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Il-Minuti tal-laqgħa Nru 42 li saret fil-11 ta’ Mejju 2005, kienu konfermati.

Laqgħa ma' l-Ambaxxatur Iżraelit għal malta
THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi):  Qabel ma’ ngħaddi għal-laqgħa ma’ l-Ambaxxatur Iżraelit għal Malta, xtaqt nitlob il-permess tal-membri sabiex il-cameramen ta’ Net Television u ta’ Super One Television ikunu jistgħu jidħlu u jiffilmjaw partijiet minn din is-seduta.  Jidher li hemm qbil u għaldaqstant nitlobhom sabiex jidħlu.

What I just said in Maltese, Excellency, is that we have given permission for the media to enter and film part of the proceedings.

It is a great honour for me and this committee that for the very first time we are meeting with the Israeli Ambassador to Malta.  This meeting is happening at a very significant and poignant time in the relationship between our two countries.  Towards December 1965, our countries established their diplomatic relations, so today we are celebrating the 40th anniversary of this relationship.  It is a very healthy relationship that we have between us, but there is definitely room for improvement from both sides, and we know that both sides are sincerely intent to further develop the closeness of our relationship.  Recently we had several high level ministerial meetings between the two sides, which, I think, further intensified our relationship.  
As regards the Middle East peace process, which of course you will dwell upon in some detail, we know that it is not easy to pursue a peace initiative that at some time or other looks beyond visual range, or sometimes is like a mirage.  But of course Malta is all for the bold, courageous decisions that the leadership of both sides have taken along the path towards a just and lasting peace.  But without further ado, I will immediately give you the floor and once again we welcome you to our committee.
H E MR EHUD GOL (Israeli Ambassador for Malta):  I congratulate you for that initiative and I am definitely very satisfied with the fact that I am meeting this Committee composed of members of both political parties, because I think we should approach and talk to both political parties to exchange our views.
You mentioned that Israel and Malta are going to celebrate the 40th anniversary of relations.  Indeed we had ups and downs in the relations between our two countries, given over time, the regional influences and the regional aspects that had to do with the relations between our two countries.  There was a short period in which we had a resident embassy here, and certainly, at that time, the dialogue was much closer and much more intense.  It is difficult to maintain a strong and fruitful dialogue from a distance with a remote control.
Indeed right now we work with a remote control, both with the Israeli Embassy here in Valletta and the Maltese Embassy in Israel.  But I think that regardless of that fact, we have all the conditions to improve relations right now.  The situation in the region is changing in such a way that makes it much easier for us.  I would say that there are several dimensions that are helping us right now.  
There is of course the fact that you are now a member of the European Union.  I said it in various occasions that once you become members of the EU - members of this prestigious and unique club – we will certainly treat you exactly the same way as we look at the other 24 countries.  We look at the 25 countries as one group, but at the same time we maintain good and warm relations with each and every one separately.  And now we intend to intensify our relations with you on bilateral relations but also as part of the European Union.
Given the geographic changes of your immediate neighbours – Libya - that were a cause for concern to you for a long time and also a cause for concern to us, it seems that now they have changed a bit.  We have seen a bit of an opening with them as well.  I believe that this is something that can influence as well.  I do not rule out the possibility that in the future you could even be a bridge between us and several countries in the region, and that in the long run we will come to the realisation that there is a way to initiate negotiations and talks with Israel.
But let me jump immediately to the situation in our part of the world, and later in the discussion, if you would like to raise the issues of Maltese Israeli relations, I will go into these aspects as well.  I would sum it up by saying that I am very satisfied with the way we have moved forward.  I am very satisfied with the visit of the Minister and with the fact that you are about to come and visit us by the end of October.  I think it’s a clear-cut indication of the seriousness of both sides, that we want to move forward, and I think that following these visits - if indeed we can elevate it to a Prime Minister’s visit in 2006, and even the year after that – we will certainly be able to sum up our relations as moving forward.
I guess that you read this morning's papers and last night even saw on television the demonstrations and disturbances in Israel of those who are opposing the withdrawal from Gaza and the north western gulf of Samaria.  This illustrates the democratic society in which we are living.  People can demonstrate, protest and express their views as long as they are not violating the law.  Yesterday it went out of control and the police had to intervene.  But that is just to indicate the seriousness and the gravity of the situation. 
The government of Israel decided against the will of a lot of people and against the will of the majority of a certain political party.  This is the leading political party in Israel, Ariel Sharon failed in the referendum in his own party.  He did not have the majority for the pull-out.  Nevertheless, he decided to bring it to the Knesset and there he had the majority, supported by the Labour Party, which in itself is a very rare show of unity in a very difficult moment.  Here we are talking about 8,500 people who live there, but we are also certainly talking about a larger number of people who support the idea of the continuation of the presence of Israelis in Judea, Samaria and Gaza.  These are based on various reasons, being Biblical ones, political ones or ideological ones.  
I will not refer to those people that went there because they wanted to have a nice villa close to the beach, because this is really a marginal and not a substantial number.  We are not relating to that small minority.  They went there because they were supported in that move by all the governments of Israel, not only by the current government of Israel, but also by previous governments, including the Labour government that was in power from 1967 until 1977.  In the elections that took place in May17th 1977, the Likud were elected for the first time.  Then in the last 30 years we had a see-saw.  We actually replaced Italy as a country that replaces its governments more often in that democratic system!  
Your country has stability.  You have the same government for almost - with only two years of the Labour Party - 20 years now.  Every 3 to 4 years we have a change in government.  Again I make a parenthesis to say that in these 30 years we never had a party that gained more than 50% of the seats!  In this period of time we never had a proper majority of one party, and in the history of Israel a parliament never completed its mandate!  It always lasted six months, a year or maybe two years.  However I look at this situation positively because certainly it is one of the major ingredients of a democratic and vibrant society.
