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LAQGĦA MA’ L-E.T. DR ELIZABETH KEHRER, AMBAXXATRICI TA’ L-AWSTRIJA, DWAR IL-PRESIDENZA AWSTRIJAKA TA’ L-UNJONI EWROPEA

THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi):    It gives me great satisfaction and honour that we are hosting the ambassador of the country which has the Presidency of the European Union for the second time in its history.  
Your Excellency, this committee is very keen on hearing your views and your expositions about the Operational Programme of the Austrian Presidency.  I stand to be corrected, but I think it is the very first time that there is an Operational Programme of the Council for 2006 which was submitted by both the incoming Austrian Presidency and by the succeeding Finnish Presidency. I thank you for having accepted our invitation and, without any further ado, I will give you the floor to make your exposition.  

E.T. DR ELIZABETH KEHRER (Ambaxxatriċi ta’ l-Awstrija għal Malta):  First of all, may I thank you Mr Chairman and the Members of the Committee for the invitation. It is an honour for me to speak here as the first resident Austrian ambassador since 1997.  It is a pleasure to be representing Austria and, at present, the Austrian Presidency of the Council of the European Union. It is an honour to speak here and have an exchange of views with you because I am not going to just outline my priorities but I am very interested in hearing your priorities too.   This is a good opportunity to have an open and free debate on the future of Europe as that is what the Austrian Presidency wants to have.   So, thank you for giving me this opportunity.
If I may, this is indeed the annual operational programme that was presented by the Austrian and the Finnish Prime Ministers in December.  This is the third annual programme but I think it was the first time that two prime ministers appeared in public together and showed that there is continuity in work.  A six-month presidency cannot achieve miracles, it is an on-going process where you take the baton from the previous presidency, in this case it was the UK, and after six months we pass it on to the next presidency.   I think that Malta will assume the presidency in 2017.      
We are starting our presidency at a point when the European Union has come out of a very difficult year and is now hoping for a slightly better year. We are hoping that 2006 will be a year where be positive spirit of the political compromise on the financial perspectives can be carried over and we will have a more constructive and positive outlook. 

The Luxemburg and British Presidencies had the thankless task of negotiating the budget for 2007 to 2013 and one cannot imagine how fantastic and helpful that compromise is to the European Union.  So we have to thank the British Presidency for achieving it with the help of others who were willing to go the extra mile to achieve that compromise.  
I stress the idea of continuity in our work but I would also like to underline the fact as to how much of a machine any EU Presidency is.  There is a wide range of tasks.  There are more than 280 working groups that need to be chaired by an Austrian at an expert level, at a senior official level, on a ministerial level and on a prime ministerial level.  There will be more than 250 meetings with third countries.  Then there is the biggest task, which I think will be similar to the CHOGM task that Malta just had, when we will have a summit meeting with all the Latin American and Caribbean states that total to about 54 participants.  There is the possibility that we will have a summit with the US.  We will definitely have a summit with Japan and another one with Russia in May, which will be a very important one given the recent problems that we have had with gas and energy issues.  We will also have twelve informal ministerial meetings in Austria and then we will have two summit meetings in Brussels for the heads of state and government.  So, as you can imagine, it is a vast task for a small country like Austria because we do not have a huge administration and therefore the presidency is going to absorb all the capacity we have for the next six months.  
What we want to achieve, other than the annual programme which you all have seen, is the priority list that our permanent representation in Brussels came up with and that is much longer than the programme.  Our prime minister and foreign minister have nevertheless stressed what we want to fulfil in these six months, that is, to get a more positive sentiment about Europe and to increase the confidence in our common European project.  To achieve that we need close cooperation with the institutions, that is, the European Parliament and the Commission, but we will definitely also need the support of each and every member state.  In this case we also want the support of the national parliament in every member state of the European Union.  So we are counting on that support too.
One thing that perhaps is of interest to this committee is the fact that our presidency and the Finnish Presidency will have a very strong parliamentary dimension. Obviously, the main focus of the parliamentary dimension will be with the European Parliament.  I think it is becoming more and more clear that the European Parliament is now a key player in the legislative process. This is due to changes made in Nice which now are becoming visible.  Now you can see that when the Council and member states take decisions, these go through the European Parliament for first, second and third readings and sort of shuttle back and forth until a compromise is achieved between those two institutions.   Now 80% of the EU legislation is by co-decision so now we have already reached a very high degree of parliamentarism in the EU which in itself is something very positive.  For example, we have seen that on the Chemical Substances Directive where without the European Parliament wouldn’t have achieved the compromise that nearly completed one of the tasks of the Austrian Presidency.  Obviously, we welcome this process but it makes our life as a presidency more difficult because now we have to co-ordinate things, even with regard to dates, and that requires a high degree of coordination and fine tuning.  Every month we will be having ministers in the European Parliament.  Our Prime Minister will address Parliament for the first time in January and future meetings will follow.  There will be regular briefings by the Chairman of the Political and Security Committee on foreign policy issues which are a novelty.  So we are really engaging in a very close and hopefully constructive dialogue with the European Parliament. 

