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THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi):  Ninforma lill-kumitat li rċevejt mingħand l-Iskrivan tal-Kamra dawn ir-riżoluzzjonijiet tal-Parlament Ewropew:
European Parliament legislative resolution on the proposal for a decision of the Council and of the Commission on the conclusion on behalf of the European Community and the European Atomic Energy Community of the Agreement on Scientific and Technological Cooperation between the European Communities of the one part and the Swiss Confederation on the other (COM(2005)0333 – C6-0345/2005 – 2005/0135(CNS) P6_TA-PROV(2005)0469 adottata fit-13 ta’ Diċembru 2005;
European Parliament legislative resolution on the proposal for a Council decision on the conclusion of the Agreement between the European Community and the Kingdom of Denmark extending to Denmark the provisions of Council Regulation (EC) No 343/2003 establishing the criteria and mechanisms for determining the Member State responsible for examining an asylum application lodged in one of the Member States by a third-country national and Council Regulation (EC) No 2725/2000 concerning the establishment of “Eurodac” for the comparison of fingerprints for the effective application of the Dublin Convention (COM(2004)0594 – 14787/1/2004 – C6-0198/2005 – 2004/0205(CNS) – P6_TA-PROV(2005)0490 adottata fit-13 ta’ Diċembru 2005;
European Parliament legislative resolution on the proposal for a Council decision on the conclusion of a Protocol to the Agreement between the European Community, the Republic of Iceland and the Kingdom of Norway concerning the criteria and mechanisms for establishing the State responsible for examining a request for asylum lodged in a Member State or in Iceland or Norway (COM(2005)0131 – 8479/2005-C6-0197/2005 – 2005/0031(CNS) -P6_TA-PROV(2005)0491 adottata fit-13 ta’ Diċembru 2005;
European Parliament legislative resolution on the proposal for a Council regulation on the conclusion of the Protocol setting out, for the period from 18 January 2005 to 17 January 2011, the fishing opportunities and the financial contribution provided for by the Agreement between the European Economic Community and the Republic of Seychelles on fishing off Seychelles (COM(2005)0421 – C6-0321/2005 – 2005/0173(CNS) - P6_TA-PROV(2005)0521 adottata fil-15 ta’ Diċembru 2005;
European Parliament resolution on human rights and freedom of the press in Tunisia and evaluation of the Work Summit on the Information Society held in Tunisia – P6_TA-PROV(2005)0525 adottata fil-15 ta’ Diċembru 2005;
European Parliament resolution on the state of preparedness for EU membership of Bulgaria (2005/2204(INI) – P6_TA-PROV(2005)0530 adottata fil-15 ta’ Diċembru 2005;
European Parliament resolution on the extent of Romania’s readiness for accession to the European Union (2005/2205 (INI) –P6_TA-PROV(2005)0531 adottata fil-15 ta’ Diċembru 2005;
European Parliament resolution on human rights in Russia and the new NGO legislation   –P6_TA-PROV(2005)0534 adottata fil-15 ta’ Diċembru 2005;
European Parliament resolution on the Commission legislative and work programme for 2006) – P6_TA-PROV(2005)0524 adottata fil-15 ta’ Diċembru 2005; u
European Parliament resolution on presumed use of European countries by the CIA for the transportation and illegal detention of prisoners – P6_TA-PROV(2005)0529 adottata fil-15 ta’ Diċembru 2005.

LAQGĦA MA’ L-AMBAXXATUR TA’ L-ITALJA GĦAL MALTA, L-E.T. DR ALVISE MEMMO
THE CHAIRMAN:  Nixtieq ngħaddi mill-ewwel għall-item prinċipali tal-lum li hija l-laqgħa ma’ l-Ambaxxatur ta’ l-Italja għal Malta, l-Eċċellenza Tiegħu Dr. Alvise Memmo, u ninforma li din il-laqgħa se tkun bil-lingwa Ingliża. 