A prime minister who for several years and in various political campaigns - including the last political campaign - kept telling the people that he is running a ticket that will ensure the continuation of the Israeli presence in Gaza and in the other parts of Judea and Samaria, suddenly changed his mind.  I think that he changed his mind because he is a pragmatist and a realist, and he realised that the best thing for Israel at the moment is not to maintain the presence of 8,500 Israelis, occupying 30% of the Gaza district, when there are 70% or 1.5 million Palestinians in the same district.  This will not work.  It has worked for several years, for 15, 20, 25, or 30 years, it served the security needs of Israel in its war against terrorism, but as it stands right now, in 2005, we are doing it not to do a favour to the Palestinians, but we are doing it in the interest of the state of Israel.
In order to do that Sharon was willing to risk the well-being of his political party.  Here I want to add something.  Not only Sharon, but even Shimon Peres, was passed through the same risks because both of them joined forces together without having the backing of all the members of their party.  Certainly in the Likud party, at least half of the members of the Knesset - that is 20 out of 42 - voted against, threatening a split in the party!  And when there’s a split in the party, it actually means losing power!  
It was very simple for Ariel Sharon not to do anything, not to say anything and maintain his very comfortable majority with the parties to the right in Israel!  I assume you know that the Israeli parliament is composed of 126 seats.  He had a very comfortable majority of 75 seats with the religious parties that fully supported the positions of the Likud before Sharon's decision to pull out.  Sharon was willing to risk all of this because of his belief that this is the only way to bring about a permanent peace in our region.  Shimon Peres was risking everything because he went to this government basically without too much power.  In the last election the Labour party was reduced – 23 years ago the two major political parties in Israel had together 95 seats, 48 and 47 - to only 19 seats out of 121!  
Half of his party was against joining a national unity government because when you are in opposition, you have to maintain yourself as an opposition.  You must build yourself and work on the public opinion in order to be a real and true alternative to the government.  If you join the government, in a way you lose the major asset of a fighting opposition.  But he joined the government mainly because for these two people, there is only one cause right now.  This cause is pulling out and the well-being of the nation and this goes far far ahead of the well-being of the political parties.  These two old war horses are practically risking everything they have on a personal basis!  They are old enough, but despite their old age, they are still very very active political powers.  But what they have ahead is a pull-out from Gaza.  This is not going to be easy.
On several occasions Sharon said that we are, in certain aspects, close to a civil war!  I don't think so.  I think that he is exaggerating, but nevertheless, it is a very tense and very very dangerous situation.  I would say it is full of explosives, and when I say explosives I mean a double meaning, because God forbid if one Israeli soldier will kill a civilian or the other way round!  We wouldn’t like to reach such a point, but nevertheless, as a country of law and order, coming August, when the date will come, the government with the aid of the police will not only do its 99% effort, but 100%, even more in order to maintain the pull-out.
We decided on the withdrawal from Gaza on a unilateral basis because we decided on that, at the time that Yasser Arafat was still around.  The picture is completely different right now because now we are dealing with a more pragmatic Palestinian Authority.  Abu Mazen is not Yasser Arafat.  Yasser Arafat was - and I said it in many occasions, you know my position, I don't want to elaborate about it - the most negative element in the region!  He went out of his way in order to prevent progress, in order to block any possibility of co-existence between the Israelis and the Palestinians!  He even disillusioned the most enthusiastic members of the Israeli left.  Many of your colleagues found themselves following the great euphoria of the Oslo and Washington accord with their hearts broken because of the policies of Yasser Arafat!  
But now this is history, history that actually demanded a heavy and terrible price for us Israelis and also for the Palestinians.  I just want you to imagine our situation if we didn’t have to go through that intifada for years not only for Israel – economically and certainly for the human lives involved – but for the development of the region.  We were moving forward in such a beautiful pace but it's always shattered because of the intifada.  
Right now there is great hope for him because Abu Mazen is realising that in order to achieve the aspirations of the Palestinian people he can do it not through terror and violence as Arafat thought, but through negotiations and a true dialogue.  I am saying this because there is certainly the possibility that the withdrawal, the disengagement will be co-ordinated with the Palestinians.  We’re still discussing it and if it is possible it will be very helpful.  At the same time we’re continuing with several confidence building measures with the Palestinians.  We have evacuated two cities and we are about to evacuate the three additional cities.  We have already released close to 500 prisoners and we will increase the number of prisoners to be released.  But we are doing this, provided that we will continue to do it.
Yesterday in one of the interviews I was asked if we are dragging our feet.  I replied that we are not dragging our feet, but we are not stupid.  We are not jumping to carry out steps unilaterally that will endanger us!  We would like to see a real and true combat of the Palestinian Authority against the terrorist groups.  We would like to see Abu Mazen fighting against the Hamas, not trying to appease them.  This is something that we disagree on with Abu Mazen.  As much as we respect him - and we do respect him – there are no two ways to deal with terrorist groups!  You cannot try to appease terrorist groups and think that they would change their character or their attitude.  The Hamas still has the idea of destroying Israel.  The Al-Aqsa Brigade and the Jihad, not to mention the negative influence of the Hisbollah from the north, are all posing a major danger also to Abu Mazen himself!  When I say posing a danger, I mean a personal danger to Abu Mazen!
I believe that it is within the interest of the Palestinian Authority, at this juncture and in the future of the Palestinian State, because five or six years ago, we did not have an Israeli Ambassador sitting here.  Today I am sitting here, and this is a sign of the major progress that we have made.  Six years ago, an Israeli ambassador wouldn't have been here and would not have talked about the establishment of the Palestinian state.  But during the last years the Israeli society abandoned so many taboos.  In fact there were withdrawals both from the Golan, and the West Bank and other withdrawals.  Six years ago Ehud Barak, the Israeli Prime Minister, even offered back major portions of the city of Jerusalem, and he had the majority in the Knesset by one vote!  But that is how democracy works.  
