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THE DEPUTY CHAIRMAN (Onor. Clyde Puli):  Mr. Corbett, we welcome you to our meeting here with the Foreign and European Affairs Committee of the House of Representatives of Malta.  First of all I would like to excuse my other colleagues who couldn’t make it today, but the committee is formed by nine members of whom only the Minister is full-time, the others are all part-timers.  The rest of the members are attending meetings abroad and in fact the chairman of this Committee is attending an extraordinary meeting of the Constitutional Affairs Committee.  

At the moment we are all concerned at the outcome of the Dutch and the French vote regarding the Constitution for Europe.  I think it would be a good idea if we had a free discussion during this meeting.  Now, I invite you to make your address and then allow us to ask a few questions and make a few comments.

MR RICHARD CORBETT:  Thank you very much and thank you for your warm welcome.  I too should have been at the Constitutional Affairs Committee of the European Parliament in Brussels, but I didn’t want to suddenly stop the visit that we had planned and disrupt your plans.  So I’ve come here and I think it is very useful that we have this discussion at a highly topical time because we have just had the French and the Dutch "no" votes.  This morning the Latvian Parliament voted “yes” and has ratified the Constitution.

So we are facing a situation where two countries have said “no” but we also have ten countries that have said “yes”.  Most of the remaining countries have said that they will continue with their ratification procedures.  That means in a year’s time or just over one year’s time we are likely to be in a situation where the Constitution has been ratified and supported by a majority of states and representing the majority of the population of the European Union, but not by everybody.  There may be two, three or four countries who have voted against. What do you do in that situation?  That’s the question that everyone is now beginning to address.  

I think this will inevitably give rise to exploring possible solutions that can satisfy the minority and the majority.  We cannot just say that all this was a nice idea but two or three countries rejected it, so we’ll go on as before, forget about it and ignore the four years of work that has been done on this new constitutional treaty.  The reasons which led all 25 governments to agree that we needed a new rule book for the European Union, a new constitutional treaty remains valid, remains on the table.  We need the EU to be reformed, to be capable of continuing to work effectively as it gets larger and larger, capable of delivering policies in those policy areas where we all benefit from having common policies, but at the same time to be more democratically accountable.  We all need that.  We cannot just say that it was a nice idea and forget it.  

So there will still be a momentum whether or not the exact text can get through as it stands.  That is one question, but the process is certainly not that.  We do need to find a solution.  In the end it has to be endorsed by everybody that is the problem.  To ratify you need to win the grand slam of 25 victories and zero defeats.  In sports that’s very unusual and in a complex political matter like the Constitution it is extremely difficult.  But Europe always works by overcoming crisis.  The European Union’s history has been littered with crisis at different times and it has always managed to emerge, often stronger, from such crisis.

Clearly the negotiations exploring solutions that will inevitably come about -maybe after some time - will be influenced by the proportions of those who have said "yes" and those who have said "no".  If a number of countries say "no" or do not even put it to their own ratification, it would weaken the hand of those who want this reform to go forward.  If on the other hand, the overwhelming majority of countries have put it to ratification and have said "yes", that will mean that they will be negotiating from a position of strength, which at the moment looks perhaps surprising, perhaps unlikely, after the week we have just had.  But nonetheless, after a period of time has gone by and you look more calmly at the overall picture of all 25 countries, then I think you have a different balance emerging.

THE DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Thank you for your introduction.  Before passing to our comments, I would like to introduce the rest of my colleagues.  On my left is Hon. Josè Herrera, who is a member of the Opposition, of the Malta Labour Party, and on my immediate right is Hon. Mario de Marco, who comes from the Nationalist Party, from the government side.  They are both members of this Committee, and on Hon de Marco’s right is Hon. Simon Busuttil MEP. 

Hon. Herrera.

ONOR. JOSÈ HERRERA:  On behalf of the Committee and also on behalf of the Labour Parliamentary Group, I welcome you to our country.  It is true that you have come here in difficult times.  In the sense that after four years of negotiating to try and form a Constitutional treaty, perhaps one of the most important members of the European Union, France, has opted out.  And now even the Netherlands, has opted out from signing the treaty.