Excellency, first of all I would like to sincerely and heartily thank you for having accepted my invitation on behalf of the committee to address our committee.  It is the very first time that the Italian Ambassador is addressing the Foreign and European Affairs Committee.  I think it is something which we should have on a regular basis with the Italian ambassador and I will see to it that it will definitely not be the last because of the unique and very strong links between our respective countries.  

Unfortunately your tenure in Malta is coming to an end. You have left a definite impact on the diplomatic scene in Malta with your zeal, with your work, with your savoir faire and we will definitely miss you.  But it is fitting that so close to the end of your tenure you have accepted to address us.  During your tenure we had some very high profile visits and regular visits from Italy, most important being the President of the Republic Ciampi, and so I think that you should be not just be pleased but proud of what you have managed to achieve in these past three years. Your Excellency, the floor is yours.
E.T. DR ALVISE MEMMO (Ambaxxatur ta’ l-Italja għal Malta):  Mr Chairman, first of all I would like to thank this Committee for having invited me.  As you said, my term is coming to an end so it is indeed a great opportunity for me to address this Committee about relations between our two countries.  I would like to thank you for the very kind words you have addressed to me.  It is indeed a great pleasure for me to have been here for four years and I am particularly honoured to have ended my career here because my career is coming to an end as I am reaching the age of retirement.   I am pleased to end my career of 42 years in a country with such close connections with Italy.  If I had to look at the present situation between Italy and Malta I would say that there are no major problems between the two countries.  

As I already said, our two countries are very close and the consultations between them were very frequent during the last four years.  We have had a certain number of very important visits.  First of all I would like to recall the visit, which was of course a great honour and a privilege for Italy, of the former President Guido de Marco in January 2004 after a gap of ten years.  It was quite surprising that there was no such visit between the two countries for ten years.  

So when the former President Guido de Marco called me to say that he wanted to visit Italy, I immediately pushed the Italian Government to accept this proposal.  The visit was quite long, one week, and so the President was able to visit the north and the south of the country.  Of course I accompanied the President at all times and we went to Milan, Rome and even to Sicily.  It was a very extensive visit. 

This visit was reciprocated immediately and that was quite unusual because generally there is a gap between such visits. However,  President Ciampi was very keen to return the visit immediately and so last May we reciprocated the visit.  Needless to say, the two visits helped to underline the great friendship and unique connection between the two countries.  Besides these two high level visits there were others, such as the visit by the Minister of Foreign Affairs Gianfranco Fini and those of a number of ministers, parliamentary delegations and technical missions.   

There are no major problems at this point.  There are two points that I would like to stress with this committee and this in the spirit of great friendship.  Sometimes I have had some problems in the field of immigration.  As you know, the two countries have a problem with the unbelievable flood of people coming from everywhere and sometimes we have complained that there was lack of co-operation by Malta towards Italy.  I would like to explain why.  We know very well that the immigrants do not want to come to Malta, they just come here because the seas are rough or because their boat is sinking, or because they believe that they have finally reached Italy.  We know that they do not want to ask for your help as they do not want to disembark here but we believe that on particular occasions they should be forced to disembark. 

An example of this was the case of November when 200 people disembarked in Ragusa.  At a point when the sea was terribly rough this boat was five miles from the Maltese coast and although they asked for help the Maltese authorities left the boat to continue its journey with the result that 28 people lost their lives.  In this case we think that they should have been forced to disembark in Malta because of the rough sea.  There was very harsh criticism in Italy about the Maltese authorities' decision in this case because of the death of the 28 people.  It is of course an exceptional case. 

This is a point that I would like to stress.  It is a minor point because again I repeat that we know perfectly well that the immigrants do not want to come here because there are few chances for them finding work here.  They want to go to Italy either to stay there or to go to Germany, France or wherever. 

Another point that I would like to mention and on which I think that we should work very closely is that in Italy we are now considering to submit the immigrants to a medical examination before granting a permit to stay.  This is being contemplated because the medical authorities have stressed that certain diseases, such as TB or scabies, that were once eradicated have now reappeared.  There is reason to believe that they have reappeared because they were imported in Italy by the immigrants and so the competent authorities are now considering tosubmit these people to a medical examination.  Just a few days ago the Italian authorities have started an investigation because they would like to know what is being done in other European countries before granting a working permit the immigrants.  Therefore, last week I sent a note verbal to the Foreign Affairs Ministry requesting the regulations being followed by this country in the grant of refugee status or in the issue of a residence permit to an irregular immigrant.  I hope to receive an answer soon.

