the people to be able to see them. There is the need to undertake infrastructural programmes, environmental projects and tourism related projects, since, as you very well know, tourism is a mainstay of our economy.  While we have to keep in mind our goals and responsibilities as regards the Lisbon Agenda, our country definitely needs to focus more on projects related to the environment, infrastructure and  tourism.  I wished to put forward these themes in order to stimulate a discussion from your end about these particular issues.  The floor is yours and once again I thank you for addressing this Committee.  
DANUTA HUBNER (Kummissarju responsabbli mill-Politika Reġjonali ta’ l-Unjoni Ewropea):  Mr Chairman, I also thank you for this opportunity to meet with you and the Committee.  Yesterday I had an excellent full day in Gozo to help me understand better the problems there.  I had a meeting with the council there and in the afternoon I had a social dialogue with people from different layers of society, from local authorities to a representative of the Green Party where we had a good exchange of views on some problems on the  environment.  
Today is being dedicated to talks with Government and with Parliament.  On the issue of earmarking funds for investments and projects related to the Lisbon Agenda, I would like to say one important thing which I strongly believed in when I came to the Commission which is, that the Lisbon Agenda cannot be seen as a programme of reform for the old Member States with the new Member States being left on the side.  Since I come from Poland I know this very well.  I thought that we should have a Lisbon Agenda for 25 or 27 Member States.  However, when I say that we don’t want a policy which is one size fits all it means that we have differentiated regions and differentiated Member States and therefore we have to adjust to these different needs and different levels of development.  For example, competitiveness means something different to Gozo than it means to inner London.  However, I want the new Member States to be part of the process.  We would like all Member States to make an effort to move forward, however, we know that they start from different points and we just want to help the process.  
I saw the roads in Gozo and the last part of the road leading to Mdina which are not in the best condition and therefore I know how much you have to invest in infrastructure.  I also know that for you the environment is not a question of sustainability but it is a question of survival.  So we will work with you in this direction, however, I am aware that at the same time you have to have a base for growth.  In this direction you have to support entrepreneureship and to assist small and medium size companies to gain access to new technologies.  In the new Member States you do not have the luxury to construct a road today and you think of renovation tomorrow but you have to do both things at the same time.  We will work with  you on this and in fact we have already talked with the government and we also discussed with local communities to see how we can help them with the preparation of programmes and projects.  

Yesterday in Gozo we also discussed certain issues related to tourism and how we can make Malta attractive throughout the year.  I think that we understand your needs.  We will soon be negotiating with the government after receiving, hopefully in May, the last version of the National Strategic Framework, which is the unpleasant name given to the national priority document.  Later on we will also discuss the operational  programme and we will see the priorities on environment, accessibility, transport, tourism, cultural heritage – yesterday I was at the  Archaeological Museum in Gozo – and also the very important issues of innovation and entrepreneurship.  I do not know how much Parliament is involved in these priority sectors but there are strategies for those sectors and therefore we can use the funds in the different elements of those strategies.  I see a lot of commitment and engagement at different levels and therefore I am optimistic with regard to Malta.

Yesterday I heard a lot about insularity.   In this regard you have to talk and to bring over people from the Council and from the Commission because you cannot understand insularity unless you come here and see it for yourself.  Here you cannot go from the city to the forest for a weekend because you live in a smal lisland and that is something which may not be well understood in Europe.  
The good thing is that finally we have the budget.  The European Parliament has also helped to reach a better deal than we had before and that has made it possible for us to finalise all the negotiations with Malta by the end of the year.  The challenge will be huge for the administration and the government has to work on administrative capacities because there will be nine times more funds than there is now.   
THE CHAIRMAN:  It is so encouraging and positive to hear those words from the Commissioner of the European Union responsible for Regional Policy.   Those are the words that the citizen wants to hear because that shows that the European Union cares and wants to be as close as possible to the citizen.  The European Union is not something which is detached from the realities of everyday or something which is only for the bureaucrats in Brussels but the European Union affects our bread and butter, our daily life and so I really want to thank and congratulate you for those very encouraging words.  Now I invite the Hon Leo Brincat, the Opposition spokesman for foreign affairs, to intervene.