I don’t know if you are aware of the political position my party took before the referendum.  We were obviously against joining the European Union.  Lately, the European Parliamentary Group debated what stand we should take with regards to the ratification of the Constitution.  As you probably know, according to Maltese law, the ratification process is not going to be done by referendum but through a vote in parliament.  All our treaties are ratified by an Act of Parliament, and so we felt that this treaty should be similarly treated.  This does not mean that you cannot refer to the people any issue you want.  You can refer to the general public any issue of importance; there is nothing which precludes this.  But the political forces on the island - including the Labour party - decided that this is a treaty like all the others.  The Maltese people have already had the right to pronounce themselves on the EU in the last referendum, which was held about a year ago, and also in the last general election.  So we felt that the Maltese public at large has had the opportunity to express itself on two separate occasions.  Therefore we felt that it wasn’t perhaps opportune at this point in time, to have another referendum on this issue.

The Labour Party group met to discuss, whether we should vote in favour, abstain or vote against ratifying the European Constitution.  We met over a period of months where we discussed every single aspect, every angle of this voluminous Constitution.  We do have a number of reservations which we will declare when we come to take the vote in parliament, especially in aspects regarding neutrality are concerned.  But we will be voting as a Labour Party group if the General Conference of the Labour Party will agree.  As it is within the Labour Party structure, the General Conference has the last say.  The Labour Party group has already pronounced itself, in the sense that we should opt to vote in favour of the ratification process.  

Let me give you my opinion why I think people are voting against the ratification of the Constitution.  First of all, I think that it is too complicated and too voluminous for a Constitution.  Lately, my colleagues and I, visited the United States, and met the American Congress.  The American Congress basically told us that one fault of this Constitution is that it doesn’t look like a Constitution.  In fact, they showed us the United States Constitution, which is only just a few pages thick and this is a whole treatise which makes it complicated.  This makes it unattractive because the man in the street feel that they cannot understand its implications and that in itself scares people from it.  Even the Maltese Constitution is far more simpler.  

The second point is that the European member states were perhaps too euphoric about it, because for years they tried to create a constitutional framework for 25 countries, of which ten countries are brand new members, in a time-frame of less than four years.  For example, the first time Malta had a Constitution and self-government from the British - which was back in 1921 - it took the Maltese political forces on the island twelve years to try and convince the British to grant us a Constitution for self-government.  It took twelve years of negotiations, and then in the thirties the Constitution was suspended.  When the time came to draw up another Constitution, the Independence - Independence was granted to Malta in 1964 - serious negotiations in this respect started after the collapse of the Labour government of 1958.  We had colonial administration, and it took Malta six full years of negotiations to try to come to some sort of agreement on our Constitution.  And this is just one country.

The Maltese experience in creating Constitutions indicates that drawing up a Constitution is quite a tough job because a Constitutional Treaty or a Constitution creates supreme law, and once it becomes operative, it is very difficult to repeal.  So I think that it was a bit too ambitious.  Having said that, and I will not take up more time, I personally feel that the treaty as proposed, which basically absorbs other treaties like that of Nice, etc., is a good document and instrument.  And I think it is beneficial especially to smaller countries, because it recognises in no small terms, the sovereignty of Malta.  It doesn’t treat Malta or the small countries as small regions, but as sovereign states.  It also foresees the creation of an administrative and political structure which guarantees this aspect.  

My reservations about - or better what I feel - has perhaps no place in the Constitution because it alienates people from voting for it, is what is found in Chapter 3 of the treaty.  That is the reference to the Economic and Political aspects.  In the sense that we are binding ourselves by a higher law, a higher treaty, to strive and preserve in perpetuity the concept of a free market economy.  You may tell me:  But that is how the European Union was born!  Because the European Union was born from the idea of creating a common market based on a free market economy.  

But having said that, traditionally, when you examine the Constitutions of the World, you will realise that as a rule, I would say almost exclusively, such legal instruments never cater for such concepts.  Market policy and economics do not usually form part of the Constitution.  I think the fact that people are voting for a Constitution which is overstressing the neo-liberal aspect of commerce, would alienate voters on the left of the political spectrum.  Thank you very much.

THE DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much.  Mr Richard Corbett.

MR RICHARD CORBETT:  First of all I would like to say something regarding France, which as you said, is a very important country in the European Union.  In my country and in many others, we tend to think of France as being an enthusiastic country, the avant-garde of the European project, as it always has been.  It is not true.  Historically, France has always been very divided on Europe, sometimes having the majority for and sometimes against.  They launched the Schumann plan, but then they blocked the European defence community treaty, just two years later.  They accepted the EEC treaty.  Three years after that, by a narrow majority, they blocked its implementation when De Gaulle had the empty chair policy when France boycotted the meetings of the council.