I think that it has already been pointed out in the newspapers that the role of national parliaments is going to be there both in the transatlantic dialogue, i.e. in the Latin America and Caribbean Summit framework, and also in the April conference on subsidiarity.  Part of the latter conference will be devoted to the role of national parliaments in the guarantee of the principle of subsidiarity.  
The last overriding principle that I like to stress is that of transparency.  The British Presidency, together with the Austrian and Finnish Presidencies, has made a commitment to increase transparency in how the Council works.  As you know, the draft constitution foresees public meetings of the Council on all discussions on legislation.  While we do not want to pre-empt the constitution, which is unclear to this point, we do however want to move in that direction.  So the idea right now is to at least have public Council debates after the first reading in parliament. That is, when the text is cleared through the first stage than we make it public at least from then on.   So that is something which we have to try out and then see how it works out.  Again this is something that I think will be very welcomed by the European public. 

If you allow me, I will now talk on some issues that are of key concern.   Of course, the difficulty of choosing some issues is the chance of leaving out others that may also be of interest.  Afterwards I will be very happy to answer questions and to touch on issues that may be of particular interest to you.   
The first issue that I would like to talk about is the future of the European Union.  Right now we are finding ourselves in a very complex situation regarding the European constitution.  Thirteen member states have rectified it and in all likelihood two more will do so by the end of this year.   We have fifteen member states out of twenty-five that have ratified it.  So, for Malta, Austria and several other states representing more than half of the population of the European Union, the constitution is a binding instrument.  Eight member states have sort of halted the ratification process and are now seeing how to proceed.  As we all know, we have had negative referenda decisions in both France and the Netherlands. So, in this situation, the Austrian Presidency was tasked to come up with a way forward by June.  The idea is for all of us to have a period of reflection on the future of the constitution and that this period of reflection should include a broad public discussion.  In June the European heads of state and government should evaluate those national debates and then decide on the way forward.   
I am interested to hear from you as to what the Maltese debate will be like because that is something that you are very keen on hearing. We shall contribute to this discussion by two conferences.  One I have already mentioned, i.e. the conference on subsidiarity, because we think it is very important to stress more the principle of subsidiarity.  We have to see what should be decided in Brussels, i.e. what issues should be tackled by the 25 member states, soon to become 27, and what issues should be decided by the member states or even by sub-states entities. So we have to look at the principle of subsidiarity more carefully so as to bring Europe to some degree back to the citizens as well. 