One of the major taboos that we have abandoned was when we always said no to a Palestinian state.  Now we are saying yes to a Palestinian state, provided that this Palestinian state would be established alongside Israel and not instead of Israel.  Provided that this Palestinian state will be the state that attracts the Palestinians from the diaspora and not according to those extreme elements.  Including Arafat, that said yes to a Palestinian state but at the same time we want the right of return.  What is the purpose of this idea?  Why do you want your own state if you want the people to go to another state?  You want this in order to destroy that state?  What is the logic behind this point?  
Nevertheless, I believe that with the new atmosphere that exists right now we are going to engage in a dialogue with the Palestinians.  I am not hundred per cent sure but I hope that we have enough time, that by August we would be able to carry out everything in full co-operation with the Palestinian Authority.  In spite of this, we will be doing everything together with the Palestinians and by the time that you will come in November, the pull-out would already have been completed and perhaps we will be moving to a further step for the future.
But the overall situation in our region is very very encouraging, because when we look at the situation, we look at our close neighbours where we have both the Egyptian and the Jordanian Ambassadors are back in Israel.  Throughout the four years of the intifada we told them that they were wrong and it was a mistake, and they didn't have to agree to everything that we were doing or saying.  We told them that they should talk to us and influence us from inside and not from a distance.  And I think that they have done the right thing for their Ambassadors to return.  The dialogue with these two countries is much more effective right now and it is needless to say that the role of Egypt, being the strongest and the biggest Arab country, is extremely important.  Certainly, the role of Egypt is extremely crucial when it comes to the day after the pull-out because of the security arrangements that we will have to reach with them.  We are working closely with General Suleman in the Philadelphi line between Gaza and close to the towns of El-Arish and Rafah in the Egyptian border.
Egypt and Jordan are playing a much more constructive role and we are also seeing changes in other Arab countries like Lebanon.  We are waiting for the elections that will take place there this month – I hope that they will take place without any disturbances – and we are seeing more and more signs of democratisation in the Arab world.  I think that Mubarak made a very positive declaration when he is enabling the participation of more than one candidate in the presidential elections.  
We always said - when I had the opportunity to come to Malta, I said that the problem of the region is a lack of democracy – that the more democracy we have in the region, the easier it will be for them to approach us.  Even Libya - your neighbours - is showing signs of moderation right now.  I am not seeing any signs of democratisation, but there are signs of moderation because they are realising what is happening around them.  

Mr Chairman, to sum it up - I don’t want to monopolise the time because I would like to hear more questions and answers - we have very positive signs, and the situation is improving.  The Intifada is not officially but practically it’s over because of various reasons, especially because we fought against it in a very very effective manner.  The Europeans criticized us all the time because of the killings.  We kill assassins, criminals and people who kill Israeli women and children!  They kill our soldiers, but to kill Israelis in restaurants, cafés and bars was too much.  In four years we lost thousands of people!  At the same time that we were eliminating these people, we started to build the fence with which we were able to minimize the number of casualties.  
However I want to make it clear that the moment we realise that we can live openly and quietly with our neighbours, this fence will cease to exist and we will start having Palestinians working in Israel again.  We renewed it already.  On the eve of the intifada, we had 120,000 Palestinians that came on a daily basis to work in Israel, and now we have 20,000.  And I don’t see anything wrong that while building their own economy, they will come and work in Israel.  I don’t think that it is very healthy for their economy of the future but in the interim period, this is something that should be of help to them.  And this is another sign of the improvement of the situation right now. 
So all in all, right now I’m very optimistic and I believe that the year 2006 is going to be a crucial year – in the positive sense of the - in our region.   Thank you.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Ambassador, I would like to thank you for your frankness in your speech.  As regards the invitation extended to us to visit Israel, we will accept this invitation with a big sense of privilege.  I can assure you that visiting the Middle East for the first time - hopefully at the end of next October - is something that the whole committee is looking forward to very much.  Malta’s position about the Middle East process has been stated and re-stated.  We are all for Israel living in security and in peace with its neighbours, just as the Palestinians have the right to live in well secured and well defined borders.
You mentioned the confidence building measures which I think are very crucial.  Taking a cue from the confidence building measures, I would like to ask you a question with regard to what happened last week in the municipal elections in the occupied territories.  Hamas made significant inroads.  In fact certain international press agencies have termed it a milestone accomplishment.  
What I would like to ask you is if you consider the lack of improvement in the daily living conditions of the Palestinians to have contributed to Hamas being a potent force in Palestinian electoral politics?  On the other side, how is the significant success registered by Hamas in these elections viewed by Israel?  Will this result undermine in any way the stability of the Palestinian leadership?  What is your view with regards to the possible repercussions of such a result, especially now in view of July’s legislative elections?
H E MR EHUD GOL:  There are two parts to your question. In 1993, immediately following the Oslo accord and then the Washington accord on 13th September 1993, a new chapter began in the Middle East.  That chapter included also a very important economic component.  I just want to mention the four large economic meetings that took place in Qatar, Doha, Oman and Cairo.  The idea was to help develop the economy on a regional basis.  
One of the things that we started to do back in 1994, even before, were the industrial parks.  These are statistics which one cannot argue with.  The economic situation of the Palestinians improved drastically in the period immediately after the accords were signed.  One can make a comparison between the economic situation of the Palestinians and that of other Arab countries.  We can always be blamed for the situation of the Palestinians, but we cannot be blamed for the economic situation of Egypt, Syria, Iraq or Lebanon!  We have nothing to do with those situations.  One of the problems of a non-democratic society is that you always have to look for a scapegoat.  You always have to look for a subject for hatred in order to divert the attention from the real problems.
The tragedy of the Arab world is that instead of moving towards democracy, instead of improving the economic situation, they always looked at Israel as the enemies that have to be destroyed!  I can take the example of Saudi Arabia.  In Saudi Arabia 1% of the population possesses 99% of the riches of the country.  However we are not here to discuss the situation of Saudi Arabia, but I just want to illustrate to you the problems of the Arab world.  So we managed to elevate the economic situation of the Palestinian people by the fact that they were living and working in proximity with us.  People used to go home from Israel with an income that was six times higher than the average income in the rest of the Arab world!  The GDP was going drastically up.  Yet it was a major problem.  The level of the GDP in Israel on the eve of the intifada was USD16,000 and you cannot have such a huge difference compared with the neighbouring countries.  