If you remember last week you were encouraging me to talk about certain unpleasant aspects.  Recently an investigation was presented in the Italian Parliament where I was asked to give some answers about the situation of the Church of Santa Catarina which is also a matter of great concern for the Italian community here in Malta.  As you know, the restoration of the Church of Santa Catarina was included in the Fourth Protocol and at that time a certain amount of money was allocated for this restoration. Probably a mistake was made in the Forth Protocol, which mistake was not repeated in the Fifth Protocol that was signed in December 2002.  The Fifth Protocol has clearly enumerated 12 projects for which a grant of euros 75 million was provided and there was no possibility for the Maltese authorities to switch the money from one project to another.

All the projects under the Fifth Protocol have been completed and there were no problems.  But this was not the case of the Fourth Protocol because the text was a very general one.  The Maltese Government together with the private Italian enterprises, which were called to carry out the projects, were able to switch the money from one project to another.  As a result, in spite of our many requests in the last few years, we still do not know how much money was spent for the Church of Santa Catarina.  No explanation was given as to why the interior of Santa Catarina’s church has not been restored, howver, it appears that the money was switched from one project to another.  

Another problem that we have had is that the Santa Catarina Church Project was included in the project to restore the bastions.  This cost a lot of money and, to make a long story short, we do not know what happened between the University of Bologna, which was in charge and which has never replied to our requests, and the Maltese authorities.  The restoration work of both the bastions and the Santa Catarina Church was granted to the Bologna University but we do not know how much money was given for the whole project, how much money was spent and if money was switched from the Santa Catarina Church project to the Bastions Project which led to the interior of the church was not restored.

We were not satisfied with the work done by the University of Bologna because the restoration of the outside of the church was not finalised and some of the stones on outside are already falling apart.
I am sorry to spend so much time on these subjects but in these last four years I have received a lot of complaints from the Italian community in Malta and from the politicians who visited Malta.  So I am taking the opportunity to talk to the Maltese authorities and to this Committee about them.  After all the Church of Santa Catarina is part of the Maltese heritage and there is a possibility that Malta will be granted an amount of money for its restoration.  In fact there was a request for such a grant but at this point we are refusing.  At the moment we have established which projects had to be included in the Fifth Protocol but we do not want to spend one more penny on Santa Catarina Church.  
So as far as the cultural side of the Fifth Protocol we have selected the Chapel of Italy which was inaugurated to our great satisfaction.  The work has been carried out under the supervision of the Istituto Del Restauro and the work was given to a very reputable firm.

The second big project on the cultural side included in the protocol was the famous organ which is one of the most beautiful organs that we have in Europe.  Probably the project will be inaugurated with a concert during this spring and we were considering asking some very prominent Italian organists to come for this event.  I am mentioning this because as I said we wanted to give some money of the Fifth Protocol for cultural purposes but not for the Santa Catarina Church because that project is now dead for us.  I think that the Church of Santa Catarina should now be the concern of the Maltese and perhaps you can help us to solve this problem because it is of great concern to us.  As you may know, now the Italian community cannot celebrate mass there on Sunday and so we are being hosted by the Spaniards in San Giacomo Church.  This is a very unpleasant situation for the Italian community and besides it is a very historical church.

This protocol is almost over as in fact there are only two major projects that still have to be finalised.  One is the incineration unit at the abattoir in Marsa together with the meat, the boning, the cutting and the packing facilities which should be inaugurated soon. Another project which has been finalised is the storage facility at Pitkali Markets which only needs to be inaugurated.  We are still waiting for the inauguration because there are some internal problems with the workers which the Maltese government has to take care of.  
These are projects that have been finalised to the great satisfaction of both sides, especially the Chapel of Italy which has been a tremendous success.

