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LAQGĦA MA’ DELEGAZZJONI PARLAMENTARI MILL-VJETNAM
  THE ACTING CHAIRMAN (Hon Mario de Marco):  Your Excellency, on behalf of my colleagues of the European and Foreign Affairs Committee, I welcome you on your visit to Malta.  The members of the Committee present today are the Hon. Leo Brincat, spokesperson on Foreign Affairs and the Hon. Jose’ Herrera, spokesperson on Financial and Maritime Affairs, both gentlemen are from the opposition side.  On my right is the Hon. Clyde Puli, chairman of the Social Affairs Committee and he comes from the government side.

Looking at the history of our two countries, even though geophysically we may be far apart, yet in a way we have so many things in common.  Both countries have a history of colonisation in the not too distant past and both countries have emerged from colonisation to create an independent and growing economy.  Our countries are also seeing the development of the services industry and the tourism industry, so in this respect we do have a few things in common.  Obviously, our size and population are quite different, but with Malta today being a member of the European Union we also have a voice within the Union, within its council and within its other structures. 

Another interesting factor is that relations between our countries go back to 1974 and indeed in 1977 an economic, scientific and technical co-operation agreement was signed between our two countries.  I am also aware of the fact that your Ambassador has been actively promoting greater co-operation between our two respective countries in the area of investments, the signing of a fiscal agreement for the avoidance of double taxation and in other fields of co-operation.  

We are no doubt looking forward to further co-operation between our two countries and once again I thank you, Your Excellency.

   MR. Nguyen Trung Thanh:  Hon. Members of the Parliament of Malta, we are very honoured to be here. Yours is a most beautiful country and I am indeed honoured to represent my country and to be in Malta for the very first time. I would say that I am one of the very few visitors thus far from Vietnam to ever have been to Malta, but let me make it clear that we are very keen to develop relations between our two countries. Indeed, I was very encouraged when you mentioned the similarities between Vietnam and Malta, even though thousands of miles apart.

We also suffered through thousands of years of domination from our giant neighbours to the north and for over 100 years we went through a war against the French and another 21 years of conflict against the Americans.  Basically the whole Vietnamise history has been one of fighting for peace, fighting for the way we are and now we can definitely say that we are enjoying the fruit of our independence.  We make the most of our peacetime by developing our economy and integrating our country and our economy into the world.   Vietnam is also situated in a strategic location that perhaps was too tempting for the competing major powers, but we achieved our independence and our country was reunited in 1975.  Indeed this year we are celebrating the 30th anniversary of the reunification of Vietnam and 60 years of independence from the French.  

In Vietnam we have started a comprehensive process of renewal and renovation in order to develop our economy and make it more adaptable to market rules and international norms and practices.  We have indeed made great strides in the development of our economy.  We have achieved an average growth rate of 8% in the last ten years and for the current year we are aiming to achieve above 8.5%.  We have a national strategy to become an industrialised country by the year 2020.   May I remind you that we started from a very low point, Mr. Chairman.  

When we embarked on economic development twenty years ago, the poverty rate was about 40% and in developing our economy we have also managed to focus on the social aspect and bring down the poverty line to 10%.  We are regularly being promoted as one of the finest examples by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and World Bank and we are surely banking on reducing poverty and also integrating our economy into the world.  Now we are trading with and have direct investment from many countries, attracting about $US 55 billion in the last ten years.  We shall continue to bring our economy in line with the market rules and make it more tempting to international investors and to our trading partners.   

In the last ten years we have become members of ASEAN, the Association of South-East Asian nations.  We are a leading member in that association and we are also members of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and next year we are hosting the APEC summit.  Last October we successfully hosted and organised a very big summit for the Asia-Europe meeting (ASEM) and I am glad to say that your deputy Prime Minister attended the summit and he contributed in a most helpful way to the common success achieved with the ASEM summit in Vietnam.  

Back to our bilateral relations, I want to share with you where we are now and which way we are going. We want to become a reliable partner for peace and prosperity and for progress in the world.  We want to welcome friends from far and near.  We attach great importance to this and actually that is the top priority of our relations with neighbouring countries and with Europe.  Europe is, has been and will continue to be a top priority partner and the European Union has become the number one trading partner for Vietnam.  It is also developing assistance to Vietnam as well as being a source of foreign investment for Vietnam.  We are also finalising our negotiations to become a member of the WTO and last year the European Union was the very first partner with whom we finalised an agreement to join the WTO.  We are very proud of it.

So now Malta is a member of the European Union and we highly appreciate greater interaction with the Union, but at the same time we want to develop our bilateral relations with Malta in the coming years.  Actually 30 years have already gone by and we now realise that despite our mutual will to get closer together, clearly there were a few missed opportunities where we could have done a little better.  So here I am, with emotion and with the prime goal to identify new opportunities, so that we may develop and enhance further our relations.  

Through the higher level of diplomatic and political exchange between the two governments and the two foreign ministries, we would also like to have greater interaction between the two parliaments and the two respective Committees of Foreign Affairs, and/or we would very much like that you, Mr. Chairman and your colleagues visit Vietnam.  Before actually coming here I talked to my colleagues and to the members of the Vietnamese Parliament and I can tell you that they are more than ready to welcome you to Vietnam.  Economic relations are surely one aspect where we can put in more effort so that we can develop trade and economic relations.  

You mentioned some of the agreements and I raised these initiatives to negotiate and sign these agreements, to lay the groundwork and provide the legal framework for the businessmen of the two countries to get together.  We would like to develop and to have greater trade relations, because we are now exporting many commodities.  This afternoon we will be visiting the Chamber of Commerce in order to see the pattern of trade and see whether Vietnamese rice, seafood, textiles, garments, footwear and furniture may have any opportunity at all to be exported to Malta, or via Malta to other parts of the world, as Malta is strategically based in the heart of the Mediterranean.    