You cannot have such a huge jump in Europe either.  I don’t have to tell you what’s going on in Luxembourg and in some of the Scandinavian countries in comparison to some of the newcomers.  I am not referring to Malta which is in a better situation, but I am referring to some of the newcomers from the ex-Warsaw pact.  But we made an effort.  That is why I think it was a mistake on their behalf to incite in such a way and to create a situation that gave such a boost to Hamas.
I cannot explain it and I certainly cannot justify it, but I would say that the hatred and incitement of so many years, plus the fact that Yasser Arafat and the Palestinian Authority, not only didn’t do anything to fight the Hamas, but they closed an eye and also supplied arms to the Hamas!  What happened was that Hamas socially controlled certain centres, paid them money, and at the same time they paid money for suicide bombers, including money they received from abroad, including from Iraq, the USD 25,000 for each suicide operation!
Yasser Arafat thought that the combination of negotiating and talking and at the same time adhering to violence and terror was something that will scare the Israelis.  When he saw us pulling out of Lebanon back in May 1999 he thought that it was a sign of weakness of the Israeli society.  When he saw Ehud Barak coming with generous proposals, he saw it as a sign of weakness and not as a sign of a moral force of the Israeli society.  
So Hamas grew up within that environment.  They always said in the open that they want to see the destruction of the state of Israel.  They do not recognise us and that is why I think it is extremely dangerous that the Hamas has gained so much.  At the same time, they did not gain as much as they wanted, and I think that their influence is being diminished.  Don’t talk to me about democracy, by saying that they gained their seats democratically and so we have to recognise them!  That would be the biggest mistake of Europe!  With that logic, Europe had to support Hitler, because even Hitler was elected democratically!
It is in the interest of the Palestinian people to distance themselves from the Hamas.  It is in the interest of Abu Mazen to disarm the Hamas, and it is in the interest of Europe to close every possibility of putting money to the Hamas because they are still getting money from Europe.  Once they will not have that source of money, they will not have the possibility to continue with the show of social programmes.  Social programmes should be done by the Palestinian Authority and we have to encourage the Palestinian Authority.  We have to encourage Abu Mazen and the people working with him, but he must fight with determination.  He cannot think that everything will evaporate by only closing his eyes!  
THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  Now I give the word to Hon. Leo Brincat and then to Hon. Mario de Marco.
HON. LEO BRINCAT:  First of all, on behalf of the Opposition, the Labour Party, I would like to make it very clear that although traditionally and over the years we have supported the Palestinian issue, which we still do, we fully recognise Israel’s rights to live within safe and secure borders.  We support the two states solution, and we also condemn without any reservation both suicide bombings and the wave of anti-semitism.  
In fact, being myself the Vice-President of the Council of Europe sub-committee on the Middle East, I shall be fully supporting a resolution which will be discussed in Paris towards the end of this month.  The resolution specifically states - I have the agenda here - The Inadmissibility of Anti-Semitism in the Social and Political Life of the Council of Europe Member States.  So we are talking about 56 member states and we will support this without any reservation at all.
With your kind permission, I have two questions to make.  I recently read an interview with Shimon Peres in an Israeli publication which I found on the internet.  When he was recently asked whether Israel is doing enough to strengthen the Palestinian chairman, Mahmoud Abbas, he replied that he was not certain and that all the talk regarding Abbas’s weaknesses as a leader is unjustified.  He argued that Mahmoud Abbas is dealing with disadvantages rather than creating them.  He also made the point that there is no better alternative to him and that in his opinion, Israel should have encouraged him more believing that it should take the Palestinians' demands more seriously.  This is something that I would like you to comment about.
My second question is that if we really want to reflect - and I am quite sure that deep down both sides want this - in our actions the spirit and substance of the road map, I personally feel that there is need to address – not necessarily now but at a later stage - the West Bank issue on a wider level, if lasting peace is to be achieved.  Especially since Gaza on its own is basically a relatively failed state although economic assistance might change the situation.
On strictly bilateral levels, while we look positively towards the development of economic relations between Malta and Israel - which we hope will be sustained in the coming years, irrespective of who may be in government - I would like to ask in your opinion, apart from health, agricultural and IT sectors, what areas of economic cooperation do you envisage between Malta and Israel as being feasible?  And do you see any prospects of any Foreign Direct Investment by Israeli entrepreneurs in Malta in the near term?  This is something which we would like to encourage very much.  Thank you.
H E MR EHUD GOL:  It is a matter of interpretation.  I am referring to your first question regarding Abu Mazen.  He is in the same government, and it is no secret that Shimon Peres’ position was always a bit more flexible than Ariel Sharon’s position.  I think that in recent months, even before they first joined the government, and obviously since they joined the government, they are now seeing eye to eye.  I believe that we are doing our utmost in order to strengthen Abu Mazen.  It is within our interest to strengthen Abu Mazen, but at the same time we have to be careful not to demonstrate such a support to Abu Mazen that will project him as a collaborator with Israel.  If you see what I mean?
This is a very thin line.  And it will absolutely backfire if we don’t be careful.  Abu Mazen is the leader of the Palestinians and not a member of the Zionist movement!  I don’t want him to be a member of the Zionist movement.  I want him to represent the Palestinians.  I want him to adhere to the interests of the Palestinians, but I believe that he can do a lot better if he fights terrorism.  We will not give him any discounts if he doesn’t fight terrorism.  We will be harsh with him if he doesn’t fight terrorism.  That's exactly the point, we expect him to fight terrorism.  A strong leader must take tough decisions. 
In 1948, when David Ben-Gurion was the founding father of Israel, he had to take very difficult decisions.  The tragedy of the Palestinian people was that they had a leader that wasn’t even a little near what Ben-Gurion was.  Their leader led them to destruction because he didn’t take the right decisions at the right moment!  And he had his chances.  Abu Mazen seems to be much more pragmatic and flexible not because he is pro-Israeli but because he knows perfectly well that the interest of the Palestinian people will be achieved better by dialogue.  On the other hand he doesn’t fight terrorism and this is something which we openly say that we disagree with him.  You cannot wash terrorism away only by making declarations!  