In this context, Chancellor Schussel has always mentioned the decisions by the European Court of Justice because he thinks that the Court has gone a bit too far and that it has to a degree overridden the political will of the member states.  That may be going too far and it needs some counteracting by the member states.    So that is one issue on which one has to look at the principle of subsidiarity again.  This conference will be held in April and it will be divided in several parts.  One will be devoted to the parliamentary discussion, with one of the themes being that national parliaments should have some control or right to look at the text drafted by the EU with a view to seeing whether those issues should be dealt with at a European level or at a national level.  The subsidiarity discussion will also look at the issue of what provinces and communities can do, i.e. at sub-states level, and what input can these make on the European agenda.  
The other conference will be held in January called “The Sound of Europe”.   The title may sound a little unusual and it is going to be held on Mozart’s 250th birthday and it will of course be held in Salzburg.   The idea is to have broad discussion that includes politicians, people from the art scene, academics and thinkers and have a very wide ranging debate as to who is European, how far does Europe go and so on.  The whole issue will concern the limits of Europe and the European identity.  We think that we need to have a free discussion on this because it has been a long time since we had such a discussion.   
We chose Mozart because he was born in Salzburg, nowadays Austria, but he cannot be claimed by Austria or Germany or anybody else.  First of all, he is universal and secondly he wrote in Italian, he composed in Italy, Prague and France.  Therefore he is a true European.  That is “The Sound of Europe” Conference.
These two conferences should make an input into our debate on the future of Europe.  
The second big issue is the financial perspectives.   You may of course say that we already have a compromise so what’s the big deal!  Well, the big deal is to get that compromise and put it in the 42 legal instruments that are required for the budget.  Moreover, one has to get the agreement of the European Parliament on that because, again, this is not something that the Council may decide on its own.   We will probably need a great deal of diplomacy to persuade the European Parliament that this is the best possible compromise between the budget economy, which member states in a more difficult economic situation will unfortunately have to apply, and the principle of solidarity between wealthy and less wealthy member states. We think that the compromise reached in December is a bible and we hope to convince the European Parliament of that.   We have no illusions that this will be an easy process.  Even in the best scenario, i.e. even if we agree with the European Parliament on the budget in March, in terms of the inter-institutional agreement that is required, it is very unlikely that the concrete operational programmes on the Structure and Cohesion Funds can be ready by the first of January.   This is being said after considering the process that has to be followed including the presentation of the national programmes and then their acceptance by the European Commission.  Our experts say that will take us till spring of 2007 and so we will not be ready on the first of January but we will do our best to speed up the process.  
The third big issue concerns the Lisbon Agenda and its strategy for competitiveness, growth and jobs.  The European Summit of March will be dedicated completely to this issue.  But I think that in this regard the Austrian Presidency wants to underline that while we think that competitiveness and job creation are key issues, Europe also always had a social dimension.  We need to keep the balance between the competitiveness, the flexibility and how to get our workforce to face up to the job challenges and the social dimension that has always been present in the European model.  So, we want to make quite sure that the comments will not come only from the Competitiveness Council and the ECOFIN Council but that the Employment and Social Affairs Council, the Environment Council and the Youth and Education Council will also have their say. So all of these councils will make their input before March and we hope that it will become a balanced package by March when we will review the national reform programmes under the Lisbon Agenda. This is something very important to Austria, which has the same traditions as Malta in terms of strong social partnership brought about by the balance between capitalism and the elements of social solidarity.  
The fourth big issue is enlargement.  Here we found ourselves once again in a slightly difficult position. It is clear that in Europe there is enlargement fatigue and there is no question about it.   This is also the case in Austria, the country holding the presidency. However, as an honest broker and as an honest presidency, we have to continue the process that we have embarked upon as a European Union.  The first two countries will be Bulgaria and Romania and in this regard by May we expect a Commission report stating whether the accession of those two countries should take place as agreed on the first of January 2007 or whether the problems that the Commission had indicated in the Autumn with regard to law and order, corruption and other areas, result in a delay by a maximum of one year.  So, the latest date of entry for these two countries would be the first of January of 2008.   Austrian business is strong in both countries and therefore I think that Austria would wish to see the accession of these two countries at the first opportunity.  However, if the Commission’s recommendation goes in another direction, then we will negotiate with member states and see where it leads us.
The second group is Croatia and Turkey.  Again we will continue the process of acquis screening by looking into the legislation and the administration in these countries and compare it to the EU acquis and we will most likely open two or three negotiating chapters with both countries.  We think that during the Austrian Presidency it will become quite clear that the two processes will have to be separated.  It is likely that there will be lesser problems and impediments with Croatia because it is more advanced in the acceptance of the acquis than is the case with Turkey.  Now I am going to talk about Austria’s national position with respect to Turkey.  This is to be seen against the background that Austria will be an honest broker as a presidency and therefore our national position will not prevail in that respect.  However, we have made our position very clear in this respect and we think that the European Council has accepted some of our conditions with regard to Turkey. What we want to consider in the process of negotiating with Turkey is the EU’s absorption capacity with regards to new members.  It cannot be just a technical process but we will have to look at the overall absorption capacity of the European Union.  Moreover, we did get agreement that the burden of Turkey’s accession will be fairly distributed and that was of relevance to us since we are a net contributor.  Another important element is that the negotiations have to be open-ended. It cannot be a foregone conclusion that membership will be the only outcome of these negotiations but there have to be other options. If it is to be membership then in all likelihood that will include strong reservations and it will be a different kind of membership from that of present member states.    If it is not membership then it might be some new relationship which will be positive for both sides.  But we need to keep in mind that this is an open-ended process.   Another point is that this accession must be supported by the citizens of Europe. Our prime minister has promised a referendum on this in Austria.  In Austria it would be a political decision to hold a referendum but in France it is now a mandatory referendum.  
The third group of countries in the enlargement process are the Western Balkan states.  As Austrian Presidency here we were again in a tricky position.  There is enlargement fatigue and we don’t want to continue the process of enlargement without any limitations.  Nevertheless, the Western Balkans were the last theatre of horrible wars in Europe in the 1990s, which is less than ten years ago.  We think that the prospect of future EU membership is what will keep the process of democratisation and stability going in these countries.  So we think that we cannot disregard that.  Therefore, in March the foreign minister will hold a conference in Salzburg to discuss the Western Balkans so as to keep the European perspective alive for the new countries of the Western Balkans.
Now I am going to touch briefly the migration issues because they are of importance to Malta.   This issue has two elements.   We have an action plan on legal migration which the Commission tabled in December. For the first time we have a plan that clearly states that Europe will need migration because of its demographics and that such migration should be a legal one with common rules of admission and with free movement within the European Union.  But we have the other big issue on the agenda concerning illegal migration which, as we know, in 2005 has peaked especially in the South of Europe.  But even the migration coming from the east, something which Austria is more exposed to, is continuing and therefore illegal migration is not an issue that concerns only the southern member states.  Proposals have been made on illegal migration and the discussions have been going on since 1999.  Therefore, this is not something new, however, the process of coming to common positions seems to be a slow one.  Austria has for long been arguing that this problem needs to be tackled jointly and not by individual member states.  We will try to establish practical cooperation on illegal migration, to arrive at some common standards, to exchange information with the countries of origin and try to get the countries to cooperate on a practical level since on the legal level we have not made the progress that we desired.  Another issue is to target the third countries and to expand the process of establishing repatriation agreements with third countries.  Currently we are negotiating six mandates with third countries but we think that we need more mandates.  Moreover, the Commission has suggested the setting up of several funds to help member states control migration flows.  There are four different funds concerning refugees, repatriation, integration and border protection.  We will continue the work on the setting-up of the funds and these four funds will be set up, at the latest, under the Finnish Presidency and will start to be operational in 2007.   
Another issue of priority to Austria is to concentrate on the role of Europe in the world. We cannot neglect that we are a global player.  This includes the continuation of the neighbourhood policy, which, under the Austrian Presidency will focus on Central Asia by trying to establish action plans for our new neighbours, Ukraine, Moldova and the three states of the Caucasus.  We will also continue to work on the Mediterranean region.  We have made very good decisions at the Barcelona Summit in November and now we want to start implementing those political decisions. We want to continue work on action plans for Lebanon and Egypt and to have association councils with Algeria, Lebanon, Egypt and Israel.
In the context of the Euro-Med Process we will have a ministerial conference on migration which will include all EU member states and all the Mediterranean partners of the Barcelona Process. That is planned to take place in February which does not give us much time to prepare.  We had originally intended to leave this to the Finnish Presidency but we have been convinced by our southern partners that this is urgent.  Therefore, ministers for internal affairs will meet in February in Brussels to discuss migration in the Mediterranean region.  
I have already mentioned that the Western Balkans is one of our priorities. We know that a very hot issue is the status of Kosovo, i.e. whether Kosovo will become an independent state or else is it will stay within Serbia and Montenegro.  The key issue is whether the European Union will take a leading role, in fact, this is an area where the US is willing to let the European Union take the lead.  Javier Solana is working hard on this issue in cooperation with the UN special envoy to Kosovo.   
Serbia and Montenegro is also likely to become a hot issue because by April there might be a referendum in Montenegro on independence. If the result of the referendum is for independence, then the EU will again have to probably act as mediator to make sure that this issue will not become a contentious one that might lead to an armed conflict.   We really hope that this issue will be handled in such a way as to maintain peace in the Balkans.
Regarding the Middle East, it is very hard to foresee what will come up in the next three months given the state of health of Ariel Sharon and the forthcoming general elections in Israel and Palestine.   With regard to the resumption of nuclear research by Iran, things are not auguring very well for our Presidency.  Belarus will be having presidential elections in March and that is another issue where the EU will be challenged.  There is also the question of Iraq.  

