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Il-Minuti tal-laqgħa Nru 43 li saret fil-17 ta’ Mejju 2005, ġew konfermati.

Laqgħa ma' mrs vanya walker-leigh
THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi):  Ngħaddu mill-ewwel għal-laqgħa ma' Mrs. Vanya Walker-Leigh bit-tema "The Euro-Med Partnership and Civil Society: time for a new deal".  

Thank you Mrs Vanya Walker-Leigh for accepting this invitation and even for your huge patience - I am very grateful for that - and I will immediately give you the floor.  
MRS VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  Thank you, Mr Chairman.  I am very honoured to be here to address this Committee.  Thank you also for allowing me to address you in Malta's other official language because I’m afraid my efforts to learn the Maltese language - even with a private teacher - are not giving very sufficient results.  I can read the words correctly but I don’t understand what I’m reading.  
The reason I have chosen this theme is that in fact there are some convergences with the preoccupations of parliamentarians about the way the Euro-Med Process has worked so far.  A lot seems to go on in secret, beyond the eyes of civil society and of parliamentarians.  As you know, we are now coming up to the tenth anniversary which is going to be celebrated in Barcelona.  The European Commission has issued a document on Euro-Med reform and it is certainly a time for change.  But which direction is this change going to take?  There is a great deal of unhappiness and dissatisfaction with what has happened over the last ten years, as far as civil society is concerned - I’ll define what that is in a moment - and there are hopes that perhaps things are going to change, though maybe not as fast as we would hope.  
This brings me to my first presentation.  You may wonder - as you have already asked me - who is Omar Grech.  Dr Omar Grech is a lecturer at the Mediterranean Academy for Diplomatic Studies and Co-Ordinator of its Human Rights programme.  He gave this presentation on the 29 of January when Nature Trust organised the first civil society consultation about Euro-Med in Malta which was addressed by a number of distinguished speakers, including Prof Guido de Marco, and we set up this Malta Euro-Med-NGO platform.  Looking at Dr Grech’s presentation, I thought this is exactly what I want to say, and it would have been rather dishonest to substitute my name on top of his, and so why not share with you what he told us.  Then the second part of my presentation will be picking up from where he left off.  So this is the title page, and the structure of what his presentation says.  
Now here we have a definition:  What is civil society?  The definition we are looking at does not include business.  It’s quite important because in fact, business has a very good access to the Euro-Mediterranean process, and most of their agenda has been met.  So this is about what civil society is doing and what they are looking for.  