The Palestinians always claim that they do not have a police force because Israel destroyed it.  However, the truth is that they have a police force of more than 50,000 people which, in proportion to the population, is the largest police force in Europe.  The Palestinians have a tremendous amount of weapons in the streets so they must send their large police force to collect those weapons.  When we say that he must fight terrorism, we are not preaching a civil war because this will not serve our purpose.  We do not want to see Palestinian blood being shed in fights within the domestic walls.  As I said, this will not serve our purpose.  On the contrary it will help the extreme elements.  We want them to activate the 50,000 police force in order to confiscate the weapons that people in the street possess.  

This morning I saw a beautiful picture of Ronaldo from Real Madrid who was in Ramallah.  What enthusiasm!  This is the new Palestinian society that we can look at right now!  Something like this was unheard of only six or seven months ago!  Certainly Ronaldo's visit to Palestine will not collect the weapons, but his visit shows a new environment and a new possibility that exists there.  This gives the National Palestinian Authority the possibilities to be much more forceful than they were before.  So in that regard, believe me, Peres and Sharon think alike.  It is only semantics, for the Israelis and for people from the outside who read the Israeli press.  There are so many people who read the Israeli press, including here in Malta, not to mention Italy.
You also mentioned the road map.  We are all working according to the road map.  However the road map is not a bible, but we have to do our utmost in order to move forward; exactly as we did with other peace plans in the past.  There are four components to the road map right now.  These four components are the United States, the Russian Federation, the European Union and the United Nations.  I will not reveal a secret to you by saying that out of these four components, we feel much more comfortable with the Americans. We feel less comfortable with the Russians because we know that right now they are still trying to supply arms and knowhow to Iran, Syria and to Palestine.  We feel a bit uncomfortable with the United Nations because they are still controlled by the majority of the non-democratic countries that in every General Assembly they carry out more anti-Israeli resolutions than in any other issue in any other part of the world, as if Israel is the major problem to world safety and security!  Then we have our disagreement with the European Union, which is not a cohesive force, and there are various opinions and positions within the European Union.  
When we talk about the road map, there is one major element; it talks about the dismantling of all the terrorist groups.  We haven’t seen that yet, it still exists.  I said that right now the situation is much calmer.  There is a new atmosphere, a new environment and a new government for the Palestinians.  But believe me, every day we block numerous attempts.  If we don’t stay on the alert the terrorists will be successful with a mega suicide bombing - God forbid! - the whole process will be destroyed.  With that bomb, the whole process will be destroyed in a second.  There are so many groups and individuals that would like to carry such an attack, so we must always be on maximum alert to make sure that something like this doesn’t occur.  
With regards to your second question, I hope that we will be able to sign the double taxation agreement between Malta and Israel.  I know that you are also working with the United States on this.  This is important for you and for us as well.  I think that the double taxation agreement will give the right incentive to the businessmen from both countries.  I can tell you that the moment we sign this agreement, our plane will rush to Malta with 50 businessmen.  It's a catalyst.  The second catalyst will be – and this is something I have been working on from the moment I came to this country and presented my credentials – the introduction of direct flights between our countries.  I think that it is a crucial point because we are so close and yet so far away.  I want to see Air Malta planes landing in Israel, and I want to see the Israeli planes landing in Malta.  
In Malta you have a population of 400,000 people and in Israel we have a population of 6.5 million which is crazy to reach the world!  Only last year we had 750,000 Israelis in Turkey and I would like to have a slice of “Turkey” here in Malta.  That is my goal; to have 50,000 people in the first year.  Our economic counsellor came here several times and I want to arrange a visit for him with the travel agents from Israel so that they can study the possibilities in Malta.  I know that we’ll have more Israelis in Malta than Maltese in Israel, but I want to encourage Maltese people to come to Israel as well because that line will be profitable as well.  If it won’t be profitable, the businessmen will move out.  These two elements will give the incentives for the businessmen.  
What I envisage for the future is high technology.  Although Malta is a small country, it is very developed.  Israel is also highly developed, and we can work together in this field.  I can give you a small example.  We have a very developed banking system which is fully computerised in such a way that you do not find it in any other country in Europe.  And I think this is something that we can share with you.  So the sky is the limit.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  Dr. Mario de Marco.
HON. MARIO DE MARCO:  First of all I would like to congratulate you, your Excellency, because I admire you a lot on how active you are in trying to make our two countries understand each other.  I always read with interest your interviews in the various papers.
E.T. MR EHUD GOL:  I always enjoy the arguments with your father.
HON. MARIO DE MARCO:  I’m sure of that.  I really want to congratulate you for what you have been doing over the past couple of years.  We all form part of this Mediterranean family, which I must say is a large family.  As you rightly pointed out, over the past 40 years of diplomatic relations between Malta and Israel there has been lots of ups and downs.  But again, which family doesn’t have ups and downs in its relations?  The beauty of forming part of a family is that you can put the past behind you and look forward to the future.  I have no doubts that you are looking forward towards many years of collaboration and cooperation between the Maltese people and the Israeli people.
We have many more things in common.  This is something that should help us to foster closer relationships.  As you rightly pointed out, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Hon Frendo has visited Israel twice.   Even when we were on our visit as a Foreign Affairs Committee in the United States last month, we had a very interesting meeting with one of the representatives of the AIPAC, the American Israel Public Affairs Committee.  Obviously, this is one of the most important lobby groups in the United States.  
We had a very frank and open discussion over the relationships between the Israelis living all over the world and the Maltese people.  These types of discussion definitely help towards understanding each other, because even though sometimes Malta has taken certain pro-Arab votes in the United Nations, a pro-Arab stance doesn’t necessarily mean an anti-Israeli stance.  I think this is an important thing to understand.  As Hon Brincat pointed out, we firmly believe in the right of both states to exist on a side by side basis.  So please don’t think our approach as being or ever having been in any way anti-Israeli.