ONOR. LEO BRINCAT:  While I agree with my colleague, the Hon Jason Azzopardi, that tourism, infrastructure and the environment are priority areas, I personally feel that in order to meet the globalisation challenge we need to catch up fast in research and development and in the innovation sector where, unfortunately, we are still lagging somewhat behind.  I would like to ask you three short questions.  How do you consider that the new regional policy for 2007/2013 is going to address innovation, research and development more proactively than it has done in the past?  How can regional policy act as a catalyst for innovation in practical and effective terms?  How can EU regional policy, apart from financing investment for growth and jobs in new Member States or Member State regions, contribute towards urban renewal and social housing?  Thank you.  
 DANUTA HUBNER:  What’s new?  In the current financial perspectives we have already invested  more or less 10 billion euros from the Regional Development Fund for research, applied research, infrastructure for research and in the training of researchers.  Moreover, there are many projects in England, Hungary, Austria and Slovakia which we refer to them as the incubator.  This kind of approach is meant to help the businesses  to innovate and to support entrepreneurship.  But we have changed the approach a little bit.  The first thing that we did was that in the Commission we are working together with Commissioner Verheugen because we are responsible for areas that are related.  So we have put the regional dimension in the 1A category.  
We are also working on the organisation of a meeting to be held in Brussels in June on innovation clusters, i.e. to innovate regions.  As of June we will start a process of eduction for those regions in Member States that would like to launch more clusters related to innovation and new technologies.  We have made research and development (R&D) and innovation one of our three major priority areas for the next financial perspectives.  Therefore, when we negotiate with Member States on national priorities we expect that innovation will appear as a national priority.  We also think that another very important thing is to bring the small and medium sized companies closer to new technology and for that purpose there are some initiatives that would facilitate access to innovation and technolgoy by micro and small companies.  
We are also working with the European Investment Fund.  We have a new initative which is oriented towards risk capital ,the emergence of venture capital and also new forms of guarantee for risk undertakings for small companies.  We hope that this measure will help small companies.  The challenge for us and, I think, for Malta too is that small companies have to become innovative.  You cannot have big companies that set up subsidiaries with the consequence that these big companies never bring the research here and therefore you cannot get your 3%.    The major problem is that they do their reserach and development where the mother company is and not where they set up their subsidiaries.  That is why small companies are very important.  
We also want to start the process of facilitating the emergence of innovating clusters at regional levels.  I do not know how much money we will be speneding on this but I think that we will invest more money in this sector.  I hope that these approaches and new instruments in regional policy will serve as catalysts for innovation.  We are also trying a new generation of programmes to make better use of certain structural funds.  Some people say that this is one third of the EU budget but then again that it is still less than 1% of the GDP of Europe and that is not much.  That is why we have to attract private capital otherwise we will never make it.  These funds are serving as a catalyst which means that this small amount would then attract  private capital.  The British have been very successful in this and we would like to share their experience.  Yesterday I encouraged Malta to reach out for the experiences of other Member States because cross border co-operation is very important.  
We have done several things on urban renewal and housing and the European Parliament has been very helpful in this regard.   For new Member States housing is eligible for structural funds under certain conditions, for example, if there are urban regeneration programmes, however there is a limit on this because we do not want all the money to be spent on housing.   In this area, we worked also with the European Investment Bank and with the European Bank for Development of the Council of Europe.  In fact, we have a new joint initiative for urban issues, known by the acronym JESSICA, where we will combine funds coming from the European Union and from the Council of Europe for cheap and competitive loans on housing to regenerate urban areas.  We have also mainstreamed the urban regeneration programme and made it separate and very limited and in this way funds have been made available for the purpose but at the same time ensured that Member States get involved in solving their own urban issues.  
We have finalised the consultation process on the guidelines on urban policy within the regional policy.  The European Parliament and Commission’s Committee of the Regions  will tomorrow have a discussion on this paper which will be followed by the issue of a communication from the Commission.  Therefore, we are moving both on the legal and on the financial aspects of urban policy.  
THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  The Hon. Mario de Marco.
 ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO:  We appreciate the fact that there is a learning curve for every new Member State.  What adivce would you give to a new Member State with regard to benefitting from the Cohesion Fund judging from other Member States which went through the experience of utilising a large amount of cohesion funds in their first year/s?  There could be a tendency to concentrate only on infrastructure but there has to be a healthy balance between infrastructure and the economy as these two go hand in hand.

I would like you to share your thoughts about viewing Gozo as a region and whether, despite our smallness, there is an argument for having different regions within Malta which can benefit from regional policies?   