Here we have recognition of civil society in the barcelona declaration of 1995.  There are some fine words there, but it is not being heard, and there is no regular consultation at any of the levels of the Euro-med partnership.  Here we have a kind of patchy scene.  EuroMESCO gets a special deal - this is a network of institutes which focus on foreign affairs, some of them are very close to governments, others are further away.  FEMISE is a network of economic research institutes and consultation on the environment is rather narrow.  It is only within the framework of the SMAP programme.  
Now as it says here, it feels very ad hoc.  The Euro-Mediterranean human rights network is not really included despite the fact that the partnership does focus on human rights.  Here we have a series of civil forums - I myself have been to three of them - with a kind of varying political dimension.  The most recent - apart from the one which took place in Luxembourg - was in Naples.
The third point is very important because as we were saying earlier, the political regimes in the south Mediterranean do not exactly leave much space for really independent NGOs, but there are NGOs.  Do we talk to these people even if we know they are very tightly controlled, or do we refuse to talk to them?  I think the decision has been taken by the north NGOs that we will work with them and hope for better times.  As a result of 9/11, we have a change in the perception of civil society at least in the European countries, but as Dr Omar Grech says, how much political will is really behind this attitude change still to be seen, as now we are already three years after 9/11. The way forward according to him is with dialogue, consultation and establishing a regular dialogue, also on the national level, because as you know Euro-Med partnership has association agreements, and now there are action plans which are being drawn up out of the neighbourhood policy.  The Euro-Mediterranean Anna Lindh Foundation has been set up as a way of promoting dialogue, but as you will see, there are a number of problems as well.  
so that is the end of Dr Omar Grech's presentation, and this is where I pick up from where he left off.  There is now a Euro-Med non-governmental platform which had a rather a long initial phase, it really did not have any constitution or statute, but informal consultations were organised in a few countries.  It was also recognised by the foreign ministers at the Barcelona VI, which was the Naples Foreign Ministers meeting.  Things developed in 2004.  There was a meeting in Cyprus in July 2004 to adopt this charter, where i was one of the people representing Maltese NGOs.  And at the end of last year there were 20 national consultations, which is already a big step forward.  
Then there was the founding conference in Luxembourg.  The Luxembourg Foreign Minister did come and make a short speech and then he was milling around at a short cocktail party, but that was more or less all that we saw of the Luxembourg presidency, and there was only a middle level official from the European commission.  
this conference endorsed the Charter and the Statutes, it elected a board, adopted a Final Declaration and confirmed its intention to establish thematic networks which don’t yet exist, I am sorry to say.  
This is what the forum proposed on consultation, and their proposal reveals to you the enormous lack of consultation there has been in the first ten years of the partnership.  
First of all, they are asking for an action plan to be adopted in barcelona.  They want full access to documentation, they want to ensure the possibility for civil society to express its proposals and positions and to make use of the expertise which does exist in civil society.  then there is this problem of legal restrictions in certain countries, and also the problem of financial support which has really dogged all efforts for civil society to really get itself organised in the Mediterranean.  What happened is that there is money just for a Civil Society forum, for the ministerial meeting of the Foreign Ministers, but there has been no money to prepare documentation and for inter-forum networking and contacts.  So in fact, the impact of these forums has been virtually nil.  
On a Multilateral Level, they are asking for regular exchanges with the European Commission - which really now serves as a secretariat of the Euro-Med - and with the Euro-Med Committee which is composed of senior officials from 35 countries which meets once a month, also setting up a thematic working parties.  They would like to have participation in the preparatory work for ministerial summits, etc, an annual forum, and regular meetings with committees and subcommittees.  
On a bilateral level, they would also like to have thematic working parties and follow up evaluation meetings of association agreements.  Also in the bilateral level, there is more about access to thematic subcommittees and an annual consultation with the European Union delegation of each country.  Again, they emphasized access to information, and also asked for involvement in the activities of the Euro-med Parliamentary Assembly and underlined that civil society representatives must be independent of states and government interests.  In fact this long wish list shows you all the things which have not been happening in the last ten years.  
In this slide entitled: Main Preoccupations of Civil Society Reflected in the Forum Declaration, i have recapitulated the headings of the Luxembourg declaration.  These are the main topics which civil society considers to be of importance and which are not receiving sufficient attention in the euro-Med partnership.  Gender equality and mainstreaming is more than just woman's issues, it means looking at the relative status of men and women and their access to resources and the differential impacts of policies on their situation.  This has not been done in the Euro-Med partnership.  Very little has been done on reform and democratisation and sustainable development, despite the fact that the European Commission and the European Union countries have made all kinds of commitments in the United Nations about sustainable development.  It is also very much in the constitution and in the spring council decisions about revising the government strategy, but we are not seeing it in the Euro-Med.  
So, here are more issues of concern to the civil society.  There is agriculture in the Mediterranean.  You are of course familiar with agriculture in the north Mediterranean which employs a rather small percentage of the population and the contribution to the GDP is small.  The reverse is true in the south Mediterranean where in certain countries you get up to 40% of the population working in agriculture and up to 20% of GDP generated by agriculture.  So anything like trade liberalisation has enormous social and environmental impacts.  Also there are enormous gender impacts in many south Mediterranean countries, because what has happened is that the rural men have left to go to work either in towns or abroad and the women remain in the countryside.  You have a vast majority of the female population of many south Mediterranean countries who live in rural areas and they are the de facto farmers, although they do not have access to credit for legal reasons.  So any kind of shaking up of agriculture is going to have enormous gender impact which we feel must be looked at very carefully.  

