MALTA

KAMRA TAD-DEPUTATI 

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

L-GĦAXAR PARLAMENT

Laqgħa Nru. 46
L-Erbgħa , 25 ta’ Mejju, 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. 46
L-Erbgħa, 25 ta’ Mejju, 2005
Il-Kumitat iltaqa' fil-Palazz, il-Belt Valletta, fis-6.35 p.m.

Talba

MINUTI

Il-Minuti tal-laqgħa Nru 45 li saret fit-23 ta’ Mejju 2005, kienu konfermati.

LAQGĦA MAL-GERMANY-MALTA PARLIAMENTARY FRIENDSHIP GROUP
THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi):  Good evening, I welcome you once again to Malta because we had met last year.  I feel that this visit is coming at a very interesting period in the political situation both in Europe and in malta when the debate about the ratification of the European constitution in certain countries is on.  Let's get the formalities over and done with.  I am the Chairman of the Foreign and European Affairs Committee and Head of the Malta-German Parliamentary Friendship Group which I am very keen to strengthen further. 

I would now like to introduce the members of this Committee.  On my right is the Deputy Speaker, Hon Carmelo Abela, who is the official spokesman for the Opposition for Education, Youth, Sports and Culture and on my left is Hon Leo Brincat, who is the spokesman for the Opposition for Foreign Affairs, and Former Minister of Finance and Trade.  Hon Brincat has a very wide experience as far as Parliament is concerned.

On my right at the far end is Hon Joe Falzon, Government member who also happens to be the youngest MP in Parliament.  Actually he broke my record as the youngest MP in Parliament because in 1998 when I was elected I was the youngest.  In the last elections I was going to be the youngest, but he is six months younger than me, so I just missed creating this record twice in a row.  Hon Falzon is an architect by profession and also sits on the Planning Authority board as a member nominated by the government.  

And, to quote a Latin phrase, “dulcis in fundo”, the sweetest for last, Hon Mario de Marco, who came in whilst I was speaking.  Hon de Marco is the Deputy Chairman of Committees of Parliament and also sits on the Foreign and European Affairs Committee.  He is an MP on the Government side.

Finally, may I place on record that the German delegation will be assisted by an interpreter.

HON. DIETER GRASEDIECK:  Thank you very much for your kind invitation.  We have already seen some of the beautiful parts of Malta and some of the historic buildings in Valletta.  We have also seen some of the technology that is present here, because you have not only history but also excellent industry and development in industry, as we could see at the Freeport.

We came to Malta with a mixed group made up of experts from different committees of the Bundestag.  On the right we have Mr Beck, who is a member of the Defence Committee and also President of the Reserve Army.  He'll be trying to establish contact with Malta in this respect - so it comes at a good time that Gorsch Fock is coming to Malta on Saturday – and he will also try to establish contacts with the Generals along these lines.
My name is Dieter Grasedieck from the SPD.  I was elected to parliament in 1994, and I’m serving on the Committee for Finance.  However I want to establish a better link to my own profession and get a better view of technology and education.  And for this reason I started serving also on the committee for technology and education.  

Mr Beck is from the Christian Democratic Party whereas Ms Behm is a member of the Green Party which at the moment is in difficult times, as you may be aware, due to the election in North Rhine-Westphalia.  The coalition is in difficulties, and she is serving on the Agricultural Committee.

Mr Koenigshofen has been a member of the Bundestag since 1994 and we have been working together for many years, before we even started at the Bundestag.  Due to our common profession with established contacts which we also kept in our work at the Bundestag.  He used to serve on the Traffic Committee and now is a member of the Budget Committee which is the most important committee at the Bundestag because that’s where the money is distributed.  So he is a very influential person in the Bundestag.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you for your introduction.  From our side I must admit that we are very keen on establishing a very effective working relationship with you.  We have to say thanks - I’m not saying this because he is present - to the endeavours of the German Ambassador to Malta and to our Speaker that we have formed this Parliamentary Friendship Group.  

I would like to discuss with you concrete ways in which we can go forward.  I do not want - and I do not think you want either - to a have a group just for formality’s sake.  I think there is a lot of potential for strengthening the relations between Germany and Malta which are already excellent, but nonetheless I think there is still room for improvement, as in any other case in life.  

So that is my parting shot.  However, I would like to ask a question about the very recent political developments in your country and how you envisage the situation developing in the next few months in particular, whether there’s a possibility or a probability of early elections this coming autumn?  

HON. DIETER GRASEDIECK:  The situation is as follows.  There were elections on Sunday, as you may know, in North Rhine-Westphalia.  The SPD and the Green Party lost dramatically, and the CDU and FDP had a landslide victory in this region.  On Sunday afternoon - because already on Saturday the forecasts were that the elections might most likely be lost - Chancellor Schroeder invited a small circle of decision makers to his office and they decided that they wanted new elections.  However in Germany this is not easy, because you have to overcome several hurdles to be able to call new elections.  That stems from historical reasons, because in the Weimar Republic new elections were called far too often, and we wanted to prevent that by our constitution.

The parliamentary parties met and discussed the matter, and it is not quite known how matters will be dealt with.  However, the objective is that the Chancellor will put the vote of confidence to parliament which will be linked to a certain law, and this law will be of the type that some of our MPs, be it Greens or SPD will vote against, which will mean that the Chancellor does not have the majority in parliament any more.  Then new elections can be held. However, this again has to be verified by the President within a period of 21 days, and then 60 days later elections can be held, which would mean that elections can be held on the 18th of September.  Again, this means that we will have a very short campaign, only from the end of August to the 18th September.  That is very unusual for Germany, because normally our election campaigns last much longer. 