Also on the cultural side, although the exchanges are going very well we both agree that our agreement which was signed in 1967 is obsolete because a lot has happened in the last forty years.  In fact, in the last few days we have finalised a text which is now being studied by the parties concerned because, as you know, the agreement covers a very large spectrum and so a lot of ministries are involved on the Italian side.  However, in the next few weeks or maybe days, the first proposal will be submitted to the Maltese authorities for their examination which of course has to be ratified by the parliament of both countries. 

In the meantime we will be signing a new protocol because, as you know, there are protocols which last two years.  Unfortunately, we received a proposal from the Maltese side to cut the scholarships that are granted by Malta to Italian citizens which is a matter of concern for us.  We know very well that both Italy and Malta have a lot of financial problems and I am afraid that the scholarships will also be cut from the Italian side.  This is a pity because these are beneficial to a lot of students, especially Maltese students who go to Italy to study not only music but other courses which do not exist in Malta, such as for veterinary services.  In fact all the Maltese vets have got their degree in Italy. 

Another point where contact between the two countries should improve in the future is with regards to the restoration institutes.  We have already spoken with Dr Tabone, Chairman of Malta Heritage, and he agreed to renew cooperation between our restoration units, such as, the Istituto Centrale per il Restauro e l'Opificio delle Pietre Dure in Florence and the Malta Centre for Restoration at Bighi.  We would be very much interested because, as you may know, about five or six years ago Italy granted 2 billion lire for the Malta Centre for Restoration at Bighi but unfortunately there was a very difficult moment during the direction of Mr Cannataci and the contact between the centre in Bighi and the Italian institutes was interrupted.  Now that Mr Cannataci has left, the Italian institutes visited Bighi centre and they were quite impressed with the unbelievable amount of machinery.  The Bighi centre is very advanced from the technical point of view but it lacks the know-how.  However, in Italy we have the know-how and the Opificio delle Pietre Dure in Florence has a lot of teachers and students but not a lot of machinery because of financial problems.  The director of the opificio would be very much interested in establishing close cooperation between the two institutions especially after seeing the work done on the Chapel of Italy.  Both institutions are very interested in restarting a new collaboration with Bighi and I have discussed this with Dr Tabone who is also very much inclined to start a new collaboration.  
One of the reasons why our institution is very much interested in collaborating with the Bighi centre is the fact that you have an unbelievable national heritage all of which has practically not been restored in the last four centuries while in Italy our statues and our paintings have underwent some restoration which was done very badly in the 19th century.  So it is very important for us to study certain paintings that are still in the same state as they were four centuries ago for the purpose to study the consequences of time on the canvases.  Recently Malta sent the canvas of Mattia Preti's “St George killing the Dragon” to Rome where it underwent an extensive restoration in the Istituto del Restauro for about one year and a half.  It was brought back and inaugurated about three or four months ago.  That has been a wonderful experience for our students and teachers. It was very interesting to study this canvas as it had not been touched for the last four centuries.  I think that there is a possibility of tremendous cooperation between the two countries in the field of restoration.
We also have an Italian archaeological mission in Malta which is working very well and there are no major problems.  The work in St Paul Milqi Site is almost completed and a lot of studies are almost completed too.  St Paul Milqi is quite an important site and now that the works are almost finished the Maltese authorities should open it because in our opinion it is an asset for tourism.  

The second project is at Tas-Silġ.  About a century ago, when your heritage was not well protected, Tas-Silġ was divided by a road which is spoiling the whole site.  In the opinion of our archaeologist Professoressa Rossignani, who is the head of our team, the Maltese authorities should close the road to recreate the old compound as it was one century ago and that a new road should be built going around the complex.  I do not see any other problems on the cultural scene.  