HIV is becoming a big problem in the region as well.  Although it is not much talked about in the south Mediterranean countries, maybe for cultural reasons, nonetheless it is spreading.  And of course there is human rights and support to victims of violation.  
Here we have the EC response today.  They have actually invited three members of the platform board to the Euro-Med Committee.  This is the very first time that anybody from civil society has ever been invited, but it’s only going to be a short presentation.  So the Board Members are likely to spend their time saying that they don’t have any money to continue this platform, and they want to set up a system of adequate and certain financing as well as a dialogue channel.  By the time they say that, they probably will not have any more time to discuss the contents of the Luxembourg declaration on the various policy issues.  The idea that in the Luxembourg programme of action, the declaration should be presented to the Ministers has not yet been agreed, and this also is going to be discussed tomorrow.  As you can see, I have already said that the future financial support is still pending.  
The Communication to the Council on the EMP reform of the 12 April made a number of points on civil society, some of them meeting some of the requests of the Luxembourg declaration, but not entirely.  So here they do recognise the need to promote the participation of civil society groups at regional and national levels.  They would not mind seeing an Association Agreement in European Neighbourhood Policy interacting with the subcommittee on human rights and democratisation.  That is fine, but it does not really go far enough because it does not involve civil society talking to the European Union or the national government about things like agriculture, energy, transport, political programmes etc.  So, I think that one is pretty inadequate.  
The commission also proposes a euro-mediterranean conference to propose concrete ideas.  So obviously this is an opening which we have to take advantage of.  Also in the 2005 conferences - by that I meant the Foreign Ministers meeting at the end of May and the summit – they will look at the importance of empowering women.  That is not quite the same as gender main streaming, but it’s better than that.  They are proposing setting up a network of women leaders of which there are rather few in the Mediterranean.  We hope that these leaders will reflect the many problems and concerns of the ordinary average Mediterranean woman, but it is still not certain.  
Another suggestion from the commission is that the Anna Lindh Foundation could establish virtual networks in Universities in the euro-med region and promote the role of civil society, but there are some reservations on that.  
The NGO reaction to the Commission reform.  I have raised this letter to President Barroso, because it’s a very good example of how civil society is trying to make a number of important points, but there is no channel for doing this.  So they have written a letter to Mr Barroso which I have appended at the back of this document in which they make several points which are actually very important, and they are waiting for an answer.  
The newsletter on the Euro-Med platform reports the concern that the heads of the national networks of the Anna Lindh Foundation are government appointees, although these are supposed to be networks of civil society groups.  In the case of Malta, the appointee is Dr Paul Mifsud who is the director of the Malta Council of Culture and Arts.  Also the funding of national networks is not assured.  The anna Lindh Foundation budget is only about two to three million a year for projects, once you take up the administrative costs, and there is great concern of the future survival of the Euro-Med Human Rights Network which has done a tremendous job, and until now has also actually served as the base and the platform and the organiser for the Euro-Med NGO platform.  Their money is running out in June, and we do not know what is going to happen.  

So, two other developments.  The Spanish Government has said that it will involve civil society in the anniversary summit, but as far as we know this will be a conference for the summit and an MEP plans to organise a hearing on the Euro-Med Process before September.  Apparently there never has been one. (Interruptions) 
I conclude my presentation here and ask for your ideas on where do we go next, both on the Maltese and Euro-Med level.  
THE CHAIRMAN:  Well done and thank you.  It was a very comprehensive report.  Onor. Asciak.
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  I have met Mrs Vanya Walker-Leigh before I went to the parliamentary meeting in the plenary.  Maybe we should start meeting together before the committee meetings as well, and on the Malta level we need to structure in a better manner meetings between your organisation and the people who are sitting on the MEP process, the deputies and report units.  Next time we have meetings like this we should invite all the deputies on the MEP process - in this case Hon Mario Galea, and there are others - because they are not all members of the Foreign Affairs Committee.  
MRS VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  And the Malta Euro-med NGO platform.