It will be very difficult for the political parties if new candidates have to be nominated, because we have approximately a year to nominate new candidates, and they have a year to get themselves known in their constituency.  This is not possible at the moment, because if a new candidate is not formally elected in his constituency, he will have only three weeks to get himself known in his constituency.  And that is the difficulty for the large parties and also for the small ones.  But the decision has been taken, and we try to stick to the plan.

THE CHAIRMAN:  I would like to introduce Hon George Vella who is the official spokesman of the Opposition for European affairs.  He is also a former Minister of Foreign Affairs and Environment. 

HON. ERNST-REINHARD BECK:  Just a supplement to what was said by Mr. Grasedieck as viewed from the Opposition Party, that is our view of the political situation in Germany right now.  First of all, we agree that there is a wide consensus that new elections should be held.  However it is a decision to be taken by the President and we do not know what it is yet.  It is his free decision.  Secondly, our country has a federal structure which means that elections in one of our large länders can have effects on the policy of the whole of Germany.  So it will be very interesting to see what will happen in the autumn, whether the coalition existing between the Greens and the SPD party - which has not been serving very long yet, but in some of the länder they have been in office for much longer - will be re-elected or be replaced by the Opposition, that is the coalition of the FDP and the Christian Democrats.  It will be very interesting to see what the Germans will decide in the autumn.  

The Chancellor said that this will be an election to establish the future direction of politics and to see what direction politics will take, in important affairs such as economy, tax, unemployment and finances.  What course will such matters take in the future in Germany?  Will we follow the route we have been following in the past years or will we chart a new way which will be marked by the Liberals and by the Christian Democrats?  

Let me add something else, gentlemen.  The contacts and relations between Malta and Germany are very important.  I am a member of the Opposition, but regardless of what will be decided in the autumn elections, the efforts to continue our good relations and contacts between Malta and Germany will certainly continue.  This is very important in a growing and larger Europe.  For Germany it is very important to establish contacts and to take smaller countries along.  We want to prevent a situation where the policies in Europe are only dictated by France, Germany and the United Kingdom.  

It is also our goal to bring in the smaller states, not only Malta but, for example, the Benelux countries so that they have a share in European politics as well, and that is to say on an equal basis regardless of the size of the particular country.  This will mean that in future MPs from Germany will also meet MPs from Malta regardless of policies and politics in Malta.  As Mr Grasedieck already said, we will be very pleased to welcome friends from the parliament of Malta in Germany and that together we will have an influence and say in the policies.  I should like to add that we are very pleased to be here and to have this exchange of views and that we can discuss in concrete terms what we will continue to do in the future.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  I would like to invite Hon Brincat to intervene.  

HON. LEO BRINCAT:  I have two questions, one concerning domestic politics in Germany and the other international relations.  Given the present government's loss of popular support and also in view of the position adopted by La Fontaine in the last few days, do you envisage that the SPD in its electoral manifesto or platform will be abandoning its centrist orientation and moving more to the left? 

Secondly, the impression I got was that although the SPD tried to use foreign policy as one of the platforms for the election campaign in North Rhine-Westphalia, voters were far more interested in domestic issues.  Last week we read that Germany together with Japan, Brasil and India made a joint proposal regarding the proposed permanent seat by Germany on the Security Council.  Is this something which commands bipartisan support in Germany and is it something which could feature in the election campaign as an election issue?  

HON. DIETER GRASEDIECK:  As regards the first question I think we will follow the course we have set in the past years, however with small variations and changes.  If we were to make a volte-face and start with a completely new policy then we will put our old policy in question altogether.  We will most certainly not do that in an electoral campaign.  We will take what we have established over the past years as a basis for our electoral campaign.  However, one thing will be very clear, and that is the presumption that pure capitalism will be impossible in Germany if we take government responsibilities again.  We have to set limits for this, and this is something we have agreed on in the party.  

We will also try to establish a clear course in health policies because here we have different opinions between ourselves and the opposition, and it will be very difficult to make these differences clear to the elector in the short time of the campaign.  As I said it will only last three weeks.  As regards the second question concerning a seat in the security council of the United Nations, this is a very important question and I think all political parties support and agree on this.  In foreign policy matters - although there were some hiccups and difficulties with respect to Iraq - we mostly agree on important questions such as the Security Council.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Due to time constraints I would like to invite the last three speakers to make their remarks in quick succession and then we will have your reply.  First it is Hon Abela our Deputy Speaker.

HON. CARMELO ABELA:  As my colleague said in his introduction this is also a meeting of the friendship group between Malta and Germany.  So, as in the parliamentary friendship group, I think we also have to talk and keep in mind our parliamentary obligations towards our citizens.  You come from Germany, the largest country in the European Union, whereas we are the smallest country.  But this group also helps both of us to understand the concerns and the difficulties we are encountering in our respective countries.  This might also help in certain decisions that can be taken at European Union level.  As you said, we have to keep in mind that even the small countries in the European Union have a say and not follow what the three or four largest countries decide.

This is our first year as members of the European Union and as a Parliament - especially the Foreign and European Affairs Committee and its scrutiny committees – we are still on a learning curve on how to cope with all the work that originates from the European Parliament.  So in the future we might also discuss how this is being done in the Bundestag and how we can improve on what we are doing now.  