They held up the first enlargement of the Union for ten years.  They blocked direct elections to the European Parliament for 20 years.  They accepted the Maastricht treaty but by a very narrow majority in their referendum.  Because France, actually, has flip-flopped a bit on Europe, mainly because of its certain internal political divisions.  These are the far left and the far right, which are bigger in France than in most countries, opposing every step in European integration.  And the Gaullist party, until Maastricht, opposed every treaty.

But as you can see, when they have said "no", it hasn’t stopped things proceeding.  They have not turned their back on the whole European idea, and that is true this time too.  If you look at the "No" campaign, a large proportion of it, notably the critics from the left, were saying: We’re not against Europe as a project, we just disagree with some parts of this Constitution or we would like it to go further.  So I’m quite confident that France isn’t turning its back to Europe, but of course, we must take account of the criticisms.

Being a member of the Labour Party in my own country, I’m very sensitive to what you said about the Maltese Labour Party, and I must say I admire the way you’ve gone into this in this debate.  Having opposed the accession of Malta - for reasons which we know - but recognising that that issue is now settled, that Malta is now part of the European Union, the question is now a different one.  It is how to make this union work better, more democratically and so on.  In that light, I think it is very good that the Maltese Labour Party is not looking towards the past now but is looking towards the future and debating exactly whether this Constitution is an improvement on the current treaties or not.  It seems that the group, at least, has reached the conclusion that it is an improvement on the current treaties.

You mentioned your reservations.  First you mentioned neutrality.  Malta, of course, is not the only member state of the EU that is coming from a traditional field of neutrality.  In this Union, there is always compromise among its members. I think the compromise that has been reached was one which can reassure those countries that come from a neutral tradition.  They have all agreed, because they could accept it as a workable compromise that respected their neutrality.  The fact that decision-taking is unanimous in the field of foreign affairs and also where defence and security are concerned is a guarantee in that regard.

The criticism that for a constitution it is too complex, I think, has some merits and has certainly been one of the factors in France, notably, and you identified correctly part 3 as being the main culprit.  I think if we were all starting from a blank sheet of paper, it could have been done differently, but we are starting from a set of existing treaties, which de facto are the current Constitution of the European Union.  They lay down its field of responsibility, the legislative budgetary procedure, how you compose the institution.  So they are de facto, the current, rather messy, Constitution.  In the hierarchy of acts, the new Constitutional Treaty has the same place as the existing treaties.  It is not more entrenched or less entrenched, it has the same validity.  And we couldn’t ignore what has been done over the previous years.

The solution was to put it all in part 3.  It would have been better to have called it an annex or an appendix to give it a slightly different provision, because it is unusual when you see articles of the Constitution going into policy.  The reason is that in the USA - you mentioned yourself that their constitution being short and simple - the Constitution confers blanket powers on the federal level of governments for particular policy areas.   

In the case of the Union, our member states, who are existing sovereign states, did not want to confer blanket competences on the Union.  For each policy area they wanted to define, very precisely and quite carefully, exactly what they want the Union to do.  You don’t say the European Union is competent for agriculture, the European Union is competent for the environment, the European Union is competent for consumer protection.  In each of these areas there are several articles spelling out exactly what our countries have agreed should be the objectives of the Union in the policy areas.

That is why our constitution is longer than that of the United States.  But it is not unique.  If you look at the Swiss constitution, there is quite a bit of policy in it.  And I saw recently the constitution of the state of California, which is big and thick, a bit like our treaties, and in their constitution they even had an article on how you tax mineral rights when they are located below golf courses.  

So constitutions are rather diverse, also in their legal forms.  This one is a treaty. The Canadian constitution, until ten years ago, was an act of the British parliament, and every time the Canadians wanted to change it, the House of Commons had to amend it.  The British Constitution is not even codified in a single document, but one part - what we regard as part of our constitution - is the act of union between England and Scotland.  When it was negotiated between the two sovereign countries, it was an international treaty, that then they ratified it. So Constitutions are diverse and don’t always conform to our standard models.

Was it drawn up too quickly?  One of the best constitutions in Europe is the German one, which was drawn up very quickly, in a matter of months.  In our case, I would say yes, you need to take time to get it right, because we are 25 different countries, with different starting points and different traditions.  But having a convention for a year and a half, an IGC for a year, was not really rushed, when you take account of the fact that most of it was building on the existing constitution, the treaties of Rome, Maastricht, Amsterdam and Nice, which all were talked through and built up step by step.  Our Union has evolved step by step, it was not a sudden creation.