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Every time we have a committee we have regular meetings because most of the work is not done in the plenary but in the committees.  In the plenary you only get the committee reports, and that’s where everything is finalised.  
I have been struggling very hard to get the issue of gender main streaming but there is a lot of resistance from Arab countries.  I presented a whole speech on gender main streaming in Jordan, and the only thing that managed to get into the final proposal was one sentence.  When we had the plenary in Egypt there was one sentence at the end of the committee document, which document I handed over to you.  Unfortunately I could not attend that committee because we had the Local Councils elections in Malta, and I had to be present.  But the Hon Mario Galea substituted me.  
MRS VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  The resistance of Arab countries is a fact, but it is also a fact that they have supported the Beijing plan of action adopted by the fourth UN conference on the rights of women in 1995.  They have all ratified the CEDAW - the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women.  Although some Arab countries have introduced reservations, they all have World Bank projects, UNDP projects, bilateral aid projects all of which - at least on paper - are a mainstream gender consideration.  And opposition to gender main streaming is something which you get from male officials.  But I do not think that it reflects what 51% of the population of women are concerned with.  Of course, as I said, gender is not just women, but it is men and women.  So I think it is a question of power.  Men fear that this would erode their power, but that is not necessarily true.  I think they fear change in the economic status of women.  
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  The basic problem is that North African and even Arab countries fear change because they see it as a threat, so you have to go against the grain.  
Another thing I would like to point out is about the Anna Lindh Foundation.  I have been approached by representatives of the Maltese church who are very much interested in intercultural dialogue through the Anna Lindh Foundation, and I think we have to make an effort to get in contact with this foundation and get something off the ground involving Malta.  
MRS VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  The director is going to be in Malta at the beginning of June.  He is one of the speakers at the Euro-Med diplomatic training seminar organised by MEDA.  And if he is actually coming, he will be on the list of confirmed speakers.  I think the idea will be to set up a meeting with him, you and the church.  I am also very interested in inter-faith dialogue, one of the reasons is that I am a member of the San Franciscan Tertiaries.  
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  But at this stage I think it’s very important that the foundation has just been launched in Egypt at the plenary...(Interruzzjoni)

MRS VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  Does the church want inter faith dialogue?

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Islamic and Christian dialogue, inter-faith between Jews, Muslims and Christians..
MRS VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  We actually need them to focus on things like poverty in the south Mediterranean.  There are a hundred million people who have less than US$2 a day, which is 60c, and yet the millennium development goals are not recognised in the Euro-Med process or in the Euro-Med reform document.  All the Foreign Ministers of the EU25 are going off to New York in September and they will all say that they are doing their best, but they are not doing it in the Med.  There is no anti poverty programme and this is shocking.  This is where I think the religions can really come to focus on this critical issue.  
I am going back to gender equality for one minute.  The World Bank did a report on gender issues in what they call MENA - which is the Middle East and North Africa but also includes the Yemen and those places - and they came up with some tremendous figures saying that in fact the present status of women in these countries is really holding back economic development and growth, increase in income, and that these countries would enormously benefit in terms of labour market flexibility and family incomes if they did loosen up.  So there is actually a very strong economic argument, and I’m no fan of the World Bank, but this report is extremely revealing.  
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK: Another point that I made is that this is an institution between the European Union and the Mediterranean countries, and there is a learning process.  Since this Parliament is not like the European Parliament, it is a consultative parliament - it just gives advice - but I still think we can learn a lot from the Council of Europe which is a similarly based parliament.  It’s a very good training ground especially for these Eastern European countries like Russia and the other countries as far as the Urals who have been using the Council of Europe institution to gain access to more democratic culture, to train in democratic systemology.  And I think that Euro-Med should borrow a lot from the Council of Europe, even the building itself if possible, because I think that we should be meeting in a more professional environment.  
As I told you, in the last plenary there were 600 deputies, and the votes were counted by raising our hands.  Sometimes they got lost halfway through the counting and they had to start re-counting again, and it took ages.  It took nearly three quarters of an hour to take one vote.  I mean if you have institutions which already exist, one can use electronic voting.  In the Euro-Med you’ve got to have a double majority, the majority of the European deputies, and that of Mediterranean deputies.
But I think the council of Europe can help out in this. 

MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  They don’t use the building all the time.

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:   Since the European Parliament has been launched, a lot of initiatives of the Council of Europe have been taken over by the European Parliament.  I’m pressing for this.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  I think if we just take the case of Malta - we and the NGOs - obviously we can write to Hon Michael Frendo, but probably we will never get an answer.  And if we do, we’ll never get an appointment, but it would be nice if we can ask you to write a Parliamentary Question about what is Malta’s position, and then the Minister has to answer.   
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  You have a right to do that as a citizen. 

MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  Well, I’m not a citizen of Malta.

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  You have the right to do so as a citizen of a member state of the European Union.  So just contact me or Hon Mario Galea.  It doesn’t have to be a Euro-Med MP for that matter. You can just type the substance and send it over to parliament, or you can email it to me and I can make some PQ’s.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  As an example, which is very contemporary, take the Euro-Med partnership reform document issued by the commission a month ago, and which I mentioned in my presentation.  But what is Malta’s position on this, as it makes a whole lot of proposals.  Does the Maltese government have any view on this?  Have they made any proposals to improve and change it?
This is the kind of question which is very interesting to ask the Minister in parliament, because he has to come out with some sort of an answer.  Whereas if we, the NGOs, write him a letter saying this is what the environmental NGOs wrote..   (Interruptions)  And then when he returns from the Luxembourg meeting of the foreign ministers at the end of May, then put a PQ asking him: What did you say, what did you do, etc?    (Interruptions)  OK, that would be very useful because there are several organisations in platform who are getting interested in the Mediterranean.  And they wonder what is being done on issues like poverty.
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  In the end it would be an inter-cultural dialogue between the peoples, University contacts, NGOs which exist as you said, but are hardly active.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   Yes.  And you see, with NGOs their constant problem is money, money, money.  NGOs are invited to meetings everywhere, but they can’t go because they don’t have the money.  The EC had promised some 500,000 Euros to some NGO in Europe, but 18 months later they are still waiting.  
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:   There’s the other problem that you mentioned.  In some countries, if NGOs offer to go, they expose (Interruptions)….
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   Or they can’t get visas.  I heard the case of a Tunisian who was invited to the NGO forum in Naples in 2003, so he had to apply for a visa through the Italian Embassy.  He went to the Italian Embassy and they told him that sure they will issue him a visa, but they needed the approval of the Presidency of the Republic.  Well, at that point the NGO decided to withdraw because he thought it was outrageous.  Imagine this happened in Malta. Somebody asks for a visa and he is told that he needs the personal approval of Dr. Fenech Adami that he’s a suitable NGO person, and he should be given a visa.  The European Union is playing along with this, and they’re making it very difficult for these people to actually come into the Union.
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:   We are all aware of this, including the European Union and the parliament.  One can see with his own eyes, and you don’t have to be a professor in political science, but I think since we are still at the initial stage, I think that the important thing now is that the Mediterranean countries feel comfortable with the process.  It is an ongoing political dialogue both at committee and at plenary level, and I think once this is accepted then we can start pushing hard for the NGO to form an open dialogue.  We should push for that in an open manner, and that may be a country which feels much more comfortable to allow this to happen. You have some countries with specific security problems like Middle East areas where getting from A to B is not so easy, sometimes. 

MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   Israelis cannot go to Lebanon for example.

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Exactly, so you have these problems.  For example, a couple of months ago I was in Jordan and it was not so easy getting across the borders as you have to go through certain checkpoints.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   Did you go through the Allenby Bridge?
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Yes.  You have to go through that bridge through a special permission zone.  Once I was standing on one side of the river Jordan and I could see my counterparts on the other side.  The distance is less than from where I am standing now to that wall, but to actually go to them I had to go about ten miles up the river.  So it is not easy. 
But one has to keep in mind that the process has started, things are moving and dialogue is taking place.  Essentially I think, an affect of this dialogue is the withdrawal of Syria from Lebanon which had a lot to do - although not exclusively - with Europe because now Syria, I think, signed the agreement in May.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  They have negotiated an association agreement, but it hasn’t even been ratified yet.  

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  But they are in the process of ratifying it in May or June, and they will have access to a substantial amount of money.  This involves, if I remember well, the amount of around of 150 million Euros for the next five years, which is similar to the amount that Tunisia had.  
So I mean the atmosphere has changed.  I’ve been going for the last year now - since our first meetings there - and already I can see changes.  So I think we have got to appreciate the process for what it is, and pushing too hard on certain matters now might rock the boat.  I would keep pushing but one has to accept the situation and see it for what it is.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   But I think you do need more parliamentary oversight to control a number of things in Euro-Med partnership, because decisions are just being taken behind closed doors. 