As shadow minister for Education and other relative areas, I am interested especially in Research, Science and Vocational Training.  This might be an area where we can exchange our ideas, see how you are accomplishing it in Germany and perhaps adapt to our scenario what we have learned from you. We can also widen our discussions - not today because of time constraints - in the future and keep in touch to discuss these areas.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Hon Falzon.

HON. JOSEPH FALZON:  Thank you very much for sharing views about both Germany and Malta.  I will be very brief and only want to mention two specific examples which show the excellent relationship between Malta and Germany and these are the two factories in Malta, Lufthansa Technik and Playmobil.  This is a sector which can be developed further in the future to enhance the economic co-operation between Germany and Malta.  I think there is still room for improvement especially with regards research and education, as my colleague has already said.  I have no doubt that this increased co-operation will be beneficial to both Germany and Malta.  Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Hon Mario de Marco.

HON. MARIO DE MARCO:  May I just add a few words to what has already been stated and remind this Committee and our German colleagues that the friendship between Malta and Germany goes back centuries.  As you are aware, we are meeting in the Grandmasters’ Palace, and I am sure you know that one of the langues of the Knights of the Order of St John was the langue de Bavière, which was the langue of the German knights of the Order.  As you are aware the Knights of St John - known also as Hospitallers - were in a way the first form of an international army where the German knights obviously formed part.  One of our most beautiful palaces in Valletta is the Auberge de Bavière overlooking the sea, and one of the last grandmasters of Malta was German.  So our links go back quite a long time.  

The relationship and friendship between Malta and Germany have ever since been consistent, and when Malta was emerging as a newly independent state, Germany was foremost in developing strong cultural, political and economic ties with Malta.  This is very important because in the 60's and in the early 70's we saw a lot of foreign direct investment coming towards Malta, and it was this investment which helped Malta get on its feet as an independent nation.  As my colleague rightly pointed out, we have companies set up in that period which are still operating here till today and have also expanded their operations  New companies have come forward in the services and in the tourism industry.  One of the largest groups of tourists visiting Malta is German. 

Besides, we also have a growing number of foreign students who come to learn the English language here in Malta.  Here again, one of the largest groups of foreign students who come to Malta to learn English is German, and this accounts for a large percentage of tourist arrivals.  It is a growing industry which contributes a lot to Maltese families hosting the students as well as to the general economy.  There are at the moment some 53 language schools in Malta.  We therefore welcome very much these close economic, cultural and, political ties between Malta and Germany. 

Today, the ties between Malta and Germany have reached a new level with Malta's membership in the EU.  Despite the difference in size, in the Council of Ministers we have more or less equal votes, an equal voice, and a commissioner as well.  So it is very important for us to nurture the many commonalities which we share in the economic and in the foreign perspectives of the European Union.  

It is true, we are an island in the Mediterranean, but I am sure that even the Mediterranean politics of the European Union is very much at Germany’s heart.  We are a sort of bridge spanning the north and the south, which though far apart, are yet so close.  So I really welcome you and thank you for having made the effort to come to Malta.  I want to join our Chairman in thanking your ambassador to Malta who has done so much to promote German/Maltese relations, and I look forward to so many more years of ever closer friendship between our two countries.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  With your very kind permission I know you have a lot to translate, but for completion's sake Hon Vella would like to intervene.  

HON. GEORGE VELLA:  One of your colleagues spoke about co-operation in international affairs.  I wanted to ask a question about a very hot topic at the moment in the European Parliament, the working time directive.  I wanted to know from you what the position of the German government is exactly.  I remember that way back it was not too much in favour of the opt-out clause and now I read that Germany is backing the retention of the opt-out clause.  Do you have an idea of where it stands and what backing the unions are having in Germany about it?  

HON. DIETER GRASEDIECK:  Thank you for the remarks you have made and it is true we have to really try to continue and improve the good relations between our countries.  Mr Abela, you spoke about contacts between parliamentarians and also about contacts between citizens.  This is something which is widely accepted in Germany by young and old people.  We need to improve the structure of contacts and this could be done by starting out in primary schools, by e-mail contact between primary schools and, further on, establishing contacts for secondary education and also for vocational training.  Malta and Germany have a lot of advantages which we have to take into consideration and try to find the best way to benefit from them. 

For example, you could provide excellent opportunities at the university for German students because they would have the advantage of being able to study their particular subject here in Malta and at the same time learn perfect English.  I think this is something which German students are always looking for.  Even to do their doctorate, I think this would be another possibility for contacts to be established by the University of Malta that would find wide acceptance in Germany as well.  Naturally all this works vice versa.  

You mentioned that in the past years a lot of German companies were established in Malta, and these economic contacts are very important.  Germany profits from these contacts but also Malta, considering that about 3,000 jobs were created this way.  Dr de Marco also spoke about the historical links.  Maybe my colleagues would be more suited to say something on this topic.  But after the independence of Malta in 1964, Germany was one of the first states to accept Malta and we have tried to improve our relations ever since.  

With regard to the question about the working time directive, I would like Dr Vella to elaborate a bit on his question, explaining somewhat clearer so that we can give him a more detailed answer?  

HON. GEORGE VELLA:  At the moment there is a very hot discussion before the European Parliament about the question of whether workers could be allowed to work more than 48 hours a week.  This was incorporated in a directive which goes back ten years and it was up for renewal after ten years.  Now it is being revised, and countries are taking a stand on whether they agree that there should be the possibility of workers working more than 48 hours a week or whether that should be taken away from them.  