In the economic field things are going quite well.  As you know we are the major exporting country and as to importation from Malta to Italy that ranks sixth.  We think that the exports from Italy to Malta could improve especially from Sicily which could provide vegetables, fruits and flowers since Sicily is just one hour by the catamaran from Pozzallo.  I was informed that Malta is importing flowers from the Netherlands and that the flowers arrive here only once a week and so you could import them from our flower producers in Sicily.  With the Pitkali storage facility that we helped to build under the Fifth Protocol we could also improve our exports of fruits and vegetables to Malta, especially certain items that are difficult to find in Malta such as asparagus, cicoria, agretti or puntarelle.  But there is a major problem in the importation of vegetables because in spite of the fact that fruit can be stored, vegetables must be eaten fresh and so if the importer does not sell the vegetables in the space of 48 hours they would have to be thrown away.  So there is a sort of limitation.

I would like to mention that negotiations are going on about the continental platform and probably an Italian delegation will soon come over.  The last meeting was held in Italy in March of 2005.  Professor David Attard went to Italy and the negotiations are proceeding.  Our complaint is that the negotiations are proceeding too slowly on the Maltese side and in fact the minutes of the meeting held last March in Rome still have to be finalised.  Probably they would be finalised by the meeting of next March, however, we think that 12 months is too long a time in order to finalise the minutes of the meeting.  
Co-operation is also proceeding very well in Brussels within the framework of the European Union where we consider collaboration with Malta and the other countries of the Mediterranean, such as Cyprus and Spain, as absolutely instrumental.  As you can easily imagine, with the admission of  the Eastern countries in the European Union and with the preponderance of Germany, the most important and most densely populated country of the EU, we are afraid that Mediterranean problems could be overlooked by Brussels.  So we think that it is absolutely necessary that Italy, Cyprus and Malta keep in touch in order to keep alive the Mediterranean dimension of the European Union.  Up to now we have always worked very closely and we have never had any problems. 

By the way, I must thank the Maltese authorities because every time that we requested the support of Malta with regards to international affairs it has always been granted and Italy has always been very grateful for this continuous and constant support.  
That was a very quick look at the collaboration between Italy and Malta and I am sure that in the future it will proceed to the satisfaction of both.  Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you so much.  I can assure you that your frankness and openness are very much appreciated.  I could feel that Your Excellency felt at ease enough and at home enough to speak out from the heart and say what is the actual state of play between our two countries.  I think when somebody feels at ease enough to speak with that frankness and openness, it can only mean and signify that there is genuine friendship between the two sides.

You have spoken for close to an hour and I am sure that you have only scratched the surface even though your presentation was very exhaustive and comprehensive.  I think that the extensive collaboration between our two countries as far as culture is concerned is unparalleled.  We do not have that kind of cultural collaboration with any other country.  Even as far as the economic aspect is concerned, the amount of protocols that we have signed with Italy is again unparalleled with any other country.  From the last protocol we have already seen results, for example, the 16km of roads that were inaugurated some months ago.
Fair enough, you mentioned some difficulties.  Who does not have difficulties or scope for improvement!  I would say there is scope for improvement in any relationship.  As far as the Church of St Catherine is concerned I promise to pass on your comments to the responsible authorities and I will do that forthwith.  

As far as the illegal immigration is concerned I would like to start on the positive side.  I think that one has to underline the excellent relationship our respective ministers of the interior have between them.  It is common knowledge that both Minister Tonio Borg and Minister Pisanu have an excellent working relationship between them and even between the respective ministers of foreign affairs,  that is, Minister Fini and Mnister Frendo who used to sit side by side at the European Convention.  Thanks to that very close relationship we are seeing practical leaps forward in the common fight against illegal immigration.  An example of this collaboration was the Rome Summit held some months ago between Italian Ministers Fini and Pisanu and Maltese Ministers Michael Frendo and Tonio Borg. There is also the initiative taken by Malta and Italy within the EU to convince the European Commission, especially Vice President Frattini, about the need to put the illegal immigration issue on the EU agenda. Our respective countries were responsible for convincing the European Union to roll up its sleeves and embark upon a practical and multifaceted programme of action to combat this scourge.  

You mentioned the November tragedy and there is no other word for it.  From what I can understand the Maltese version is that the boat was travelling in what is termed in international law as the right of innocent passage and that the boat refused help.  My understanding of international law is that the boat could not be forced to accept help since it was refusing all offers of assistance.  From my understanding of the situation the Maltese authorities did contact the Italian authorities immediately the boat left the Maltese zone and apparently the tragedy took place some time after that communication was made.  Be that as it may, it is a tragedy and we definitely – and when I say we, I mean all countries in the Mediterranean - have to forge ahead and be more forceful in our dealing with this problem of illegal immigration.  