I also look forward to further collaboration within the Euromed process.  It’s a Euromed process which I understand has a lot much more to it than meets the eye.  I believe that this year we are also celebrating the 10th anniversary of the formation of the Barcellona process on the Euromed.  It is a process which also has had its ups and downs, and which perhaps hasn’t yet really seen its true potential either, for various reasons.  But I think that this is a process which can also help a lot towards the normalisation of the Mediterranean region.  Ultimately, what we both really want to see in the Mediterranean region is further progress in terms of human rights, democracy and economic development.
I firmly believe that within the Arab and the Mediterranean region, economic process is essential.  Because when we have economic development also within the Palestinian territory, there is going to be less scope for people resorting to suicide attacks, terrorist attacks and so on.  So there is a lot to do to achieve results in this respect.  We are also emphasizing the commercial development between our two countries, and this will help a lot.  
We are also talking about exchanging more tourists between Malta and Israel.  This will also help to understand each other.  Ultimately, how many Maltese can boast of ever having visited Israel?  I think that this is the negative side on our part, so there has to be more cultural and political exchanges.  So, the visit of the Foreign Affairs Committee in November should help us to understand much more, closer than ever before, the way that Israelis look at the world.  You cannot always look at one side of the picture, but you have to look at both sides.  We have to look at both sides of the coin of this very complex problem of the Middle East.  I think the mistake we commit is that we tend to simplify the problems of the region and the causes of the region.  I believe that this is something we have to firmly avoid.
Regarding Abu Mazen, as you rightly pointed out, I think that sometimes it is a matter of the chicken and egg situation.  Fair enough, you said that you want to see the Palestinian Authority clamping down on Hamas.  At the end of the day, I also imagine that the Palestinian Authority can sometimes complain that they would like to see further progress from the Israeli side as this would give them a stronger hand to deal with Hamas.  One of the pertinent questions which was also put to you in an interview with “The Times” was the issue of the release of political prisoners.  I understand that this is not an easy process to do, and it does take its own time.  The fact that you have released 500 political prisoners is already a step forward in the right direction. 
I also think, as you rightly pointed out, that it is a courageous step by Ariel Sharon, perhaps against the very grain of his party, and against the very grain of Sharon as we have known him in his long political career.  Perhaps Sharon was the last person people ever expected to make such an unilateral withdrawal from Gaza.  But then, sometimes it takes this type of people to make the more courageous steps in resolving a political problem.  I also think that the coalition of the Labour and the Likud party with the involvement of Shimon Peres will do a lot towards the resolution of the Palestinian-Israeli problem.
With regard to the point you mentioned about the right of return, which was insisted on by Arafat with Barak during the discussions held with President Clinton towards the end of his term, I understand that it still remains an issue which has to be resolved.  Without wanting to sound too simplistic, I understand that ultimately, some form of compromise has to be reached.  I also think that Abu Mazen needs to find some form of a solution with his own people.  I think some form of compromise can also be achieved with the help of the EU and with the help of the United States.  Perhaps it may be unrealistic to believe that the solution could be found with the right of return being insisted upon.  At the same time, I think we have to understand that over the years there have been a number of Palestinian families who have lost certain interest that they had within Israel. 
So political solutions always involve some form of a compromise, but we must also say that compromise does not always mean weakness.  Compromise can also be a form of courage.  This is not an easy thing to do, and I certainly do not envy anybody being in a position that the Israeli and the Palestinian authorities are in to solve this long outstanding problem which has seen so much bloodshed on both sides.  I think that both sides have an interest in living in peace and collaborating with each other.  
An issue which has been brought up with us during the past - even on our visit to the States - was Malta’s rapporteurship in the UN committee on The Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People.  What I would like to point out on this issue - which I understand is a thorny and a sensitive one - is that, viewed as an objective party - which may not always have been viewed as such – which is trying to effect an objective role.  I think it is much wiser to have a country like Malta to carry out the role of a rapporteur than perhaps having a less objective country carry out this role.  
One may have certain questions as to the composition of that committee and may also have questions about certain declarations of this committee in the past. However, I think that we always have to look at the future with a fresh mind.  I sincerely believe that with the development in the relations between Malta and Israel over the past couple of years, Malta being a rapporteur, should not be viewed as Malta taking an anti-Israeli stance in that committee.  I don’t want to exaggerate the relevance of Malta, but at the same time Malta has its own ways of playing the role of a silent diplomat, which can help in achieving results.  
Finally as regards the issue of the EU, I do understand that sometimes Israel is not always too happy with certain stands which the EU takes in this problem.  But again, as you rightly pointed out, in finding a solution you don’t want to have Abu Mazen appearing as if he is part of the Zionist movement.  And I think the EU has also, in its own way, tried to take a middle of the road approach, which perhaps is not always viewed to such.  But at the same time, you have the United States, which is viewed by many Arab countries, rightly or wrongly, as being very pro-Israeli which I don’t think that there is any question about this - and why not?  The fact that the EU, which is such a strong member of this quartet, takes this type of approach can also help in reaching solutions to these problems.  At the end of the day, I believe that the EU has a significant influence that can exercise over the interested parties.  In my opinion, this can help to create solutions.  One must look at things in the longer term rather than in the immediate term on certain stands which are taken.  
Having said so much, I really want to congratulate you for the very clear explanations that you have given and also for the energy that you’ve shown in strengthening the ties between our two respective countries. 
H E MR EHUD GOL:  Thank you.  Actually you did not ask any questions but I would say that I agree with a lot of things that you said.  But I have three reservations that I would like to make. 
