MALTA

KAMRA TAD-DEPUTATI 

KUMITAT PERMANENTI DWAR L-AFFARIJIET BARRANIN U EWROPEJ
(Rapport Uffiċjali u Rivedut)

L-GĦAXAR PARLAMENT

Laqgħa Nru. 55
Il-Ħamis, 21 ta’ Lulju, 2005
Stampat fl-Uffiċċju ta' l-Iskrivan

Kamra tad-Deputati

Malta

Prezz   Lm1

L-GĦAXAR PARLAMENT

KUMITAT PERMANENTI DWAR L-AFFARIJIET BARRANIN U EWROPEJ
Laqgħa Nru. 55
Il-Ħamis, 21 ta’ Lulju, 2005
Il-Kumitat iltaqa' fil-Palazz, il-Belt Valletta, fl-10.25 a.m.

Talba

MINUTI

Il-Minuti tal-laqgħa Nru. 54 li saret fid-19 ta’ Lulju, 2005, kienu konfermati.

Laqgħa ma’ dottor franco frattini

THE CHAIRMAN (Hon Jason Azzopardi):  Dottor Frattini, benvenuto a Malta.  Vi auguro una buona giornata.  Purtroppo, per ragioni di protocollo, devo condurre questa riunione nella lingua Inglese.  Ma in questa occasione, credo che sia opportuno di rivolgere a lei a nome di questo comitato il piu cordiale benvenuto nella sua lingua.  

Mr Vice President, it is indeed an honour and a privilege meeting you.  We have the advantage of meeting the Commissioner responsible for Justice and Security who is coming from a Mediterranean country and therefore has managed to give a Mediterranean dimension to these items.  Your visit is coming at a very poignant moment as far as the surrounding situation is concerned especially as regards illegal immigration.  We are deeply aware of the great importance you are attaching to combating the scourge of illegal trafficking.  However, allow me to put forward our perspective on this matter. 

Of course, Malta recognises its international and moral responsibilities to provide asylum to those who generally need it.  We have been generous, humane and just in this situation. You surely know that our acceptance rate for refugee or protected humanitarian status is the highest amongst the EU countries.  However, reluctantly we have to admit that the situation has reached crisis proportions and in my opinion we are burdened with three types of costs which I will try to explain.  

Of course there is the financial cost.  We are aware that the EU has allocated a sum of Euro1 million under the aegis of the ARGO programme.  However, in our opinion this sum is grossly inadequate for the task that Malta is undertaking, together with other member states, on the Mediterranean frontier and on behalf of the entire Union!  If I can be so bold as to make this analogy, I must say that this amount of money resembles more a service tip rather than true funding motivated by the value of solidarity!  The countries - Malta included - that accommodate irregular immigrants are engaged in work of solidarity with the less privileged, but unless the work we are undertaking on behalf of the entire union is not recognised as such, then what in effect is taking place is that the Mediterranean member states are expected to fork out extra contributions indirectly to the union.  

The second type of cost is the domestic, political and cultural cost.  This crisis includes also political and cultural costs and not just financial ones.  Such costs will certainly be borne by the union as a whole.  The quality of life in the union is raised by the capacity of our civic life to celebrate unity in diversity and to combat unjust discrimination.  The union is justly proud of its historic achievement in overcoming old continental prejudices and in building a union based on peace in a continent which once was divided by war.  It would be tragic if Europe now acted in a way that served to incite indirectly the growth of new prejudices which will surely happen if the crisis of irregular immigration is not handled in a holistic way by the entire union.  Regrettably we are already seeing some ugly signs of such prejudices in some member states!  

The third type of cost is the external influence cost.  This is because the handling of the crisis will also have an effect on Europe's influence in the world, particularly in our immediate neighbourhood.  Therefore I would like to ask a question to see how the European model of integration could be offered as an example to other regions still riven with strife and suffering if integration and solidarity are no longer seen as transparent values of the union.  