You mentioned keeping in touch.  I think it is definitely in our mutual interest to keep in touch and to increase the contact and the relationship between our countries. Both Italy and Malta have a duty to place and to keep Mediterranean issues at the very top of the European Union agenda.  With the enlargement of the European Union that took place a year and a half ago and with the bulk of the countries being from Eastern Europe, there could be the possibility of the focus of the centre of gravity drifting towards the East. That is not in our interest and that is not in the interest of Europe.  Our interest and the interest of Europe dictate that the centre of gravity remains the Mediterranean for various reasons which I will not go into detail here for reasons of time.  

I sincerely would like to thank you because you left us breathless with your enthusiasm and with the many points that you mentioned.  That only indicates a very healthy state of play as regards our countries' relationship.  I thank you once again.  

The Hon. Leo Brincat.

ONOR. LEO BRINCAT:  First of all I would like to congratulate you on your very fruitful posting in Malta.  I also thank you on your overview of bilateral relations.  With your kind permission, Your Excellency, I have four questions on various aspects of Italian foreign policy rather than on bilateral relations between Malta and Italy.  
As you are aware, the Russian Federation has extended an invitation to Hamas to visit Moscow in an unconditional manner and the support of other EU countries, like France, has been solicited on this.  I would like to know whether the Italian government has a public position on this issue?  

The second question concerns the Barcelona Euro-Med Summit.  As you are aware, a number of Arab leaders were conspicuous by their absence and I would like to know how the Italian Government looks upon this process from a realistic rather than from a utopian point of view?  
There have been reports in the Italian media that the Italian Government has been lobbying strongly for Israel to collaborate much more closely with NATO although NATO itself, through its secretary general, said that Israeli membership is not on the cards.  Could you elaborate a bit more on this sort of push for Israel to get closer to NATO structures?
Finally, Minister Fini recently was quoted as saying that on the illegal immigration issue the problem would not be solved by simply shutting borders but by helping African countries.  This is something very difficult to disagree with, but given the strong commercial, economic and even political presence of Italy in Africa - in fact I consider it to be one of the leading European countries with a deep knowledge of the African continent - how feasible do you see the economic transformation of Africa in the foreseeable future even in terms of good governance and in terms of being a recipient of development aid which gives results rather than just being a sort of charitable donation?  I am sorry that my questions have  touched on various points.

E.T. DR ALVISE MEMMO:  I will start from the last question because it is the one about which I have the most information.  As you know, Italy has the same position as Malta towards the illegal immigration problem and the African countries.   First of all I would like to stress that to a certain extent Italy is in favour of receiving immigrants because our industries desperately need this.  In Italy we now have about 4 million people from other countries and about 3 million of them have been integrated and are working legally and paying taxes. Then we have a number of illegal immigrants and these are the ones we do not want.  We do not think that the problem can be solved on a bilateral basis and so we have insisted with other European countries that the problem has to be discussed in Brussels and this was exactly the same position taken by Malta.  

In the last few years, however, we have had the feeling that certain European countries were not so open to discussion, that they couldn’t care less because they were not exposed to this problem as the southern countries were.  Apparently things are now changing and I would say that there is more sensitivity about taking a global approach to this problem.  We consider that the problem cannot be solved with the contribution of the countries from where these people are coming, that is, the African countries.  This morning I received a cable from Rome and subsequently I have sent a note verbal that on the 12th to 14th March we are organising a conference in Pozzallo.  We have invited African countries, not only from the north coast such as Morocco and Tunisia but other African countries from where the stream of people is originating.  I informed Justice and Internal Affairs Minister Tonio Borg about this.  We strongly hope that Malta will accept the invitation to come to Pozzallo on 12th March because this will be a comprehensive conference and to my belief it will be  the first one where African countries south and north of the Sahara will be present.  