So far, I have not even mentioned the unforeseen issues, like, what happened between Russia and the Ukraine over the provision of gas.  Moreover, all of a sudden deliveries of gas to European states, including Austria, were reduced by a third.  This conflict has luckily been resolved but it has made it quite clear that the energy issue needs to be tackled by the European Union and that the idea of having a European energy plan needs to be looked at seriously. 
A word of regret is that the constitution provided for an energy policy on a European level but since we do not have the constitution then we do not have a clear policy of the European Union in that area.  However, I think that member states have realised the need to tackle this issue collectively.  At Hampton Court we discussed oil but now gas has also become a key issue and so we will have to tackle it too.   
Something that later on may become more of an issue is the avian flu.  We could see just right now what is happening in Turkey.   The British Presidency has done a lot of work to convince member states to share and to coordinate plans regarding this problem and to coordinate work together in third countries. If there will be an outbreak of avian flu then the Austrian Presidency will be challenged in that respect.  
There are other matters like the environment and education, however, I will stop here for now and let you express your views on whatever issues you want to talk about.   Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN: Your Excellency, thank you very much for this very wide ranging yet incisive overview of the objectives of the presidency. I will start by putting forward some questions myself and then invite the other members of the committee to put forward their views. 
With regard to the subsidiarity conference of April, I think it will be a very healthy breath of fresh air for you to include the parliamentary dimension in the list of priorities of your presidency.   May I ask and suggest that representatives of national parliaments be invited to contribute to this conference.  This is being said because at the end of the day, it is members of national parliaments, especially those who are involved in the scrutiny of the EU pipeline acquis, who have to deal with the issue of subsidiarity on a week by week basis. 
Another point that I would like to mention is about the constitution treaty.  I am going to refer to yesterday’s International Herald Tribute - here I must give credit to the Hon. Leo Brincat who alerted me to this article – where the Vice-Chancellor of Austria was quoted as saying that EU should ignore calls to revive its moribund constitution and instead write a new and improved charter from scratch. How far is this view of the Vice-Chancellor of Austria representative of the Austrian Government keeping in mind that, by and large, the general opinion is that reviving the constitution in any form risks having a public backlash? 
As far as the Services Directive is concerned, if I am not mistaken, the official position of the Austrian Government has been quite favourable with the European trade unions, in the sense that it discourages wage dumping.  What are the aims of the Presidency in this particular regard? 