Firstly, you said that it is all about improving the economic situation because terror is a result of a poor economic situation.  But it is not always like that.  With all due respect, look at the perpetrators of the attack on the Twin Towers; look at Bin Laden.  They are rich people!  They are lacking in democracy and they hate the western civilisation.  It has nothing to do with a poor economic situation, because if we look only at a poor economic situation, then we will have a full justification for an invasion of Europe by the African continent.  They were exploited by Europe for generations!  They are poor whereas Europe is rich.  This is not the reason.  Terror comes out of incitement and hatred, more than anything else.  The economic situations may also lead to this reaction, but it is not the central element.  
The second point that I want to comment upon is the right of return.  It wasn’t there when we signed the Oslo accord or the Washington accord.  Arafat brought it back in 1999 and in 2000 in order to sabotage the negotiations!  Arafat knew that we cannot afford a pretext for the destruction of the state of Israel.  There are 22 Arab countries with 13.5 million square kilometres and a population of 200 million Arabs.  There is one state of Israel with 21,000 square kilometres and a population of 5.5 million Israelis and 1.4 million Arabs!  Today 20% of our population consists of Arab people.  Show me another country in Europe with 20% of its population consisting of Arabs, a minority that has another religion.  They are close to those who are the enemies of the State of Israel but we cannot change the demographic situation of the State of Israel.  They want a Palestinian state; let them have a Palestinian state with the Palestinians!  
I can understand you when you talk about compromises but compromises are not a one-way road.  Let them compromise!  Throughout the last 57 years we were asked to compromise so many times, but now we cannot afford it anymore!  We will not destroy the state of Israel only for the vague idea of a compromise!  It is a much more complex situation.  When you talk about it, always bear in mind that today Israel is composed by 6.9 million inhabitants, out of which 20% are Arabs.
The last thing I want to comment about is Malta’s rapporteurship in the UN committee.  Today we live in a world of perceptions and images.  Being a rapporteur about the Palestinian issue you are being portrayed, not only by us but by everyone who is involved in this situation, as being pro-Palestinian, and so as being one-sided!  Is that what Malta needs right now?  I'll give you another example.  
Two days before Hon. Michael Frendo came to Israel - I don’t know whose decision it was – an issue was raised in Geneva on the question of human rights, which is another UN resolution which is anti-Israeli.  Many countries voted against us.  Now, who co-sponsored this resolution?  Malta!  Malta voted against us!  Believe me, we can live with it, but why do you have to co-sponsor an anti-Israeli resolution on the eve of your visit to Israel?  What did you think, that we didn’t see it, that we didn’t know about it or that we will ignore it?  We are being slapped on one side and we’re going to present the other side?!  Certainly this is not the case.  
Being a rapporteur bears a very symbolic meaning.  For years it was seen as being pro-Palestinian and anti-Israeli.  It wasn’t seen as an objective political manoeuvre.  No!  So you have to decide where you stand.  Last January when I was in Malta I angered a lot of people when I said that you have to decide whether you are members of the Arab league or members of the European Union?  I must say that you should go along the common denominator of the EU.  I agree with you.  Europe, although we don’t see eye to eye in many aspects, but there is a certain common denominator.  I believe that Malta should also go along with that common denominator of the EU.  Now if you have any more questions or comments I would be very delighted to hear them as I have to leave.  
THE CHAIRMAN:  Then I shall ask Dr. Herrera and Dr. Asciak to make two very brief interventions in succession.   Dr. Herrera.
HON. JOSE’ HERRERA:  I’m not going to take too much time but I must first of all state that I sympathize with you, in the sense that we in the West are not in the Arab league.  Malta is part of the West.  
E.T. MR EHUD GOL:  Yes, I know.  It's a figure of speech.
HON. JOSE’ HERRERA:  Yes I know it is.  But I sympathize with Israel in the sense that I think sometimes we in the West - especially Europe - tend to be too judgemental on Israel.  I think that you have had - strangely enough - a lot of bad press in Western Europe and I think this bad press has also influenced a great deal the perception of the Europeans on the way Israel does its politics.  
I have been in parliament for the last ten years and I must say that I find your political situation extremely complex and extremely difficult to interpret or appreciate from outside.  In my opinion, this is why sometimes we, in Europe, send negative vibes towards your government.  But the impression that I get as a westerner and as a European, is that Israel, being the only westernised Middle-Eastern country and being the only democratic country in the area, is much closer to Europe than the Arab countries.  

I had a lot to say but I don’t want to waste your time because I know that you have to leave Malta today, but it’s been a pleasure for me, as a member of parliament of the Labour party, to welcome you in this Committee.  I have to emphasize and I agree completely with what my colleague, Hon. Leo Brincat said, that we are definitely in favour of an Israeli state and also in favour of a Palestinian state.  We are also definitely against terrorism.  Lately we passed a very harsh anti-terrorist law in Malta and it was supported by both sides of the House.  This law also considers the financial aspects of terrorism, so we are definitely against terrorism.
However to go back to the subject, I think that sometimes, incorrectly or not in so much a sensitive way, you have misinterpreted the international institutions.  Europe, contrary to America, is obsessed with these international institutions.  I’m going to start with a lesser institution; the International Criminal Court.  Europe is obsessed on creating this International Criminal Court.  Most of the European states have already rectified the treaty.  On the other hand, America has not yet rectified it and Israel is supporting America on this issue.  In my opinion this gives bad vibes.  
As regards the question of the International Court of Justice, I must say that in Europe this is something almost sacrosanct.  Israel is a bit suspicious about the workings of this court even on the issue of defence, and this is something that gives us bad vibes.   
As to the United Nations, the Europeans feel most angry because we feel that sometimes Israel doesn’t adhere so much to certain resolutions.  I agree that the format of the United Nations corners a bit the superpower America, and you also have non-democratic countries which form part of the United Nations which also form powerful lobby groups.  
But there again, if you weaken the United Nations you will have a similar political perspective as what happened in the 30’s when the League of Nations collapsed!  Germany and fascist Italy managed to become so strong because there was a very weak League of Nations.  The first thing Germany and fascist Italy did was to pull out of the League of Nations because if you don’t have a policeman or a strong international structure ...
H E MR EHUD GOL:  Let me stop you for a second.  I will give you an additional example. Do you want us to be sacrificed like Czechoslovakia was sacrificed?