With regards to the last point you mentioned, that is quite difficult to foresee because since the end of the colonisation we have spent a lot of money in the field of co-operation with Africa but no result was achieved.  Western countries, not only Italy, have put a lot of money in the African pot with very little result because the infrastructure is lacking and there is corruption with  the result that these poor people are now forced to emigrate in order to survive.  In the eighties Italy made a tremendous financial effort to enable African countries to build their infrastructure but with very little result and now the situation seems to have become worse and worse.  

As for the Barcelona Euro-Med Summit, I wish to say that Italy strongly supports the process and we are disappointed about the first ten years and we think that we have to restart the whole Barcelona Process on a new basis.  There are several reasons why the Barcelona Process has not been improving as we wanted it.  The main reason is that there was not enough effort from certain partners in the south of the Mediterranean.  Let us say that it is a process that cannot be abandoned but that we must push very hard to restart it on a new basis. 

I must confess that I do not have fresh information about the other two points that you raised and so I prefer not to elaborate upon them. 

Permit me to go back for a moment to the meeting I mentioned about immigration problems which is going to be held in Pozzallo as that is quite important for us. As you know we have had a military mission here for the past 30 years and we would like to have better cooperation with the local authorities.  We think that collaboration between Italy and Malta with regard to patrolling is quite important.  We have granted a patrol boat that costs  Euro17 million and we believe that when the patrol boat is going around the Mediterranean it would be a good idea if a member of the Italian mission would be its guest.  The Italian mission is composed of 49 men and we think that if one of our officers of the coastguard would be invited to join patrol boat  P61 it would be helpful to have better cooperation in this field.  This is another point that I wanted to mention.

Finally I would like to take this opportunity to thank not only this Committee but the Maltese people with whom I have been dealing.   During my four years I was very well accepted and I found the Maltese people very hospitable.  As I  said earlier I am pleased that my last appointment was in a country that has accepted me with open arms.  I am very grateful and I would like to take this opportunity to thank you again.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  I invite the Hon. de Marco.  

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO:  It is a pleasure to listen to Your Excellency and it has been a pleasure to follow your work over the last four years because you have fitted well in the pattern of the Italian ambassadors who have come to Malta and who have devoted their full attention to developing further the relationship between our two countries.  From this relationship we see that the closeness between Malta and Italy is not simply an accident of geography but it goes beyond geography.  The closeness between our two countries is historical, cultural, political and economic.  
Historically and culturally our ties go back centuries and many Maltese can trace their origins to Italian families.  Culturally we have seen this exchange for very long and politically the Italian Government has been a strong supporter of the Maltese Government, irrespective of the party which is in government.  We know that when Malta announced its neutrality and asked for number of states to guarantee that neutrality, the Italian Government was one of the governments to gave its assurances that Malta’s neutrality would be defended and this is s till so today.  

You rightly mentioned that perhaps not enough attention was given to the Italian mission which has been in Malta for so long and which has been so hlepful and fruitful towards making our armed forces more professional in its approach.  

We can never forget the financial protocols and perhaps the mistake which has happened over the years was that we have not made the Maltese public sufficiently aware of the  those projects which were financed by the Italian financial protocols.  This was made easier with the Fifth Financial Protocol which, as you rightly pointed out, was divided over 12 specific projects and so it was easier to identify which project was financed by the Italian Financial Protocol.  In the past the money was not allocated to specific projects and one could not effectively say that that project was financed by the Italian Financial Protocol.  That is an element of self criticism because I do not think that the people were sufficiently aware of the amount of millions in financial aid which Malta recieved from the Italian governmnt when Malta needed financial aid so badly.  

As you rightly pointed out, economically we have very strong ties between our countries and I am seeing those ties getting stronger and stronger even in terms of the interest of Italian business people and companies in the Maltese economy.  Where does one see areas for more co-operation?  Perhaps even in the tourist area there could be more scope for co-operation.   I believe that the number of tourists who arrive in Malta from Italy could much higher and I also believe that the Maltese tourists going to Italy could also be much higher.  It is unfortunate that not enough Maltese visit Sicily which is so close to us and yet sometimes so unkonown to us.  Sicily is a jewel to discover and yet with a tourism infrastructure which is still developing.   Cooperation could be enhanced between the Maltese Tourism Authority and the Italian tourism authority to increase the number of tourists which come from Italy to our shores.  