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  There isn’t even what one would consider a secretariat.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   Well there is, the European Commission.

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  There is the European Parliament as a secretariat.  What I mean by a secretariat, is a secretariat for the institution.  

MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   You mean the EMPA?

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:   Yes.  There is a need for a secretariat for the Euro-Med parliament that can tackle matters the way the Council of Europe does.  That’s why I said we can learn a lot from the Council of Europe.  Then even Mediterranean deputies from the Middle East and North African countries will feel free to tackle certain issues in a more open manner, because I’m sure many of them want to tackle these issues.  I have no doubt that, most importantly, a Member of Parliament’s satisfaction is to see his country and his people go forward.  I’m sure they all have issues that they want to see settled and I’m sure that they are aware of the political realities in their country.  
As thing stand today, if I want to write a letter or want to put some parliamentary questions, there is nowhere I can actually do this.  I have to wait for the committee stage or for the plenary.  But I think having an established secretariat for Euro-Med, even Mediterranean deputies would feel free to write.  They can also hide behind it.  .
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  So when are the next meetings of the committees?
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  I think they are coming up in June.  

MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   Is that just the Economic Committee?
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  There’s another issue.  We are not told when there will be a committee meeting, we’re only told about two weeks before, then we have to get everything ready by then.  Because it is very flexible, there are no fixed dates.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   Is that just your committee or all three?
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  No, the three of them. 

MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  Because David Hammerstein would like to have the hearing organised in July at the European Parliament.  It is very important because also there’s been very little focus on the European Parliament Human partnership.
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  I think my next committee will be meeting in Jordan.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   Again?
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Again.  Because the Jordanian Member of Parliament has the presidency, and I think the committee meets where the president comes from.  The Plenary alternates between Middle East countries or north African countries and European countries.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  But there is supposed to be a special one just before the Barcelona anniversary summit? 
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:   Which is in…… September?
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   No, I heard that Josep Borell wanted to have it in Palestine, but he hasn’t had much support.
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  No, because it was decided that it had to be in Barcelona.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  The Spaniards didn’t want it in Barcelona, they wanted it somewhere else.  
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Because there is another informal meeting between all the Speakers of the Member States’ Parliaments.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   That is going to be in Majorca.

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:   No, that is going to be in Barcelona.

MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   Oh, that is going to be in Barcelona!

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  And nobody wanted to host it.  The Maltese Speaker had taken the initiative for these meetings to be held every six months.  The last meeting was in Malta.  The meeting was again held in Cairo while the plenary was in session ….(Interruptions) And there was a mixed reaction, where some countries wanted to drop out, the Mediterranean countries weren’t very enthusiastic, and the European countries like Italy, Malta, Spain wanted the initiative to continue.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:    You mean the Speakers?
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Yes.  I pushed for the initiative to keep going on, and of course then Spain volunteered.  Italy said they would be having the elections soon.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  Next year.
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Now it is going to be held in Spain.  But everything is still undecided, so there’s nothing you can call……. Actually if it weren’t for the secretariat of the European Union parliament and the commission, there would be nothing.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   Yes, but the European Union never wanted to really consider an independent secretariat for Euro-Med. They always wanted to keep it inhouse.  
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  It’s something that has to evolve. I’m not saying …
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   It has been talked about.