To conclude, I want to say that the Maltese government has been insisting a lot on four ways of support. The first support is the assistance to provide adequate logistics and other facilities.  Secondly, there is the support for repatriation.  If it is a burden to the European Union and not just a burden to one country, then we should be supported in repatriation. Thirdly there is the support for resettlement.  It is only fair, logical and natural that if it is a burden for all the European Union, then the value of solidarity should be triggered in a practical, pragmatic and effective way.  

The fourth way of support is by security co-operation, particularly in the maritime field. This could be done through an enhanced naval presence south of the European Union borders.  Perhaps I would put forward a suggestion that was mooted within this committee some months ago. This is the need for an EU coastguard agency beyond the border control agency and which eventually could be based in Malta.  

Mr Vice President, these are some thoughts from my side.  I spoke with frankness and with sincerity but I can assure you that this is an apolitical issue that is uniting this country because we want to be just and meritorious of our help, but we also need to fight and combat those who abuse from this situation. Once again, I want to thank you for honouring us with your presence.  

DR FRANCO FRATTINI:  Mr Chairman, it is a great pleasure and an honour for me to meet you and the Foreign and European Affairs committee.  As you rightly said, Europe should address the immigration problem in a more co-ordinated way based on the principle of solidarity.  You are absolutely right in saying that this is a European issue and not a national one.  In fact that is why in the past months I have launched two parallel tracks.  The first one concerns legal and economic immigration, and in fact I have published a green paper in order to open a public and frank  transparent debate and in order to get all the 25 member states involved. I feel it is extremely important to manage immigration and economic immigration and not to follow emergencies.  

The second parallel track is illegal immigration and the prevention and the fight against trafficking of human beings.  It is a real tragedy for Europe because it is against our values and fundamental principles.  We all know that Europe is based on the charter of fundamental rights.  I cannot see any difference between legal or illegal people regarding fundamental rights of individuals and we should guarantee fundamental rights, but of course we should have a very strong policy regarding illegal immigrants and above all towards those who are trafficking human beings. 

More particularly we should protect victims of trafficking, and unfortunately I am noting that in Europe there is a growing trafficking in children and women!  This is a real tragedy for all of us and that is why in the April council of the interior ministers, I have proposed to address immigration and illegal immigration in a more co-ordinated way.  And also thanks to the huge efforts made by the Hon. Tonio Borg and other colleagues, there was an agreement.  Despite the current difficulties within the European Union on that issue, there was an agreement in June, particularly on the opening of negotiations with Libya.  That was a success story, because as you know very well, we opened formal negotiations about the prevention and the fight against illegal immigration coming from Libya just a few weeks ago.  Yesterday, here in Malta an important technical meeting took place.  It was a very successful meeting organised in a few days thanks to the excellent organisation capacities of the Maltese government. For this meeting 16 member states of Europe attended together with Libya and the European commission. I want to underline the point that there is a growing awareness of member states regarding the solidarity principle and about the centrality of the Mediterranean region in addressing both the legal and the illegal immigration issue.  

As regards the sum of Euro1 million, I must say that you are right in saying that it is not an adequate funding amount.  That is why there is going to be another proposal.  The normal ARGO programme will be launched in September and we have decided to fund with a supplementary Euro 6.6 million.  There will be a call for proposals in September 2005 and the deadline should be in October.  I expect proposals from Malta on that issue and there will also be another call for proposals regarding a return management.  There will be a proposal for 2005 which will be published at the end of August with a deadline for the 1st of November. That will be another supplementary amount in money specifically dedicated to the return policy.  

Mr Chairman, on the return policy I would like to inform you that on the 1st of September we are going to approve a directive for return.  For the first time this directive will include the common procedure at European level of the return policy and that will allow the European commission not only to support the joint return operations but also to support the economic field.  That’s because if there is an initiative taken by two or three member states of Europe it would be a multinational initiative.  If there is going to be an initiative on return under the European directive which will be financed with European money, then it will make a difference between national policies and European policies!  On the resettlement policy I just told the Prime Minister and the Minister of Interior that I am ready to support the possibility of resettlement of these people in other member states of Europe. 