In terms of co-operation in the financial services sector, I read in some newspapers a couple of months ago that regrettably some companies which are registered as international trading companies in Malta are sometimes being blacklisted by the Italian tax authorities.  I understand that this is something which is being addressed by the Malta Financial Services Authority with the Italian authorities but I definitely think that it is a matter that we have to address.  As you are aware our companies legislation has been dramatically changed from an offshore regime to a so called onshore regime precisely to have the type of companies which can be registered in Malta in line with EU legislation. Even when we created the concept of the international trading company, we did this in order to be in line with EU legislation. So when we read that Maltese registered international trading companies are blacklisted, it is of concern because the financial services sector in Malta is one of those sectors which has seen a dramatic growth.  

Another field in which we can see more co-operation is in the educational field.  Italy has always been a firm promoter of scholarships for Maltese students studying abroad.  I remember in my youth friends of mine who went to these scholarships in Perugia which were so popular with our students.  In a way it is a pity that perhaps the Italian language is not spoken as proficiently as we used to speak it.  The advantage of pluralism in TV stations has its own disadvantage because until a few years ago the TV stations we used to see, if not Maltese, were mainly Italian.  So that helped our command of the Italian language.  Such a large choice of TV stations has regrettably affected the level of Italian spoken by many Maltese.  I think that the fact that many Maltese speak Italian, apart from speaking Maltese and English, is a major selling factor for the Maltese services sector and this is something which the Maltese authorities have to promote.  

Your Excellency I really want to thank you for the time you have dedicated to this growing relationship between Malta and Italy.  I know it is not an addio but an arrivederci and we fondly look forward to seeing you again on our shores.  

E.T. DR ALVISE MEMMO:  What you said about tourism is definitely true because we now have about 100,000 Italians coming yearly, especially during the summer when a large number of teenagers come over here to your English schools.  But, in my opinion, this is not enough and tourism from Italy to Malta could improve.  First of all, Italians like travelling and they adore going far away and so an obstacle to Italians coming here is that Malta is too close.  So, rather than coming to Malta they prefer to go to the Seychelles where there are beautiful beaches but nothing else while here there are beautiful beaches and much more from the cultural point of view.  But the fact that they come here in one hour with a catamaran from Sicily or in an hour flight from Rome does not give them that kind of satisfaction.  Quite recently we had - I do not know if you have seen it on the Italian television – an hour long programme about Malta at 11.00 a.m. on Linea Blu, which is prime time,  which spoke very highly about everything in Malta.  I can tell you that Malta is not very well known in Italy.  I think that the Maltese authorities should make an effort to sell Malta as a package to the Italian tourist.  A lot has to be done in this field because it is a pity that such an extraordinary country, not only for its geographical beauties but also for its unique history spanning 7,000 years, is known very little.  I can tell you quite frankly that I knew very little about Malta before coming here four years ago.  I do not know why, but it's a matter of fact that Malta is not known to the general public in Italy.  100,000 tourists is a good number but it can be improved, especially with regard to young people to learn in your excellent English schools.  So in my opinion they should be advertised much better as it is a pity that they are not coming here where they can have the sun and at the same time learn English.  I perfectly agree with you that something has to be done about tourism from Italy.  I guess you still have your tourism office in Milan because I was quite impressed when I visited it three years ago when President Guido de Marco was on a visit there.  I think that this office should be enlarged and that an advertising campaign should be undertaken in Italian magazines.  After the Italian television broadcasted two or three documentaries about Malta during the last three years a lot of friends of mine told me that they did not know how beautiful Malta really is.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you once again.  It is sad saying goodbye but all good things come to an end.  As Onor. Mario de Marco rightly said we do hope it is an arrivederci and not an addio.  A presto e grazzie mille.

Fit-8.40 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data oħra.
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