It is called the opt-out clause because in the original directive there is a clause which gives the possibility to a member state to opt out, not to accept this and control the number of hours that workers work in that particular state according to national regulations.  

At the moment this is being brought up again before Parliament by the Commission to take a final stand on it, and the Commission is pushing for the possibility of a member state keeping the right to let its workers work more than 48 hours to be abolished, so that there would be harmonization of the application of this directive and of the conditions of employment in all the member states.  Initially, when I was an observer in the European Parliament, I noted that the German side were in favour of this possibility being taken away from the EU member states, but lately I read that Germany has changed that position, maybe in consultation with the unions.  I do not know.  That is why I ask whether you have any feedback on that.  

MR ERNST-REINHARD BECK:   Well this is a question that is not really discussed in Germany.  Other directives such as the services sector directive is widely discussed in Germany, but the question you just raised was not a matter of discussion in the German parliament, so we could just give you our personal opinion at the moment.  

MS CORNELIA BEHM:  I am aware that there were discussions not so much about people working more than 48 hours - though I am not a member of the respective committee - but that in individual cases people would be allowed to work more than ten hours per day, and that young people would be allowed to work longer hours.  However workers' protection is always a very important issue.

MR ERNST-REINHARD BECK:  There is a wide consensus, and this is not really a major topic in Germany, but we certainly want to have the freedom to decide.  We want to have the opportunity to be flexible in certain situations.  We do not want to have a restrictive Europe.  The position of the trade unions will most likely change over time.  For example, now there is a discussion to raise working hours ranging from 37.5 to 38 hours going up to 39 hours, and in the public service working hours were augmented to 41 hours or 39 hours per week.  So we need and we want the leeway.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much.  With a certain degree of reluctance, I must tell you that we have to wrap up this meeting, but I know that you have a meeting with Mr Speaker at 7.30 p.m.  At 7.30 p.m this Committee also has a meeting discussing Switzerland.  So we will continue our discussion over dinner this evening in about an hour's time.  

HON. DIETER GRASEDIECK:  Will we all be meeting for dinner tonight?  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Unfortunately some of us have to attend to other parliamentary business.  

HON. DIETER GRASEDIECK:  Well, as I said before, Malta is not only a beautiful island with lots of sunshine, but it also has a lot of culture.  The German ambassador holds a lot of concerts in Germany, not only in Berlin but also in other German cities.  On the other hand, Germany is not only a country of cars and hi-tech engineering but also a country that has something to offer in the fields of philosophy, culture and music.  

So what we have for you is a work from Bach, which is the Brandenburg Concertos being an opportunity for you to get to know Germany via music.  Brandenburg is not very much like Malta, but it also has its particular characteristics and attractions.  This is our bridge to Malta, and this is the land where it comes from.  (Onor. Membri:  Hear, hear)

THE CHAIRMAN:  On behalf of the committee this is a small token from Malta.  

HON. DIETER GRASEDIECK:  Thank you very much. 

LAQGĦA MAl-
PROFessor JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL

THE CHAIRMAN:  I will now go to the next item on today’s agenda which is a meeting with Prof. Jürg Martin Gabriel who is a director at the Mediterranean Academy for Diplomatic Studies.  I feel honoured that you have accepted my invitation to meet the committee so quickly to discuss a subject which you have suggested yourself:  “Switzerland outside the European Union”.  Before giving you the floor let me introduce you to Hon. de Marco and Hon Falzon on the Government side, whilst from the opposition we have Hon. Brincat and Hon. Vella.  Just let me say, with a touch of prudence, that this meeting is being streamed live on internet. 

PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL:  Thank you, Mr Chairman, for inviting me. As you said earlier, I would like to say a few words as an outsider of the European Union.  There aren’t many countries left out of the EU.  There is Norway, as you know, and Switzerland.  I would like to say a few things about a country that stubbornly –stubbornly - refuses to join the European Union.  I do not want to take too much time, perhaps ten or fifteen minutes, because you might have some questions.  I also brought some literature along.  Maybe you want to look at it. 

Why is Switzerland not in the European Union? There is a polite way of saying it - it is deeply split.  We are a deeply divided country, and I would like to show how divided we are, and then you'll see how paralysed we are and why we cannot decide.  That is very much in contrast to Malta.  Malta is also a divided country, in the sense that you have two political parties, but at times there is a majority that can provide leadership.  That is the trouble with the Swiss political system.  There is no such system.  It is a collegial system.  Everybody is in power.  It is as if you both join hands and then try to agree on certain important issues, and it just doesn’t work.  So that’s one of the reasons we are paralysed.  But I also want to show you that we are deeply split behind this façade of cordiality.  It’s a façade, and in fact it is the opposite.  It's also a façade of collegiality in the sense of everybody getting along with everybody, which isn’t true.  It's amazing, and people around the world think that we are a peaceful, quiet, nice and harmonious country, when indeed we are not. 

What is so split?  We are on the one hand extremely modern.  We are one of the most progressive societies in Europe.  If you look at our legislation on divorce, on euthanasia, on drugs, on aids, on abortion, you would think we are in Scandinavia.  We are extremely progressive.  Unlike Malta, we are also an extremely secularised society.  Our politics have very little relation to any church.  Switzerland wouldn’t have worked if we had not been an extremely secularised society, because Protestants and Catholics agreed earlier on that the only way we can avoid a thirty years war, a religious war, and work together is by just forgetting religion when it comes to politics.  And we’ve done that successfully.  