Regarding the financial perspectives, if I am not mistaken, the Austrian Chancellor met with the heads of the political groups in the European Parliament, the main ones at least, and therefore I would kindly ask if you can put us in the loop about the feedback that he is getting vis-à-vis the European Parliament’s approval of the financial perspectives?

I stop there in order to give my colleagues the opportunity to put their questions.  The Hon George Vella.

ONOR GEORGE VELLA:  Thank you Mr Chairman.  Listening to Her Excellency speaking with such enthusiasm about the Western Balkans and Croatia takes me way back to the seventies when Mr Karasec, who was an Austrian, was Secretary General of the Council of Europe.  It was during his term of office that the Council of Europe opened to the East of Europe.   I think that at this moment in time, Austria is well positioned to take stock of what is happening there. 
You have spoken at length and covered a very wide range of subjects.  I agree with you that six months is too short a time to do so much.   We have had so many promises at the beginning of the British Presidency - I am not saying this out of disrespect but I say it as a matter of fact – but then many things were simply not delivered and there were many disappointments.
I think the key word that you used is the word fatigue. There is not only fatigue on enlargement, but there is fatigue in economic development, there is fatigue in the creation of jobs and there is also fatigue amongst the people in Europe in the sense that, they are expecting, expecting and expecting but when it comes to delivery they are absolutely disappointed, and we see this repeatedly reflected in the Euro-Barometer, i.e. people are showing less and less interest in what is happening in the European Union.

Most of the things which I noted and which I wanted to know about have already been mentioned by you or Mr Chairman has already asked about them.  About the constitution, which, if I read correctly in the papers, the Austrian Presidency has made it clear that it will not tackle the issue of the constitution right now because there is still on the table what is known as Plan D on which I have my reservations.  However, I understand that it is too early to take up this issue now and it would be better to let it gain momentum until it will become more ripe so that when the real debate takes place there will be a better chance to find solutions.

One issue which I wanted to point out is subsidiarity.  You rightly mentioned the question of the decision by the European Court.  I think that the question of subsidiarity is very important and I would say that that was one of the main points which worked against the draft constitution, i.e. where in article 6 there was the question of supremacy of the constitution and the laws of the European Union on the national constitutions and national laws.  As far as subsidiarity is concerned, I think that this will have to be looked into and  more stress should be made that decisions be taken at a lower level rather than be taken at a high level and then be, sort of, handed down as commandments. I think that the people will support the European Union more with this approach.   
As far as the financial perspectives are concerned, you are lucky in having it off your list although, as you said, you still have to deal with the European Parliament.  I do not see that as an easy task but, in my opinion, that is going to be a tough uphill battle.  Moreover, I am not quite sure that you will manage to get it through parliament in the six months of your presidency.  