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  I don’t think it is going to happen tomorrow, but it will happen if we want things to be done properly.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  In fact the presidency of all ministerial meetings is always a VEU president.  They tried to have co-presidency, but I think they managed at one meeting only, but that doesn’t go down..
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:   Again, I think we have to look at the good things, not just the negative ones.  I mean there is now a fixed set of rules and standing orders for the parliament.  As I have said, this parliament has to have a double majority and for a resolution to pass it has to have a four-fifths majority, which is not easy.  And even the counting of votes.  For example, last time we had a whole mess and there was also a misinterpretation which Dr Simon Busuttil raised because the Speaker of the Parliament - the Egyptian Speaker - was counting the votes as a percentage of the total number of persons who had the right to vote, not of the number of persons who were actually present at that time.  So we had to recount the votes because he gave a ruling, and the European Members of Parliament - including Dr Simon Busuttil - raised an objection to this because they thought that it was important that the four-fifths of the people who were present in the house, were actually voting.  I mean not everybody was interested on the day of the vote.  The President of the European Parliament who was present suggested that the chairman changes his position, and so we had to retake the vote.  
And last week, I received a letter from the European Union secretariat on the matter that this issue had to be settled.  I mean, things are moving.  
The reality is that out of all the member states, the Mediterranean countries trust us most, or one of the most.  So I am very careful when I’m voting.  
Yesterday we had a discussion with the Israeli Ambassador to Malta that when United Nations resolutions are involved, I always vote in favour, because here I don’t think we have an issue of anybody being without fault.  I’m sure that both the Arab and the Israel sides sometimes make mistakes.  And for example, I am very careful of voting for United Nations resolutions which are in favour of peace, of settling disputes in a non-violent manner, whether they come from the Israeli side, or from the Arab side.  This is very important.  I think if a problem exists in the Middle East it is because there is an element of injustice, something must have gone wrong somewhere for all these problems to raise their ugly heads.
So I think we have to build bridges and establish trust, because unless injustices are addressed, we are just flogging a dead horse.  I mean, at the end of the day if revolts and problems arise, that’s because people perceive injustices.  But again, the Arabs trust us very much, and I would be happy to see this trust even with the Israelis.  (Interruption)  

Yes, because not only on Euro-Med, I mean this committee is going to Tunisia, has been to Libya, and during the coming months will be going..(Interruption)

THE CHAIRMAN:    In Egypt and the Middle East in October.

ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Even the relationship between the actual parliaments, the relations between Maltese politicians and Arab politicians, I think it involves a great element of trust, and we can use that.  (Interruptions)  What I can say is that it came from the Church and the University, particularly the faculty of theology at the University of Malta.   
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:     Emmanuel Agius?
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:   Yes, Emmanuel Agius, I was going to mention his name.  He is very interested in this type of dialogue.  Now, I hope I can manage to get this meeting together.  This foundation has just been established.  (Interruptions)  Well, I have to make it a point to speak to him.  If I am not informed either by the EMP or by the authorities here, please let me know when he is going to be here.  (Interruptions)  If it’s not a problem, just e-mail me.   

ONOR. MARIO DEMARCO:   During the whole Euro-Med process, we always talk about how Malta could be a bridge between Europe and the other countries bordering the Mediterranean.  I think in some other way we can really maximize Malta’s potential, in other words we have potential beyond our size.  So, I think Malta has to play this card of relevancy in Europe.  Obviously there are other facets where we can do so, but the Mediterranean card is perhaps the ace in Malta’s hands in this respect.  So it is all in our interest that the Mediterranean relevance to Europe is maximised.  We are aware that hopefully by 2010 there might be a free-trade area.  But so far free-trade agreements have been signed with most of the Mediterranean countries...   (Interruptions)  But so far things seem to be relatively on track much more than the Lisbon agenda is!
But in that respect I think - even in this committee and the parliament as a whole - the Mediterranean politics of Malta are something where there is total consensus on both sides.  Debates on this policy were never punctuated by controversy, so I think it is an aspect of politics which successive Maltese governments have enhanced and in which they achieved success.  
So, whereas membership in the European Union was hotly debated, the Mediterranean politics of Malta to-day are accepted, and so its relations with other countries have more or less been accepted and also maximised.  So I think this is an area which enables Maltese governments to adhere to a consistent policy throughout 
I want to bring up another issue that proved to be controversial: the partnership for peace issue.  Here, there was an element of inconsistency because first we signed and we started working on it, then successive governments came in and our membership was withdrawn.  In the case of the Mediterranean side to Malta’s foreign policy, there is a decision, and so Malta’s role has always been consistent throughout these past 20 years, whether it was in the CSCE, or the Council of Europe, and hopefully now also within the European Union..  And the more importance that Europe gives to the southern rim of the Mediterranean, the more we feel that Malta can play a role within the European Union.  So to a certain extent it is also to our advantage.  