You know very well that in the past there were some European member states ready to host people coming from other member states, including Malta, but now there is a sort of reluctance in accepting these people.  As you can imagine, this happened due to the perception of the public opinion. Obviously this is a wrong perception and we should work on it. This perception of the public is linking security and terrorism to the illegal immigration and the refugees issues.  That is an extremely dangerous perception because it affects our values of solidarity and tolerance and will only lead to intolerance, racism and xenophobia activities!  That is why in political terms we should prevent this perception and that is why we will continue to encourage other member states in the north of Europe like the Scandinavian countries or The Netherlands to continue to be tolerant and to be available in accepting the resettlement policy.  And so in that field I will help the Maltese strategy of resettlement because it corresponds with the European interest. 

The final point that I would like to raise with you is completely political because I am feeling the importance of raising the awareness about the political dimension of the European strategy as regards immigration because people are feeling that there is a linkage between terrorism and illegal immigration. We should help people to avoid such a perception which is extremely dangerous.  We should explain to the public that people who become suicide bombers are well educated and they integrate well in society.  They are not desperate people and that is the tragic lesson which we learned by the attacks on London! 

We should improve our capacity of inter-cultural and inter-religious dialogue and in that field I expect an important role played by Malta because of the Maltese historic traditions of friendship towards southern Mediterranean countries.  Malta has historic traditions of friendship towards the Muslim world, and that is why I am encouraging you to play a crucial role in this field.  By the end of this year the council has decided - and it was also agreed with the UK presidency two days ago in London – to put a European proposal on the radicalisation and the recruitment of terrorists. 

In my view we need to explore the profound roots of radicalisation and terrorism because terrorism never has a justification. We should explore the profound roots and we should involve the religious communities living in Europe and outside Europe so that they can be our allies in this important political strategy of prevention.  Military instruments are not enough.  We can reduce the vulnerability but we cannot eliminate it totally.  To this end we need a political strategy to eradicate and isolate terrorism.  That is why I do not see a direct linkage between immigration and terrorism but we should take into account the concerns of European citizens.  

As you know very well, one of the reasons of the referendum’s failure in The Netherlands and in France was linked to these perceptions of fear.  As a part of Europe we should take into full consideration the concerns of our citizens.  These are the main guidelines of my activity and I expect your full support in them.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you, Mr Vice President.  Now I will invite comments from my colleagues.  The Hon. George Vella is the spokesman of the opposition for European affairs and he can start with his intervention.  

HON. GEORGE VELLA:  Thank you Mr Chairman.  I am not going to ask any questions but simply back fully what the commissioner has said.  This is precisely what we believe in and it is the way we see things.  In the beginning of this session the Chairman has explained very clearly what our concerns are, and I am sure that with the full backing of both sides of the House this is the policy we would like to see implemented from the European side and we will be more than willing to help wherever our contribution could be fruitful.  

Malta is on the divide between the North African coast and Europe and as you rightly said, Dr. Frattini, over the years we have had the benefit of both understanding and at the same time collaborating with both sides in this issue.  Nobody ever foresaw that we will have both people in the Mediterranean.  This was something we talked about in the sixties in South East Asia but again this is a fact and it is clearly putting a heavy load on our country.  

Mr Commissioner, I was very glad to hear you talking the way you did this morning, and I sincerely look forward to see this policy being implemented in the future. Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  With your permission I would like to take a round of interventions because time is limited.  Now I ask Dr Simon Busuttil, member of the European Parliament.

HON. SIMON BUSUTTIL:  Mr Commissioner, it is a pleasure to have you here in this committee.  As a member of the European Parliament, a few weeks ago I had the occasion to participate in a debate on immigration and I addressed you directly.  On that occasion I told you that the Maltese people were relying on you on this issue and it is precisely on this point that I would like to address you today.  

You spoke about the concerns of the people and you also appealed to us to make sure that we attack this wrong perception of linking immigration with issues such as terrorism. I must say that unfortunately the perceptions in our country on immigration are also of great concern and these concerns are arising because of what people are seeing happening around them.  As you know by the beginning of summer we have had double the number of people landing in our country than we had last year, in which year we already had significant landings!  