So we are an extremely secularised society, an extremely modern society, an extremely tolerant society and also, as you know, an extremely modern industrial society.  Switzerland was one of the first countries in Europe to industrialise - we keep forgetting that – and we have no steel, no coal and no lead, but we were among the first ones.  

We are an extremely scientific society, as we have some of the most famous schools of engineering.  We have more Nobel prizes per head, population wise, in Switzerland than in most other countries in Europe.  The Nobel prize winners in physics, chemistry, engineering in Europe are often Swiss.  Some of the most famous architects are quite often Swiss.  

As you know we are also extremely rich; the banking system speaks for itself, and we are totally interdependent economically because we have nothing at all.  We have skills, that’s all we have.  But there is no coal and no steel, as I said before.  We have to import all the cotton in order to produce good embroidery and so forth.  And that’s why we have always had a totally negative trade balance.  But we made up through services.  The flow back of interest on capital lent is of course phenomenal.  So in the end we have a positive balance of payments.  Why?  Because we are money lenders around the globe.  So we are an extremely modern, interdependent and I would even say a very cosmopolitan people.  That’s one side, and then there is the other side, which is the total opposite.  

Instead of being interdependent and cosmopolitan, we are very nationalists and very independent.  We think we are the most democratic people on earth.  There is no other country in the world that has so much democracy as we do.  That’s what we think at least - although it is one of the problems we have.  We are not only the most democratic, we’re also the most sovereign, we think!  We were in the middle of two world wars and survived, and it has somehow left traces behind in terms of sovereignty.  It is not like Malta.  You were involved at least in one of the two, and you were bombed.  The Swiss never were.  We survived miraculously through two world wars, and the myth to this day is that we survived because we are strong, because we are sovereign, because we are different and because we are not German.  So it is an amazing belief in almost total sovereignty, absolute sovereignty, while in fact when you look behind the scenes, we’re anything but sovereign.  

Maybe I can give you an example.  I am from a very small farming town in the Grisons, the mountainous part of Switzerland.  We speak four languages there and we are Protestants, Catholics, etc.  We are really a mini Europe if anything, but we live from cheese and from exports.  Our farmers want to export Swiss cheese, Swiss butter, Swiss cream, Swiss everything throughout the European Union, and the only way they can do that is if there’s a hygiene inspection twice a year.  The hygiene inspection is done by the EU inspectors, because it is in conformity with EU legislation.  

Now they are breaching our sovereignty every time they cross the border!  Well it is true! I mean the enforcement of the legislation is supranational while we claim to be sovereign.  That shows you the contradiction we're in.  But you will never convince a farmer, who is inspected by a Dutch or an Italian hygiene inspector, that he’s not sovereign.  It’s amazing!  He’ll vote against the European Union because he says he doesn’t need them, although he earns his living from them.  This is amazing; this mentality is unique.  So we have an extreme conception of sovereignty created by two world wars.  Mind you, it wasn’t so in the nineteenth century.  It was really the two world wars that did that, and we thought we owe the victory to our sturdy pillars of independence and sovereignty.  

Then there is neutrality.  I do not have to tell you that much about neutrality here because you've come through a phase of neutrality yourselves.  But the Swiss still think they are the most neutral nation in the world.  And the reason Switzerland joined the United Nations so late - actually only two or three years ago - was not because they touched our sovereignty so much - that’s the EU - but it was neutrality. 

 One Swiss in the general assembly and one Swiss in the Security Council!  Imagine the Swiss sitting in the Security Council!  It will be the end of our neutrality, that’s how people argue.  Well, we finally did join the United Nations but neutrality is still an extremely highly placed value and people of course say that we could not offer our neutral good offices if it wasn’t for neutrality.  We couldn’t run the ICRC if it wasn’t for neutrality, which is wrong.  The ICRC is an excellent organisation but it has nothing to do with Swiss neutrality nowadays.

Then we are also hung up on what is called the militia system.  Now the militia system has some very nice aspects I presume.  Most politicians in Malta are militia politicians.  We don’t mind that, but when we say “militia” we mean a lot more, we mean for instance the largest army in Europe based on conscription to this day.  Until recently we had 800,000 soldiers totally equipped.  The mountains are carved out, they are hollowed out inside, and we could survive for five years with ammunition, food and anything.  It's amazing!  The Swiss citizen, the sovereign citizen, the neutral citizen will put on his uniform for three weeks every year, and he will go in a fortress somewhere. 

You have fortresses here too, but ours are inside the mountains.  And he would sit behind a cannon shooting at the Austrians for three weeks, thinking they are coming.  When I say this in Vienna they think I’m crazy, but they do.  These exercises go on in the Swiss fortresses, with one fortress heading south towards the Italians.  They think the Lega Nord is coming.  Then they have one looking west over the lake of Geneva where they think the French are coming, and then there is one looking east, and there is none towards the north because that’s where the Rhine river is.  But it is full of cement bunkers facing north, and they are sitting in there every year waiting for the Germans.  

When Kohl reunited Germany in 1989-1991 there were prominent Swiss personalities - and I could indicate to you professors who wrote this, it is written in black on white - who predicted that he was a second Bismarck, and that German unification would mean the end of the European Union and a greater Germany as our northern neighbour, and we'd better get back into our bunkers.  It’s true.  And that was not only among intellectuals.  They talked like that even in the government.  That shows you why they've postponed membership in the European Union. 