The last point I wanted to make is about the question of solidarity.  This is something which is on your plate because you have to put into practice what is in the financial perspectives.  I have not as yet understood how one can speak of solidarity when in the new financial perspectives you get a country like Luxemburg, with an income per capita of about 220% of the average, which is going to net more than one billion euros a year for seven years, whereas a country like Malta, which has the same population, is only going to get half a million.  This is something which I tried to work out but which I have not worked it out as yet.   This is because by solidarity I understand that assistance is given to the country which is more in need and therefore I cannot understand how Luxemburg and Malta feature in the financial perspectives.  I am still waiting for someone to explain this to me because I cannot understand it.   Thank you very much.

THE CHAIRMAN:   The Hon. Leo Brincat.
ONOR LEO BRINCAT:  First of all I would like to congratulate you for your comprehensive overview of the objectives of the Austrian Presidency.  One of the aspects which you are bound to tackle according to the plan of action for the next six months, is the promotion of human rights and good governance in EU-Africa strategy.  Obviously it is of direct interest to Malta to find out whether the issue of illegal immigration from these source countries will be tackled within this context.  This is being said because this is something which the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Malta has been promoting and which is even being supported by the Opposition. 

Although this has already been tackled quite well by the President of this Committee and by my colleague the Hon. George Vella, I know that you have made it clear that as far as enlargement is concerned the national position will not prevail.  However, given that there are divisions not only within the European Union but also within Austria, in practical terms, how easy do you think it will be for the national interest to be sidestepped especially when you have a statement made by your vice-chancellor, as quoted by the Hon Dr Jason Azzopardi, and then, in contrast, you have a statement made by your foreign minister who seems to be implying something different when she said that there should be some sort of cherry picking of certain aspects and she also advocated that there should be wide ranging consultations.  
On the other hand, we also have the position of other countries, for example, yesterday we had the statement by the French Minister Sarkozy who has reverted to the older idea of a Europe of six larger nations which, I think, is one of the main objections of Austria itself, because Austria considers that small countries will be sidelined.    Then there was a statement made by the new German Chancellor who is practically saying that one should leave the constitution as it is and to have a new annex on social values practically to placate the French.  As I see it - and I might be mistaken - I think that it will be very optimistic if we were to expect any positive development on the constitution at the very earliest before the French presidential elections take place. I do not know whether you share this opinion or not formally or even informally.

Given the hiccups at the Hong Kong World Trade Organisation Conference, do you have any prospects of any optimistic developments on trade policy? 
You have already mentioned yourself quite rightly the European Neighbourhood Policy.  Does the Austrian Presidency expect to make any practical headway in the preparation of a new financing instrument for the European Neighbourhood Policy since I believe that this financing instrument is meant to take effect from next year?  I thank you.
THE CHAIRMAN: Thank you very much.   The Hon Michael Asciak.

ONOR MICHAEL ASCIAK:   I have two short questions.  The British Presidency had disagreed with me on at least one of them so I would like to have your views on them.  

As you know, the Seventh Framework Programme for Research and Development is being formulated and Austria and Malta have objected to the suggestion that the embryo and stem-cell researches be funded out of EU funds.  Up to this stage, we know that these researches are not funded out of the budget of the EU but they are funded by individual member states, however, there it has been strongly suggested to reverse this position.  I am glad that Austria has the presidency at this moment and that, like Malta, it has objected to reversing the present position since I personally object that funds paid by the Maltese taxpayers would be diverted for this purpose.