HON. JOSE’ HERRERA:  Definitely not.
H E MR EHUD GOL:  Exactly.  That’s what we want to avoid.  We will not be the scapegoat of the weakness of this organisation!
HON. JOSE’ HERRERA:  I am admitting that the United Nations needs to be restructured.  I definitely agree with you on that fact but what I’m trying to tell you – I have no doubt that the Israelis are a very clever people -  is that in my opinion you are not handling these issues in the best diplomatic way possible with regards to the Europeans.  You have to realise what the Western European mentality is.  The Western European mentality is obsessed on these institutions, and therefore, if Israel shows too much insensitivity to them, a wrong impression may be given.  I’m not saying that you don’t have to criticize because even I criticize them, but I think that you have to learn how to criticize them in a more diplomatic manner.  That is what I think.
H E MR EHUD GOL:  I said last night that sometimes I’m not a very diplomatic person.  I'm not a text book diplomat.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Let me ask Dr. Asciak and Dr. Busuttil for their comments very quickly.  Dr. Asciak.
HON. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Thank you your Excellency for taking the trouble to come here.  I remember just before last Christmas you issued a statement where you said that you would like Malta to take more the EU line.  I think you answered most of my questions when you answered Hon. Mario de Marco.  However I want to explain our position.  I was the one who voted on that resolution.  I was the head of the delegation at the EU-Med conference and I want to explain my voting line because what you presented was not the entire picture.  
There were two resolutions; one was put forward by the Palestinians and the other by the Israelis.  My intention was to vote in favour of both resolutions because they were both quoting United Nations resolutions.  I voted in favour of the first one, which was the Arab one, and in the meantime some EU member state had put forward an amendment, for which I also voted in favour.  When that amendment was put forward - it was an amendment which more or less brought together the two sides - the Israeli parliamentarian withdrew the resolution for which I would have voted in favour anyway.  However this move may have given the wrong impression that we were going to vote only in favour of the Palestinians.  
So it is very important to realise this fact and I think that I must correct this misconception that you have about our vote, which we were going to be taking the side of one side against the other.  The reality is that there were two United Nations resolutions which were both approved by Malta and were both voted for by Malta.  We were against both Israeli military interventions in the past and against Arab terrorism and violence.  Our intention was to vote in favour of both resolutions, but since Israel withdrew its own resolution because the amendment was passed, one could have got that misconception.  But surely that was not our intention.
H E MR EHUD GOL:  I have taken note of that.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Dr. Busuttil.   
HON. SIMON BUSUTTIL:  First of all I would like to join my colleagues in thanking you and congratulating you for your speech.  I was about to start by saying that I admire you for being a very outspoken diplomat but you have said it yourself.  An undiplomatic diplomat maybe, but I admire you for being so open.
As a member of the European Parliament, I wanted to raise the issue of the European Parliament, in particular its role.  As you know, in foreign affairs we have very limited powers.  But then we have significant powers when it comes to our role as a budget authority and we use those budgetary powers to influence the foreign policy of the European Union.
I must say - and I’m sure that you are aware of this - that in the European Parliament you have several outspoken critics.  But you also have groups, particularly my group, the European People’s Party, which is, so to say, the most open to listen to Israel.  I think there is a lot that can and should be done from your end so as to make sure that the European Parliament listens to you more.
The second point I wanted to make relates to the issue of EU funding to Palestine and to the Hamas, which you mentioned yourself that Europe is funding Hamas.  I’m sure you are aware that recently there was an investigation into this issue.
H E MR EHUD GOL:  When I said Europe I was not referring to the established Europe.  If I gave that impression, it isn’t absolutely what I meant.  Certainly not the established Europe.
HON. SIMON BUSUTTIL:  Fine.  It’s important to clarify this point on the issue of funding, but as you are aware, recently there was an investigation with respect to EU funding to the Palestinian authority and I think that you know the result of that investigation. 
H E MR EHUD GOL:  My friend Franz Turchi from Italy was very involved with that investigation.  
HON. SIMON BUSUTTIL:  I had one last point.  I’m sure you have no time to deal with it but I wanted to change the subject and ask you to comment on the press reports that we get from time to time on the rumours that Israel wants to join the European Union.  But I guess you don’t have time to answer. 
H E MR EHUD GOL:  I would like to answer your question.  There are more press reports that Israel should be a member of the European Union than that Israel wants to be a part of the European Union!  I must tell you that one of my first meetings I had in Rome when I arrived as an ambassador was with Marco Panella and Anna Bonino.  They came enthusiastically, you know the new Ambassador, who was previously the Director General for the European Affairs in the Foreign Ministry, to initiate this project.  
It won't work because Europe cannot grant entry to Israel alone.  Europe will have to grant entry to all of the Arab world as well, into the European Union!  One of the major requirement is to have democratic societies.  Where do you see democratic societies in the Arab world?  Look at the situation of Turkey right now.  Do you think Turkey will be admitted in the European Union in the coming year?  I doubt it.  We’ll meet in another 10 years and we’ll see if I’m right or wrong, but I doubt it very much.  Ten years ago I said that it would take at least 20 years.  Now 10 years have passed and we still have 10 more. 
But as far as Israel is concerned, we signed an association agreement with Europe back in 1975 and then we extended it in 1995 in Barcelona.  It was at the time of the Barcelona process where I had met Hon. de Marco's father.  At the time I was ambassador to Spain.  The association agreement is functioning and we are fully satisfied with it.  Sometimes a super association agreement – in our case at least - can serve the purpose much more than being a member of the European Union.  Thank you.
THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you.  We are looking forward very much to our visit in Israel at the end of October, when we can be on the ground and see for ourselves the reality of what you have explained to us basically.
H E MR EHUD GOL:  I really appreciate that opportunity.
THE CHAIRMAN:  I can assure you that it will be a historic visit for us. 
H E MR EHUD GOL: I have brought some material which I will leave here for you to see.  Thank you.
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