Is it a sort of supreme law?  I come back to what I said just now, no more than the current treaties are.  They are already a supreme law.  The European law prevails over national law, but then it’s the member states themselves that determine what is European law, and this through the Council and through the treaties that they ratify.  The member states remain the gate keepers.  In the hierarchy of Acts, the Constitution or the Treaty, has the same place as previous treaties and can be amended usually by the same procedure.

The final point is this:  Does it infringe free market economics?  It entrenches the four freedoms creating a common market, free circulation of goods, labour, capital, services.  That’s there, but also there are the enabling articles to regulate that market.  If you take any of these single things out of context and look at it alone, you can very easily portray this as a free market Constitution or a Socialist Constitution, which the Conservatives in my country are saying, or whatever you like.  But if you look at the whole, it creates a market.  We have a market in Europe already.  

I think it is important that if you have a market, you need to regulate it to the necessary degree, to make it fair and efficient.  A market without regulation, that is totally free for all, is neither fair nor efficient.  That’s why, at European level, we adopt common legislation for that market, common rules for the common market on consumer protection, on environmental standards, on some aspects of employment law and workplace rights, on health and safety at work and on competition policies.  So it is not dominated by a few multinationals.  The European Union does that.

One reason why we need a new Constitution is to make sure that our capacity to do that doesn’t end, as the Union gets bigger and bigger, that we are not having a sclerotic union.  We need the Union to continue to deliver those policies that correct the market.  That’s one thing the Constitution does.

THE DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much, Mr. Corbett.  More comments please?  Hon. De Marco.

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO:  I also welcome you on behalf of the governing party.  

What is important at the moment is that the ratification process has kept going on.  This Parliament looks forward towards ratifying the treaty possibly by the beginning of or by mid-July, but definitely, the ratification process has been kept going.  

Regarding the resolution of this impulse, I think, as you rightly pointed out, that it is still too early to decide what are the possible solutions.  Is it a matter of simply having another referendum, as there was in Ireland when there was a problem with the Nice treaty?  Is it a problem regarding having a re-draft of the treaty?  Is it an issue having another IGC?  

There are obviously various solutions, but all these solutions, I think, can be discussed only after a vote has been taken over, in all the member states, and then we would know how many member states are against and how many are in favour.  But it is also important to identify the real reasons why any member state has voted "no".  The problem with a referendum, as opposed to a debate in parliament, is that you’ll never really know the reason why people have voted "no".  I think the real problem at the moment with the results in France and in Holland is that where you lay your finger on.  Did the French people vote "no" because they are disagreeing with the economic policies of the government of Chirac?  Did they vote "no" because they wanted to protest against the political situation in France?  Or they voted "no" because they are against the idea of having an EU Constitution, or did they vote "no" because perhaps they were not too happy with certain EU policies?

The irony is that the mainstream parties in France were all in favour of this Constitutional treaty.  So, this is why it is even more difficult to determine why the people did in actual fact vote against.  But we need to identify some reasons, because otherwise you can’t get to the proper solutions.  So obviously, the discussion could be that it is too early in the day.  I think that after the shock of the "no" votes, we all have to go forward with the ratification process and then take stock of the situation.

As Hon. Herrera has pointed out, in Malta there is a general consensus on this Constitutional treaty, and I think that at this stage it is fair to criticise the treaty in terms of whether it is too lengthy or too complex or not.  There has been the political will to go forward with this, and as I said earlier, it is still too early to decide on the solution.  That we will know at the end of this ratification process.  Thank you.

THE DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  May I introduce Hon. Leo Brincat, Member of the Foreign and European Affairs and member of the Opposition.

ONOR. LEO BRINCAT:  First of all, I must apologise for being late, but we had a meeting with the Tunisian President.  If I may, at the expense perhaps of repeating some comment which my friends have made, make some remarks myself.  

From the feedback which I have had about the negative vote in both France and the Netherlands, it seems that there were many issues which were unrelated to the treaty itself.  I am not referring only to domestic issues, but even to the Lisbon’s strategy's failure to achieve its targets and to the way the enlargement process has impacted, especially in the terms of the movement of labour, on certain countries.  The French obviously mentioned the “Polish invasion”.  When meeting ordinary citizens, the Euro issue came up quite frequently, not only in the sense that the Euro has had an inflationary impact on many EU countries, but it has also been perceived as having dampened economic prospects due to its overvaluation.

In the absence of any fall-back position or plan B, can you see the Nice treaty, with all its complexities, working at a practical level, given that it was not, or it was never intended, to cater for 25 countries?  And secondly, do you see a life for the present Constitutional treaty, or do you think that it is at the end of the road?