As you have just mentioned, Austria is not a Mediterranean country and when the presidency is not in the hands of a Mediterranean country, the Mediterranean tends to go into the back waters. Although Austria is not a Mediterranean country, it is very close to the Mediterranean region.  What will your position be with regard to the Euro-Med Parliamentary Assembly coming out of the Barcelona Process and made up of the European Parliament and the North African states and the proposed Parliamentary Assembly of the Mediterranean which is emerging out of the IPU framework?   Do you think that there is a duplication of effort in this?   As you may know, Malta is supporting the setting up of another Euro-Med Parliament under the auspices of the IPU.  Do you think that this amounts to a duplication of effort or do you share our view that the new parliamentary assembly would give a valid contribution?  Thank you.
THE CHAIRMAN:     The remaining time is all yours, Your Excellency.
E.T. DR ELIZABETH KEHRER:  Thank you.   
The first issue is about the Subsidiarity Conference and the question of participation and contribution by the representatives of national parliaments. This conference will be organised in three parts.  One part will be hosted by the federal province of Lower Austria and it will deal with sub-state level authorities, i.e. federal provinces and regions.  Therefore, that may not be an issue of the highest relevance to Malta because of its size and structure.
The second part of the conference will be hosted by the Austrian Parliament and in that respect I will definitely pass on the message.  You may also pass on your requests to the political groups represented in the Austrian Parliament through the political contacts that you have.  But I will pass on the message in the sense that national parliaments should be represented at this part of the conference as, I agree, otherwise it will make no sense.   
The third part will be dedicated to better regulations and it will be hosted by the Legal Office in the Prime Minister’s Office in Austria.    The legal experts will look into ways of how to simplify regulation by making it more concise and understandable.  

Those are the three main elements that will be discussed at the Subsidiarity Conference which will hopefully contribute towards the discussion on the future of Europe.
This brings me to the Constitutional Treaty.  There are different views within the Austrian Government on this issue.  As you know, the Austrian Government is a coalition government where the vice-chancellor belongs to a party and the chancellor and the foreign minister belong to another party.   This does not mean that there will not be a harmonious outcome in the end. 
The Prime Minister and the Chancellor are on record that at this point that they do not consider the constitution as obsolete.  The Austrian Parliament, like the Parliament of Malta, has adopted the constitution and therefore it would be disrespectful to say at this stage that the constitution is obsolete because, like Malta, Austria ratified the constitution and so the text is binding for us.  

I think that what we really want to do is to spur this debate in all member states.  As you have said, it may be too early but at least we start the process of discussion because the period of reflection has been very quiet in the last couple of months and therefore there is the need to get the debate going again.  Where do we want to go from here?  Plan D is the contribution of the European Commission which triggered a debate.  The European Parliament has also made a contribution, even though the draft text was a bit provocative but then the institutional committee made it, I think, a more wide ranging proposal.  So we now have these elements on the table and we hope that broad national debates will get underway.    
Chancellor Schussel and the Foreign Minister have said that we will not be able to go back to the European citizens with the same text as in all likelihood it will not work in France or in the Netherlands and possibly in some other countries.  Therefore in all likelihood we will have to look at the text and then we should change it within the context of the debates.   I also think that we might see a period of economic recovery which would perhaps lift spirits in Europe to some degree.  But we have to look into the text as such although I think there is a certain consensus on Parts I and II which are considered valuable constitutional texts.  Part III also has some very important parts while other parts of the constitution may be more controversial and have in fact proved to be controversial in the referenda processes in France and in the Netherlands.   

The cherry picking that you mentioned is something that Austria, as one of the small or medium size states, is wary about.  I think that the smaller countries that have achieved that very hard fought compromise with their larger partners have to be very careful as to what we will take out of Part III and what we can disregard.  In general, I think that probably the text has to be a simple one and that a balance has to be maintained.   
Even the proposal by Angela Merkel, the German Chancellor, to add to the text has been positively commented upon by Chancellor Schussel.  I think that they share this perspective because they are both Christian Democrats and have a tradition of social solidarity.  
I think that the difficulty is how to spur the debate while not pre-empting the outcome of the June Conference and I think that is the tricky thing we are going to do.  What we intend to do is to put forward ideas, have a discussion and then  decide in June on the procedure for the way forward.  I think that it is quite clear that the period will include 2007 when France will have the presidential elections and also the Netherlands will have the parliamentary elections.   Therefore, it is quite clear that we have to bear these dates in mind and also that a decision as to what we are going to do cannot be taken in June but will have to be taken later on.   
I should mention that the Foreign Minister will be in Paris tomorrow and after that she will also visit The Hague where she is going to talk about the issue of the constitution.  So we are starting the ball rolling and hope it will keep on rolling during the Finnish Presidency and beyond.   
Now I come to the Services Directive.  I think that Malta and Austria had a very similar national position in the sense that we think that the liberalisation of services is in principle a good thing but that it cannot be implemented without limits and that social dumping is certainly something that we need to be aware of it and even to discourage it.   Again, I think that the European Parliament has played a very important role here.  They reworked the country of origin aspect of the directive, the British Presidency has continued to work on it and we will pick it up from there.  We think that the original text was very controversial but the way the European Parliament has reworked it may be a way forward.   What I can say in this regard is that we will work as hard as we can but it may be a bit hard to finalise that directive given that the Council is split almost in half on this issue.  As I said, at a nationally level we hold the position that we are in favour of liberalisation but with clearly set parameters with regard to wages and social standards. 