You see, the Swiss interpret everything negatively.  If the constitution is in trouble - which it may be - to them that again means the end of the European Union.  For instance, they'll predict in cold blood that from now on the European Union most likely is going to be a free trade area, and before we've had free trade areas like EFTA.  We're still in EFTA.  So let us wait until they join us.  That’s the way they talk about the European Union.  And I'm not kidding.  This is incredible.  Members of government will talk like that, members of government talk about the EU failing now, becoming a free trade area, and then they will join us.  It is absurd but that’s what they do.  They forget the existence of the Euro and they forget the existence of the court of justice.  Absolutely amazing!  And I could go on and on and on.  On the nationalist side it is extremely deep.  There have been generations of people who believed in it, and until you get out of that it's going to take quite a while.  

At Maastricht in 1992 - when the first neutrals began to join, the Austrians, the Swedes and the Finns - I was asked several times:  When do you think the Swiss will join?  I predicted it will be the year 2007, twelve years after the others who joined in 1995.  It is almost 2007 and it's hopeless.  For the moment nobody knows.  The Bulgarians will be in, the Rumanians will be in, several others will be in the union, but we have to wait for the Swiss.  As I said in the beginning, it is because we are an extremely dualistic schizophrenic type of people.  We are terribly marked, and we survived well, terribly well, but not because of our politicians, let me tell you.  It is because of business people, it's because of the scientists, it is because of all sorts of people, but our politicians unfortunately …...  

Now of course the political spectrum is wide, but it is split in two.  It is the opposite of what happens here.  The left tends to be more open, more cosmopolitan, but even the social democrats have certain fears of supranationality.  But they tend to be pro-European.  The right obviously is nationalist, it's hopeless.  Then there’s a tendency in the French-speaking part to be more cosmopolitan.  We had a vote on permitting the government to start membership negotiations and every canton, including Geneva, internationalist Geneva, voted against it heavily.  So that shows you the so called French, German, Italian, Swiss scenario.  There's no difference. 

So it's been good for me to be in Malta.  I lived through an interesting period here where I saw first of all how your government exerted leadership.  I could see it, you were pulling in one direction which I think is admirable.  At times there is a need for it, obviously there is also a need for opposition, there is a need for alternation in government, and that’s exactly what we now have.  If we had a system like yours where we alternate power, we would be a member now.  I’m sure we would.  But the people are never offered an opportunity to say clearly yes or no.  So there’s no leap for leadership.  If all the elections are always run on practically a joined platform, then it's always the lowest common denominator.  So there is no profile, most politicians don’t think there is a need to develop a profile.  Why should they?  Their jobs, their election is practically guaranteed.  There you go, it’s a very different country from Malta. 

I have some literature here in case you are interested.  They are some articles I wrote for a handbook.  It says it in elegant terms here: "The Asymmetries of Swiss foreign policy" You don’t use words like "schizophrenic" when you publish something.  And then this is the "Swiss Foreign Policy: An Overview”.  These articles were written about two or three years ago.  Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you so much.  Very comprehensive and exhaustive at the same time.  This armed neutrality always intrigued me, because the Swiss are very proud of their neutrality - understandably so - but at the same time Switzerland is still part of the partnership for peace.

PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL:  That was because we had one member of the government who was a bit different from the rest.  He is no longer in government, he was replaced by a much more conservative person now, and that one is on the verge of pulling out of everything.  You're right, we are a member of the partnership for peace, but it was a purely personal decision by one minister of defence, a Bernese, who was even from the right wing, but that’s one of the reasons he lost his job too, because he was too ultranationalist.  He was eventually appointed UN emissary for sports.  So he is of cosmopolitan spirit, a very good man - I actually worked for him for a while - but he’s not typical.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Does anyone have any comments?  Hon Vella.

HON. GEORGE VELLA:  I enjoyed listening to the way you put things.  However, I was always under the impression, maybe wrongly, that the Federal Council has always stated that the ultimate objective of their foreign policy is that they would be part of the European Union.
PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL:  Right.  That was withdrawn. 

HON. GEORGE VELLA:  Foreign policy for the nineties.

PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL:  That was the policy for a while.  You see, we went through a phase of opening for a while.  That’s the reason for the UN membership and so forth.  But now there is a reaction.  The nationalists won the elections and we have two new members of government that are from the right wing and they had to withdraw.  They said the strategic aim of Swiss foreign policy in Europe was to become a member of the European Union.  In writing they had to withdraw it.  (Interruptions)  Right.  They had to withdraw it. It’s amazing, but it is true.  It shows you the influence still.  

You see, there is an organisation in Switzerland - I suppose you call it an NGO, an informal organization - called AUNS in German, which means action for an independent neutral and sovereign Switzerland.  AUNS has become an extremely powerful group, and they are behind the right wing parties and they practically determine our foreign policy now.  

The government just met a week ago and decided to call back the Foreign Minister.  You know the Foreign Minister is a French-speaking lady from Geneva, a socialist, and she is quite cosmopolitan, she is quite open and she's still the only hope we have in our foreign policy.  They tied her hands in the last meeting.  I was asked by a Swiss television station to fly to Zurich to participate in a television discussion, because it’s a scandal.  They know my point of view obviously, but I told them I wasn't going to fly from Malta just because of that.  But they tied her hands.  They did two things to her.  It's mean, but it's true.  They told her to stop concentrating on Europe and go with the United States because the right wingers love Bush.  And then the second thing they did was to cut foreign assistance, which is close to her heart because she is social democrat.  Imagine what kind of foreign minister she can be when you tie her hands like that!