THE DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  If you agree, Mr. Corbett, because of time constraints, I would prefer if you take all the remaining comments.  Dr. Simon Busuttil.

DR SIMON BUSUTTIL:  I’m Simon Busuttil, member of the EPP in the European Parliament.  I want first of all to congratulate you for your role in this debate.  You are one of the two rapporteurs on the report produced in our parliament, which was adopted overwhelmingly in the European Parliament, so I must start by congratulating you and thanking you for your role on this debate. 

It is really a pity that you come here on the very good initiative of the EP office in Malta to help us understand better the Constitution, but here we are, the debate is already overshadowed by what we have seen happening in France and the Netherlands.  It is such a pity that rather than focusing on the real contents of the Constitution, which can indeed be explained to the people if we make the effort to explain it to them, and instead, what we’re doing is analysing what could have possibly been the reasons behind each and every "no vote" cast in the Netherlands and in France.  That is a pity, and maybe we should now make an effort to overcome this situation as fast as possible.  

I don’t want to take much of your time or speak at length.  I’ll just make one point.  For us in Malta, I see this as a double defeat.  What happened in France and the Netherlands is a serious setback for the Constitution itself and a setback for all Europeans.  But particularly it is also a setback for Malta, because the Constitution represents, for the first time in a decade I would say, a unifying factor for us in Malta.  

We have been divided over Europe for a decade or so in this country.  We have debated EU membership thoroughly, and here we’ve had a Constitutional document which was rallying actually all political parties in Malta behind it and which was going to draw a line on our former divisions.  So, more than anything else, in Malta we should be in favour of the Constitution because it gives us a new chance to look at Europe as a unifying factor rather than a divisive factor. 

I would like to close with a question which I find irresistible not to make.  I would like you to ask whether you will have a referendum in the United Kingdom after what happened over the past four days.  Thank you.

THE DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much.  Hon. Attard Montalto.

ONOR. JOHN ATTARD MONTALTO:  I have to say something because otherwise I will be perceived - as I was just telling Hon. Busuttil about what Winston Churchill once said - as a strong and silent man, who is only strong because he is silent, and is silent because he does not know what to say.  I beg to differ with the opinions of my colleagues, in the sense that what happened in France and Holland was completely anticipated and would have surprised me if the "yes" forces would have carried the day.  I would have been totally surprised if the referendum had been passed in these two countries and probably in other countries where a referendum is going to be held, with particular reference to the United Kingdom.  

I think it is important that the different procedures of ratification take place in individual countries so that it is possible for all the member states of the European Union to know exactly where the political forces within the individual country stand.  I think it is high time that one is diagnosed as either being pro-integration or pro-nationalistic.  Basically, with all the words that we say about the Constitution and its effects to give some form of comfort to arguments, in actual fact, if one had to define what the Constitution actually means in a sentence or two, for me the Constitution means more integration. For those opposing the Constitution, it means status quo, less integration and more emphasis on the national agenda.

This is a very simplistic way of putting things, but I think this is basically what it’s all about.  I think it’s important that the political forces of each individual country, express themselves.  This is important for the simple reason that the other component forces will know where everyone stands.  This is important even in those countries which have not yet ratified, as is the case in Malta.   We have had one party, the Government Party, which has already declared itself that it is pro-constitution and the Labour Party which has not yet decided, because the final decision will be taken in the General Assembly of the Labour Party, and we know it will be taken by a secret vote, which is extremely important.

I think that the process should carry on, both at party levels and at national levels, so that at the end of the whole process within the twenty-five member states, everyone will know where everyone else stands.  And perhaps, it is at that point in time that one could try and evaluate what needs to be done.  It may well be, and we should not be surprised, that in certain countries where a decision has been taken, the treaty will be put again to the vote.  I would not be surprised if this happens, especially in those instances where local politics had intermingled with the question of the constitutional approval or not, as may have happened in France.  So I would not be surprised at all if another referendum would take place in certain countries where it was rejected as had happened with other treaties of the EU.  

That is why the Constitution was not given a short period of time but a rather long period of time, two years basically, which is a substantial period of time to be approved.  Because in reality, whether you ratify or not, it does not need two years, especially in those countries which have been following the whole process.  But the two-year period was only set in order to accommodate the different situations of the populations within each individual country.  Some countries can go to ratification almost immediately knowing what the results will be, some will go not knowing and others will go in due time, when the electorate or the members of parliament would have reached a final decision.