In my opinion this is having quite a grave impact on the very social fabric of our society.  I do not want to sound an alarmist, but it is an alarming situation!  If you talk to the people in the street you will see that unfortunately the situation is becoming grave, to such an extent that fear, xenophobia and racism are being fomented because of the inflow of people landing in Malta!  Of course you will agree with me that this is a very dangerous situation and unless we act decisively we will not be able to control this negative perception.  

Unfortunately coupled with this, there is another concern, that the people are feeling that the European Union is not doing enough to address this issue.  I do know that there are limits to the competencies of the European Union on this area, but technicality I will speak as far as people are concerned.  People know that they are on their own on this issue and they are looking forward to see the European Union acting decisively to tackle this issue.  So it is a great relief to see you, Mr Commissioner, in your position because I know that you are taking this issue very seriously. The next step, however, is to translate words into concrete action so that the people's concerns can be addressed.  

In conclusion I would like to make two minor points. The first one relates to the solidarity fund.  We speak a lot about solidarity when we speak about immigration.  The irony is that the European Union has a solidarity fund which is intended for natural disasters but this fund is not being mobilised when we have human disasters occurring in the Mediterranean region and where people are losing their lives.  The solidarity fund is not being mobilised for such a situation! I do understand that the solidarity fund was intended initially for natural disasters, but in this situation we have human disasters with the consequent irony that whereas the fund is mobilised in the case of disasters where there is no human loss, it is not being mobilised in crisis situations like these which have significant human losses!  

The final point relates specifically to my country.  The immigration policy of the European Union is still developing and my appeal to you is to address specifically the challenge concerning Malta.  Here you have a country with a huge crisis relating to immigration and yet this is a tiny country.  We can turn this challenge into an opportunity because Malta could be a testing ground for the success that the evolving immigration policy of the European Union can have.  Thank you.  

THE CHAIRMAN: Thank you.  Now I ask the Hon. Leo Brincat, shadow spokesman of the opposition for foreign affairs, to make his comments.

HON. LEO BRINCAT:  Mr Chairman, first of all I must congratulate Your Excellency for your sense of purpose and commitment on this very crucial issue.  I have two simple questions. On the 28th of June you were reported to have said that emergency actions are not enough regarding illegal immigration because this dramatic issue will not be solved in a couple of minutes.  Instead you realistically advocated a mid or a long term strategy.  However, given the urgency which such a situation is creating for small states like Malta - that as you very well know is in the southern tip of Europe and the closest to the northern tip of North Africa - don’t you think that in parallel to the long term process you have spoken about, immediate action is nevertheless called for, in our regard as a small member state?  

Secondly, while having taken note positively of your call for a co-ordinated effort, would you not agree that there is a need for a coherent EU policy as a result of which an ongoing mechanism could be developed to keep the issue of illegal immigration constantly under review through regular meetings while developing a proactive action plan?  Thank you.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  Hon. Michael Asciak, from the government side.

HON. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Mr Vice President, I would like to highlight a couple of points.  First of all I want to say that I fully agree with Dr. Simon Busuttil about the lack of an official EU immigration policy.  This policy needs to be put in place similar to policies in Australia, USA and Canada, particularly considering the level of demographic statistics in Europe. There is definitely a need for the whole of Europe to supplement its population because of the low birth rate in certain countries.  However the point that I would particularly like to make is that I am a member of the Euro-Med parliament and I am a bit worried about the direction of the assistance the Meda-fund has given to countries of the southern Mediterranean and the Middle East.  

I am not so convinced that these are being used to address the issues of democracy and issues concerning fundamental rights, particularly those of women and children.  Also I am not convinced that the funds are being properly channelled to an increased industrial development.  By industrial I also mean agrarian, which is widespread, and therefore would reach the population in a way that would not make it necessary for them to leave their country and travel to Europe.  Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  Now I ask Hon. Evarist Bartolo, the official spokesman of the opposition for tourism and culture.