HON. GEORGE VELLA:  Is this policy common in all cantons, in the French, Italian, or does it prevail more in one canton than in another?   

PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL:  We used to speak of the röstigraben.  Rösti is our favourite dish in Switzerland.  The dish is German-Swiss, so the röstigraben usually means fried potatoes.  It used to mean that the German-Swiss were more nationalist, you are right, and then of course the French-Swiss were more cosmopolitan because of Geneva and so forth.  

I would argue that in all major EU elections it's insignificant, and the Ticinesi are the worst nationalists because they look south, towards Milan and they see the Lega Nord.  And they say:  Thank God, I’m Swiss!  And that makes them worse than anybody else.  Umberto Bossi scares everybody.  So they watch television programmes from Milan and then they pray that they’re Swiss!  It's amazing.  Don't forget that the Swiss-Germans are also very anti-German.  They understand every word on German television, it's our language.  We don’t like it.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Recently there was an editorial in the Financial Times about the democratization process going on in the Middle East and there was a side comment in this editorial about the right of women to participate in the elections.  And basically the comment was that in Switzerland it was granted in 1971.  that’s just seven years after Iran.

PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL:  That’s not the end of the story.  Afterwards we had to force certain cantons to introduce it.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  Ok.  So how do you interpret this fact in the light of so many facts that you mentioned showing that Switzerland is such a progressive society, and at the same time as late as 1971 Switzerland granted the vote to women?

PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL:  In the beginning, you referred to armed neutrality, and that of course shows that the ideal Swiss citizen is the citizen in arms.  In other words, you stand at a town meeting as a sovereign citizen that comes out of the middle ages with your sword.  So the symbol of the Swiss voter is Rousseau.  Rousseau always philosophized about small communities, about the volonté general.  Switzerland is like a small town. That's what Switzerland has always been, a small town.  And in these town meetings – and we have them to this day – for centuries people came to the meetings to vote as males who were also ready to go to war.  And that shows you the anti-feminine tradition.  

Swiss women had to fight very hard.  You are absolutely right, and I didn’t mention it because it doesn’t fit into the picture.  But, yes there we were also absolutely very backward, because it was always the ideal that: "I’ll die for my rights."  We kicked out the Hapsburgs.  Switzerland began as an anti-Hapsburg rebellion.  It goes back to 1273, 1291, the late middle ages.  We had battle after battle against the Hapsburgs, and the Hapsburgs, ironically, were Swiss.  When they began to assume power all over Europe we were dead set against it, so we had to kick them out.  And that’s the idea.  You do not want to be ruled by a lord or a king or anything, so it is really grass roots democracy.  What's amazing is how deep it goes, and that’s why I suppose you have to live with it for a while.  It's extremely deep, it's stubborn, very stubborn.

HON. MARIO DE MARCO:  Just two points.  In truth the debate keeps recurring.  Even though the whole idea of Switzerland becoming a member of the EU keeps getting rejected, every couple of years the debate is revived. 

PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL:  True.

HON. MARIO DEMARCO:  I’m just curious to know which section of the political society revives this whole debate?

PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL: We have the tradition of what you call the referendum and the initiative.  The initiative is when you get 50,000 signatures on anything, any stupid as well as intelligent question.  It is easy to get 50,000 signatures, now in the age of the media.  So these votes usually come about because some group has indeed collected enough signatures, but the question is: Do they have a chance?  And many of these initiatives are by definition marginal because they are marginal groups.  It is the fanatics who collect 50,000 signatures.  Nobody else will even bother.  

The referendum is different.  The referendum is the end of the legislative process.  If you're here, you pass a law.  Again we can collect 50,000 signatures and stop everything you've been doing.  So that’s another one.  Obviously, we vote all the time on these issues.  I'll give you an example of what we’re doing the coming weekend.  The French vote on the constitution, it's the fifth, we're one week later.  We vote on Schengen/Dublin.  I suppose you know what that is.  The EU has a Schengen/Dublin type of agreement on migration and asylum seekers.  Obviously in Switzerland we also have a problem with asylum seekers.  Actually we're always the second country of their choice, they first go to the European Union and they get rejected.  Where do they end up?  In Switzerland?  So we get them all. 

You think you have a problem, but we’ve got a much bigger problem because all of European rejectees end up in Switzerland.  So now we have these bilateral agreements with the European Union, and one of the bilateral agreements has Schengen and Dublin in it.  That is a huge thing of course for some of the groups who picked up the initiative, a referendum in this case, and said: Let's vote on it.  So we are going to vote.  This whole package will be taken apart and the European Union can do nothing but just look at it in disbelief.  The package has a lot more in it than Schengen and Dublin.  If one part is taken out, some countries would call this unconstitutional.  You don't do that sort of thing.  And 50,000 signatures are collected, then they vote on it.  

So obviously, yes, in two weeks time we're going to vote on Schengen and Dublin.  The country is totally split on that issue.  If we are lucky we're going to win.  Why?  As I said when I mentioned the example of cheese in Switzerland, it's another one of those terribly practical issues.  If ultimately you’ve got a lot of asylum seekers because they’ve been rejected by Italy, Malta and everybody else, they slowly rise up to certain practical issues.  And this is where European integration was always extremely successful.  It was never successful in abstract issues like the constitution, but it was always very functional and successful in such matters.  And this is what the Swiss also do after a while.  They will sometimes vote in favour of such things, but not membership.