Nevertheless, I think it is still too early to forecast what is going to happen on the Constitution.  I think we would be able to know our position, together with the other 24 countries, towards the end of the two-year period.  Thank you.

MR. RICHARD CORBETT:  I will try to give a single but hopefully coherent answer.  In a sense, the answer to your question if the Constitution is dead was partly answered, in a way, by your question.  Not necessarily dead, and certainly not the process, because as I said earlier, the reasons for which all 25 countries agreed was that we needed a new rule, we needed a reform.  Those reasons have not disappeared and that partly touches on the Nice treaty.  Yes, that will remain the fact and we can muddle through with it, but it is not ideal and it is highly desirable to have the improvements that the Constitution would bring with it.  That is the situation.

There was a question about what other reasons had led to a "no".  In many senses, that is the first thing we have to ask France and the Netherlands and anybody else who might vote "no".  We need to say to them: What is it you have said "no" to?  Formally, it is to ratify the Constitution, but what is it in that Constitution that you dislike?  And it will be extraordinarily difficult for them to find a coherent answer, because if you listen to what the different components of the "no" campaign were saying, certainly in France, they were often contradictory, sometimes wrong and sometimes they were objecting to things that are in the current treaties, some of which will remain in the current treaties.  In any case, that is not affected, one way or another, by the constitution. But hopefully, there will be a major internal debate now in France and the Netherlands.  

I remember that when Denmark rejected the Maastricht treaty, the Danes themselves said to the rest of Europe:  Proceed with your ratification procedures while we’ll have an internal debate about what it is we have a problem with.  They then had a very serious internal debate, they set up a special Parliamentary Committee which had hearings across the country that analysed, debated and discussed.  And eventually they came up with four items, which they then discussed with their partners in the European Union, and everyone else was able to give reassurance to the Danes without changing a single word in the Maastricht treaty.  It was all about interpreting and clarifying four different parts of that treaty.  

In this case, I think, it won’t be quite as easy, but it does show a way forward that those countries that have voted "no" need not just to say: "No, it’s dead finished”, because that would be very disrespectful for the equally democratic procedures in the majority of countries that will be saying "yes".  We need to find a common solution.  To do that, the countries that voted "no" need to come up with some coherent ideas about what they would like to see changed.  

Is interpretation of the Constitution enough?  That would be easier.  An opt-out is not desirable, but we have to look at every possibility.  Footnotes and even changes to it.  But the problem is that it might trigger the need for a new ratification procedure in countries that have already ratified if the issue that has been changed is not a problem in those countries, but helps reassure the countries that have a problem.  Maybe that is the way forward.

Will there be a referendum in the UK?  The government said that we cannot ratify without a referendum. The government’s preferred option is to indeed ratify this constitution. The Labour government believes this Constitution is indeed a good thing and should be ratified.  

But I think that in the context of the decisions of the countries that still have to ratify, the European Council meeting in two weeks time would be very important, because if some countries are saying that they are abandoning the procedure and others are saying that they are going ahead, that will not be helpful.  It is desirable to have a sort of collective view on that, if it is possible.  If there is a collective view and they resolve to continue with ratification procedures in all the countries that have not yet ratified, I think that can only be helpful in terms of what you said at the end, that in two years time or one and a half years time, we can say it’s been 23 ayes and two noes or 20 ayes and four noes, whatever it is.  That will effect the negotiations which will inevitably start to try to find a way out of this situation.

In the meantime, we’ll have to survive with the Nice treaty, but the reasons that led us to go further, remain on the table.  They are not reasons, by the way, of further integration, in the sense that the Constitution will not enable the Union to deal with any new subjects. (Interruption) 

Yes, you can say "perception" is political reality.  Unfortunately sometimes you need to try and work on correcting perceptions.  Rather than expanding the field of competences in the Union, this is about how the Union exercises those competences.  

I know that many of you make efforts to inform public opinion.  On my flight down I read in the Air Malta ‘In Flight’ magazine an article by yourself informing the public on your work in the parliament.  I think that’s a role that MEPs and MPs alike have to join together in informing public opinion about what is at stake in this debate.  Thank you.

THE DEPUTY CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much.  I would like once again to thank you, Mr. Corbett, for this exchange of ideas.  I think it was a very fruitful exercise and I sincerely hope that finally you will find a way to get this treaty through for the benefit of all EU citizens.  I hope you have a nice day in our country.  Thank you very much.

Fis-1.00 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data li kellha tiġi komunikata aktar tard.
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