As Hon Michael Asciak rightly pointed out, our advantage within this dimension is the fact that the North African countries, or part of the whole Euro-Med process, feel very comfortable with Malta as an interlocutor.  On the other hand, the European countries also feel very comfortable with Malta playing this role. Perhaps Spain and Italy also feel comfortable in this role, as central interlocutors.  But I think perhaps Malta has a certain advantage that – let’s face it - we were never a colonising power, so there were no hard feelings towards us.  And we had no grand plans either.  So people can deal with us, again, with a sense of trust.  I think this is to our advantage.  
So we all look forward towards this Mediterranean dimension of Malta, particularly if this famous Euro-Med parliament really gets on its feet.  Since it has been set-up we had the first two meetings I believe, the launching meeting in Athens and the subsequent one in Paris.  If only Euro-Med can be institutionalised like the council of Europe has been!  To-day we take the Council of Europe as a back-drop, as Hon Michael Asciak rightly pointed out, but there is a lot to learn from the Council of Europe.  Through the Council of Europe, many of the European countries which to-day are members of European Union, gained experience from their exposure to the traditions of European ideas, human rights and democracy 
And the same thing I think can happen with this Euro-Mediterranean parliament.  I feel that if we institutionalise it, if there are more regular meetings rather than ad hoc meetings, if we would know that there are certain sessions that are going to take place, it can only get better.  The road to democracy is a gradual process, we can’t impose it overnight on anybody. I mean, the more cultures mix, the more people meet, the more people interlink, the more things can be accepted.  And I think this is the essential ingredient for Euro-Med and for this Mediterranean dimension.  (Interruptions) 

MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  NGOs are a mixed sort, but some of them do have an enormous accumulated expertise, let’s say on certain environmental issues, and it’s all there in their heads.  You invite somebody from the World Wide Life Fund Mediterranean to give a talk, and they will give much more information than a research assistant will find in two years.
ONOR. MARIO DEMARCO:  I mean, you’ve got the expertise which we parliamentarians don’t have.  We really have a lot of to learn from civil society.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  I can see great potential, sort of strategic alliance, but in the good sense.  And to open up whole fields of discussion and certainly things like poverty and environment are being poor relations of the Euro-med process.  They are becoming extremely critical emergent problems, and they have to be addressed.  
ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:   They resist discussions.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Before tailing off, I have just one question in order to get your feedback about it.  I am a strong believer in Local Councils.  One can say that Local Councils - as basic as you can get - are the grass roots of civil society.  If there’s something which is lacking, is town twinning between European and North African countries.  I have spoken about this issue in a side conference within the OSCE - and it was well received I must admit - because we tend to look up to town twinning between European Cities which are very fruitful and are doing wonders in many cities, even in certain Maltese Local Councils.  But there aren’t any instances, if any, of town twinning between councils on the southern shore of the Mediterranean with those in the northern shore of Africa.  So I don’t know, if there could be a possible potential area of collaboration, because that’s really where you can get the people - not the politicians but the people - basically increasing the contact and the interaction between the cities of these countries.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:   There is a programme called Med Cities.  I confess I don’t know very much about it, but I think that’s more to do with heritage issues.  I don’t know but I’ll check it out.  I agree with you and I think it’s a wonderful idea, and I think this would link with the development of the parliament and civil society dialogue.  As for the key issue for sustainable development, obviously transport and housing, all these are issues of local authorities.
THE CHAIRMAN:   Unfortunately it’s almost 9 o’clock and I have another meeting somewhere else - it concerns the party - but I would like to thank you for your really interesting presentation.  Hope to have more of such meetings in the future.  As I have already mentioned, I have invited Mr Paul Mifsud to meet us.  This should be sometime either exactly before or after summer, which should be quite interesting.  And if in the future you have any wish to meet us again, by all means contact me and we will set up another meeting.
MRS. VANYA WALKER-LEIGH:  I would certainly be very happy to have not only a formal meeting, but also informal contacts so we can develop further our dialogue.  Not only a meeting with you, but also with the Euro-Med in Malta, NGOs platform which is only just starting.  But there are a lot of interesting people with lots of experience - maybe not in the Mediterranean area - which are certainly relevant to the public, which have to be addressed.
THE CHAIRMAN:    Thank you so much.
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