Regarding the financial perspectives you questioned why Luxemburg will be getting much more money than Malta.  It is evident that there are distortions but as I said the European Parliament will be looking at that very carefully.  Moreover, the current system of the Common Agriculture Policy, which we all agree needs review, is still on the table as it leads to certain distortions.  One has also to keep in mind that Luxemburg is a seat country of the European Union and in that way it benefits from the money of the European institutions.   Austria is a contributing country and we realise the need for solidarity with the new member states.  Our Chancellor has said that we can look at the negative side of this but you can also be positive and say that the money we put for the new member states is twice the money that was given after World War II by the Marshall Plan for the reconstruction of Europe.  That is the position of a net contributing country so you may agree or not agree with that position.     

It is true that there is a certain European fatigue and what Chancellor Schussel and our Foreign Minister are trying to do is to start looking more at the positive side of things and to reach out to the citizens.   What we have been doing in Austria since the autumn is to get ministers and senior officials to tour the country in a bus and they have been going to schools and universities and to start talking about Europe again.  That is an attempt and one still has to see whether it will work to bring the citizens closer to Europe if the citizens do not want that.  It is hard and I admit that just before we took over the presidency the Euro-barometer showed that Austria had the lowest percentage of approval.   But you also have to keep in mind that in Austria we always had the situation that one third is against, one third is strongly in favour and the other one third needs to be convinced.  So we have to work on the one third that is still unconvinced.  To some degree that may also be the case in Malta, that you have staunch supporters who will support Europe no matter what, then you have the opponents who have their valid points and then you have people who are undecided.  The European Union’s enlargement and Turkey are issues and that is why we, as Austrian citizens, have been promised a referendum on that.  Currently Moslem population in Austria is about five percent and they are mostly Turkish but that is growing through both legal and illegal migration and because they have more children than Austrians.  The fatigue issue is something that politicians have to take into account.
You asked about good governance. The point has been made that the repatriation of illegal migrants to their country of origin should be seen as part of good governance.  The fight against trafficking of human beings in country of origin should also be seen as an element of good governance.  I think that we need to repeat this point so that all European governments will be convinced about that.  Good governance, in the strict sense, did not necessarily include these elements, but it includes law and order and therefore one cannot tolerate human trafficking which is also a crime.  So that is a very good argument and, if I judged the Maltese Government correctly, that point needs to be reiterated.
Regarding the World Trade Organisation Conference in Hong Kong, one has to say that Pascal Lamay saved the day by avoiding a failure in the negotiations.  However, a lot of decisions and procedures have just been postponed to spring and so that is another challenge that we will have to face. There were some positive elements on which we will work such as the aid package for the least developed countries.  Our evaluation of the situation was a sort of a mixed one but not a too negative one as it left the door open.  
The new financing instrument for the neighbourhood policy is tied with the overall budget.  We will start the process which will probably be finished by the Finnish Presidency.   This matter is on our list of priorities as it forms part of the neighbourhood policy. 
I think that we have a political agreement on the Seventh Framework Programme as such even though we do not yet have the financial allocation for it.  As a Presidency we will be in a difficult position since our national position might be different from our presidential position and so we may have to find a compromise between countries that go very far in allowing research that both Austria and Malta would not allow on a national basis.  The national position of Malta and Austria on this is very similar and, we have to find a compromise since we consider this framework as important and that it should start working as from 2007.

Since we underline the parliamentary dimension, we hope that the Euro-Med Parliamentary Assembly will become more active in the Euro-Med Process.  I honestly do not know much about the Parliamentary Assembly of the Mediterranean under the auspices of the IPU because that is outside the EU Presidency framework.  It is also hard for non-Mediterranean countries to take a very strong position on Mediterranean matters, so I think that we should let Mediterranean countries take the lead on Mediterranean issues since they are closer to that region.  However, I do not think that there will be any objections from our side to that proposal as in general we are very supportive of the parliamentary dimension.   Thank you so much.
THE CHAIRMAN:  It has been an honour and a pleasure hearing you.  We hope to meet again in your capacity as Austrian Ambassador to talk about the bilateral relationship between Malta and Austria.
Your Excellency, thank you so much and we wish you all the best.
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