HON. EVARIST BARTOLO:  Mr Vice President, you rightly said that we should fight the perception of illegal immigration being linked to terrorism, but what about the linkage between illegal immigration, unemployment and economic problems?  There is a wrong perception between these as well.  Perhaps Europe has a tradition in this perception, and we think that our economic problems are due to or will be made worse by illegal immigrants, whereas perhaps we should look at those zones in the world where they have seen immigration as an economic opportunity rather than a threat. I would like to ask you whether you think that in the coming months we should also address this difficult issue.  

I know it is difficult and it isn’t a popular issue, but I think it would be positive to look at the way things have happened in Canada or in America, where they have seen immigrants as an opportunity and they have remained more competitive than Europe in their economic growth.  Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  Mr Vice President, the remaining 12 minutes are all yours.  

DR FRANCO FRATTINI:  I will start from the last question, because we are preparing two important initiatives on this point.  The first one will be a comprehensive proposal on the economic migration strategy which will be made by the commission by the end of this year.  We have published a European green paper and we are now collecting suggestions and proposals.  It seems to be a successful experience because we have already collected more than 170 contributions from trade unions, NGOs, associations of enterprises and member states.

On that basis I will present a proposal by the end of this year, and before that I will present another proposal to be approved on the 1st of September - I hope - with regards to development and migration.  I agree with the opinion that the links between migration and development could be an opportunity and to this end we should prepare a European comprehensive strategy.  That is the way I am following now.  

I agree in principle that we cannot have a bureaucratic approach in addressing immigration, illegal immigration and solidarity principles, but we need political and concrete responses.  A political response means an emergency strategy and a long term strategy as well.  As you know very well, on the emergency reaction we have decided to fund immediately Euro1 million.  However I have told you that supplementary funds will be available by the end of this year.  This will consist in Euro15 million under the return programme and another Euro 6.6 million under the normal ARGO programme.  

Of course I am expecting a call for proposals from Malta.  We need political results, and the first political result was the successful meeting with Libya.  In my personal view this was an unexpected successful political result.  I am saying this because when we had decided in April - and Hon. Tonio Borg remembers as well - many member states in Europe were reluctant to accept the proposal made by myself!  They told me to be careful because we cannot open a negotiation process with Libya without having formal juridical preconditions referring to fundamental rights.  However I answered them that you cannot put on the table a juridical precondition but we can raise a political point. And on that basis of a political strategy, Libya had accepted.  

We cannot impose juridical preconditions, but I have urged Libya to release the Bulgarian nurses.  I have urged them to allow the United Nations to accede freely to the office in Tripoli and I have urged them to allow inspections from EU officials in their camps where the conditions of asylum seekers were very bad. The Libyans accepted these conditions because there was a political negotiation that would allow Europe to play a role in relation with Libya.  That is why they have accepted to participate in joint patrol operations in the Mediterranean Sea. 

That is why I gave the instructions to the new Frontex agency to make the first action in 2005 with a comprehensive assessment regarding illegal immigration in relation to Libya.  That will be the first task of the border agency.  The second task will be at the beginning of 2006 where the Frontex agency would be ready to contribute in training programmes for border guards, including Libyan border guards.  I also gave instructions to the Frontex agency to be the first of all those involved and committed to the Mediterranean region.  

The other point is the refugee strategy.  I stressed this point because we have in place a European refugee fund and you know that Malta in 2005 will receive five times more money than in 2004 because Malta has participated in the call for proposals. That is why I expect for 2006 many more proposals from Malta and I will help Malta if there will be an acceptable proposal.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Mr Vice President, once again I thank you very much for your intervention. It was indeed a pleasure and an honour to have you in this committee.  While wishing you all the best for fulfilling this initiative, we sincerely hope that your endeavours in this regard meet with success.  

DR FRANO FRATTINI:  Mr Chairman, thank you very much.

Fil-11.15 a.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data li kellha tiġi komunikata iktar tard.

PAGE  