THE CHAIRMAN:  Madam Commissioner, with your permission I would invite the Hon Michael Asciak from the governemnt side as the time allocated is running out.
 ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Malta and Gozo are regions at the southern border of the European Union, how does the Regional Policy of the European Union relate with the policy of the Euro-Med?  
 DANUTA HUBNER:  I believe more in learning from success stories than learning from one’s own mistakes and there are a lot of success stories in Europe.  I perosnally believe that there is a huge value added in learning from others and I think that we are not doing this enough.  I have visited more than 70 regions and there are many excellent examples that you can learn from.  The Commission quite often organises conferences for regions and sub-regions in Europe so that they will share their experiences and we will continue to do this.  If I would criticise Malta for something, I would criticise it for its lack of presence at those meetings.  I know that you have a small adminsitration, however, it would be very useful for you to be present as something could be beneficial to Malta 
Another very important thing is that you have to be balanced in your priorities.  To use EU Regional and Structural Funds, first you have to draw up your national regional strategy and then you have to look from where you can get the funds.  Yesterday in Gozo I was very happy to hear people in the Social and Economic Council expressing their strong views on what the priorties should be.  It was a good thing to know that those were also the priorities of Europe and so they can make use of the funds.  The involvement of people at the local levels is essential and I  think that in Malta this is easy because you are small and so the people and the institutions are quite close.  For example, France is a big and centralised country and therefore it is much more difficult to bring the people and the institutions close.  It is true that being too small may not be easy but, on the other hand, there are some positive things and you should take full advantage of them.  
I was told that Malta has a good experience in twinning and, being a small administration, you should use this more to learn from the experience of others.  In the context of regional policy and structural funds, the critical point for Malta is the administrative capacity.  I understand that the government is taking care of micro financing and the macro economic aspects of this but it is absolutely crucial to invest in the administration and in the quality of the civil servants who are responsible for funds.  The success of Spain - I am always joking that they use 120% of the funds that are allocated to them – is attributed to the fact that  they understood from the very beginning that it is worth investing in human resources because if you make full use of funds in the first three years then the return will be immediate.  The new Member States find it difficult to do this because of budget restrictions and the tradition of very low salaries for the administration and also because of the bad image of the administration.  I do not know how things stand in Maltla but in new Member States the public usually think that civil servants are doing nothing for the high salaries that they get and in such circumstances it is very difficult for a government to start paying civil servants more and at once.  That is unfortunate.  
The success of Malta is dependent on how visible you are on the continent.  It is not enough to come to council meetings.   It is also important to come for the small meetings.  You have an excellent ambassador and since he is not here I can freely say that he is doing a lot!  Apart from your presence in Brussels I think it is important for the administration to participate in as many  meetings as possible.  
Malta is a region which is on the outskirts of the European Union and far away from Brussels.  But Malta is at an important place on the map of Europe and your history shows that.  In my opinion even today you are in a quite strategic place and that gives you an important role in the geopolitics of the Union and particularly for our work in the Mediterranean region.  I think that Malta has some characteristics which give it a huge advantage in regional policy, however, you have to take an active part in Objective 3 of our policy which represents inter-regional and cross border co-operation.  That is important because you will learn from the experience of others and you will make others aware of your specific circumstances.   You have islands which are regions at your national level but not regions at EU level because your islands are too small.  However, you have certain social problems which one also finds in other areas, like London, which problems have to be addressed by regional policy and form part of the catching up process which also contributes to growth and change.  
I understand the problems of Gozo but I also note that you do not have a separate programme for Gozo and therefore I understand that you are resorting to a horizontal approach which will be beneficial to the catching up process.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Unfortunately time was too short for this very interesting and engaging discussion.  Commissioner, I wish to thank you heartily for your very frank view points and I can assure you that we will ponder on them in our forthcoming committee meetings. It is positive to note that this Committee has also approved the regulatory package for structural funds 2007/2013 and this shows that this Committee is very much involved in the developments taking place in the Regional Policy of the European Union.  
Delegations from this Committee visit other Member States to share experiences, for example, at the end of May 2006 a delegation visited the three Baltic countries and Finland, since the latter was about to assume the Presidency of the European Union.  Other delegations visited the UK, the Czech Republic and Croatia.  We have not yet been to Poland, your country, but that is in the pipeline.  Commissioner, thank you once again.
Fl-10.33 a.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data oħra.
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