HON. MARIO DE MARCO:  It's the fulsome truth.  Everything is totally integrated with the EU.  It's just the last step, it's like a long enduring engagement which is just falling short of marriage.

PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL:  Of course. We enforce every single EU law.  Of course we do.  We have to, we couldn’t live without it.  (Interruptions)   Of course not.  And yet you call that sovereignty, to be aligned up, to have no influence over your political future, that’s what sovereignty is all about?  Sovereignty is to have a say, a co-decision in politics.  That’s why a citizen is sovereign, when he has the right to vote, otherwise he’s not.  We practise sovereignty at the local level because we still have a say in local affairs, we could even say that we practise it at the canton level because cantons are quite strong.  But when it comes to the federal legislation - and so much of it is federal - it's almost totally EU compatible.  It is, it has to be.  Imagine pharmaceuticals.  Novartis or Nestlé wouldn't exist for a day if we didn’t.  So obviously we do.  We are very interdependent and at the same time we are very independent.  That’s amazing. 

THE CHAIRMAN:  But you have the financial clout to afford it.

PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL:  Yes and no.  This is amazing.  Switzerland has had enormous budget deficits.  We have a low growth rate compared to Austria, Sweden and Finland who have been in the union for twelve years.  You should see the growth rates of these three countries.  They grow much faster, they have 2.7% annual growth rate, while Switzerland has been around 0% to 0.5%, something like that. 

A lot of economists now say there must be a reason why we are not growing, there must be a reason why we are in debt.  If I tell you the story about Swiss Air, it’s the story of a schizophrenia, just what I've explained to you.  We thought the bankers of Zurich owned Swiss Air.  They were the major stockholders, not the little guy, but the bankers of Zurich, Credit Suisse, UBS, and they own the airport too.  About twenty years ago they had a moment of megalomania.  They thought:  Let's have a hub in Zurich, like Chicago, Atlanta, or Heathrow.  It's a joke!  The airport as it is, it's practically in Germany.  It's at the border.  When you enter Zurich it's over Germany.  But anyway, they call it a hub.  (Interruptions)  

We need it.  We need permission from the Germans to land.  So they wanted to have a hub and they wanted to have an alliance, a group like Air Starline.  The Swiss went shopping for airlines.  The first thing Swiss Air bought was Sabena which was a disaster airline and always has been a disaster airline. The only reason they bought Sabena was to have landing rights in the European Union.  That again shows you the ambivalence.  They bought one bankrupt airline after the other until they themselves were bankrupt.  

Then they built a huge airport.  Go to Zurich, look at the new terminal, it’s a white elephant, they use it just to pretend that it is useful, but they had to close another one.  It's a joke!  The airport's bankrupt.  Swiss Air was bought - they called it Swiss after the bankruptcy - by Lufthansa for 70 million Swiss francs which is much less than what an airplane costs.  Why?  Because they assumed the debts.  Swiss Air were 1.2 billion Swiss francs in debt the second time, in a short time.  And who put the money into the successor to Swiss Air?  The Federal government did.  Now, you wonder why they are in the red.  That’s not the only example. 
I can tell you the stories of the north/south railway tunnels that we're building.  You know who pays for them?  We do.  If we were in the European Union you know who would pay for it?  The cohesion fund, a large chunk of it.  We, the taxpayers pay every single penny for two tunnel systems, north/south.  One of them is a 50 kilometres railway tunnel for trains that go through 250 kilometres in an hour.  

So economically we’re not doing as well as we should.  Maybe one of these days this will also be a factor.  It is slowly starting to dawn on some people.  We were extremely rich and we thought we could afford a lot of these things.  But many of these multi-nationals are now leaving Switzerland, they only have their headquarters there.  So things are changing.

THE CHAIRMAN:  You gave us a very concise, yet very incisive, insight about this unique, I would say, culture on the continent, the Swiss culture.  It's very intriguing and very fascinating I must admit.  Thanks once again for accepting our invitation to meet us.  

PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL:  At this point I want to say that I’m leaving Malta in September.  I am the last Swiss director.  I really enjoyed it, I really did.  My wife and I had two good years here.  We live in the middle of Sliema and we have not regretted a moment for having come down here, and it was a great experience to see such a small country on the fringe of Europe do what you did.  It has been impressive and I think I already see the first very positive signs of EU membership.  For instance, the way you enforced the smoking laws in a short time, and things like that.  It's amazing, and I think it’s because you now have a certain stimulus perhaps to do certain things which wasn’t here before.  

THE CHAIRMAN:  It's a cultural change.  

PROF. JÜRG MARTIN GABRIEL:  It's a cultural change, and that’s very good.  The politicians need somebody higher up that they can blame when they enforce something, and I think you could do that now.  Thank you. 

  Now I want to present these documents to the committee:

Rapport miktub minn Prof J Martin Gabriel u Mr Jon A Fanzun Ħarġa Nru 42, Frar 2003 intitolat “The Asymmetries of Swiss Foreign Policy”; u

Rapport miktub minn Prof J Martin Gabriel u Mr Jon A Fanzun Ħarġa Nru 43, Frar 2003 intitolat “Swiss Foreign Policy: An Overview”.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Thanks again, Prof. Gabriel. 

Fit-8.25 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data li kellha tiġi komunikata aktar tard.
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