Another area where I see an opportunity for development is tourism.  We would also like you to look at the possibility of having some students from Vietnam to come here to learn English. Although we come from a Francophone system, you hardly see any Vietnamese speak French.  I don’t.  My colleague speaks French but linguistically he is inclined to Italian, as I am to English and so I am trying to speak English so that I can master it.  We are very keen that students and young people from Vietnam in the public and private sectors do come here and learn English.  

We would also want perhaps to have some Vietnamese officials and agents to come here to learn new excellent tourism management and perhaps you may consider extending your resources and allow the government to give scholarships to Vietnamese students who will come here and learn and take advantage from your rich experience in developing tourism and your other institutions.  I am sure there are vast areas that the Vietnamese can benefit from and at the same time enhance our co-operation.  Yes, I see this is an opportunity from where we can move forward.  May I assure you how pleased I am with this visit and I reckon that there will be forthcoming visits by other ministers or members of the Government of Vietnam.  

We would also like to leave behind our standing invitation to the members of the Government of Malta and to the members of the Maltese Parliament to visit Vietnam, because I believe that seeing is believing and once you are there you would enhance your understanding and awareness of our country.  That should boost our mutual understanding and I’m sure that it will give us great pride in joining our hands together to promote greater trade, greater political interaction and greater economic co-operation.  In this regard, we would like to count on your support and assistance, Mr. Chairman.

  THE ACTING CHAIRMAN:  Your Excellency, I appreciate your clear vision for the future.  You are right in pointing out the real issues that need to be addressed.  Definitely there is a lot to be said for further political co-operation.  I think a lot needs to be done by the political class of both countries in order to facilitate the business and tourism aspect and cooperation between our two countries.  

I sincerely believe that a lot can be done and I fully agree with you that we need to develop a legal framework for cooperation agreements and reciprocal investment.  I am convinced that there is a lot we can do in the area of reciprocal trade.  No doubt there are fields of common business interest for both sides which can be further developed.  

We can learn a lot from sharing our experiences in the development of our economies which are growing at a remarkable rate.  Whilst perhaps it’s fair to say that our tourism industry has been growing since 1964, your tourism industry is also registering a remarkable growth - I must commend you - but it is true we can help each other in this respect.  

So I thank you once again for your observations and I now invite the members of the Committee to share their views on the various aspects that you have touched upon.  The Hon. Jose' Herrera.

  HON. JOSE’ HERRERA: Your Excellency, perhaps you wouldn’t mind if I had to give you a general overview of how the political structures work in our country.  Malta is a parliamentary democracy and the Maltese Government is headed by a Prime Minister.  We do have a President who is the Head of State but his powers are limited.  There are 65 MPs in our Parliament, where 35 members represent the government side and the remaining 30 members represent the socialist opposition. 

Our Parliament has a number of committees, this being one of the major committees of the House.  This Committee is not just responsible for foreign affairs but also for European affairs.  So we act, sort of, as the diplomatic branch of Parliament and meet all foreign dignitaries that come to Malta.  Occasionally we also visit foreign countries to promote our country’s interest at a political level.  More often than not, it is the politicians that create the link that is then followed up by the technical people and people from the business sector.  However, relations always start at a political level and from then onwards things start moving.

Obviously, I don’t have to repeat what my colleague has just said, but I fully agree that Malta shares many similarities with your country, especially from the perspective of having been a colony for a very, very long time.  Perhaps we were luckier than you in a sense as we achieved independence in a peaceful fashion.  Your path was more troublesome than ours, but you also said that you are trying to project your country as a motor for peace in the area.  Malta has been doing that for a very long time and we have been one of the primary instigators of the EuroMed process, which today has its own parliamentary forum representing North African states and European States.

The aim behind this idea is to try to achieve and strengthen security in the Mediterranean, since we believe that without security in the Mediterranean we can’t really have security in the world.  So Malta has been a prime mover in this respect and here I must refer to Prof. Guido de Marco, a former President of the Republic of Malta and Mr. Dom Mintoff, former Prime Minister of Malta.  These two personalities have striven very hard to try and foster the concept of security in the Mediterranean and obviously there have been results.  Now what are our aspirations from an economic perspective?  

Being the official spokesperson for the opposition on this subject, I can say that over the last 25 years we have been diversifying our priorities in this area.  In the sixties and seventies, the primary type of industry in Malta was the kind of industry that you should probably find in your country today, in the sense of heavy industry and the docks.  Over the years we realised that due to stiff competition, it would be more sensible for us to diversify and identify specific niches for our economy, especially in the services sector and tourism.  

Today tourism in Malta contributes to almost a third of our entire GDP.  In 1973/1974 we just had about 100,000 tourists a year coming to Malta, whilst today we have over 1.3 million tourists a year.  So over a 30-year period we increased our income from tourism thirteen fold.   

  THE ACTING CHAIRMAN:  From 20,000 tourists a year in 1964. 

  ONOR. JOSE’ HERRERA:  Actually starting with 20,000 in 1964, as the Chairman is saying.  So our tourism industry has been a success story.  

Another success story for Malta is the services sector including the financial services industry and also the maritime industry. For example Malta has been promoting itself in the ship registration industry - I wouldn’t call it a flag of convenience - and at present we hold the third largest shipping register in the world.

In the financial services industry we can also offer certain benefits from a taxation aspect.  Indeed we offer very good and sound financial benefits and services to many foreign companies opting to register their companies here in Malta.  So when you do business with Malta you don’t just do business with the Maltese, but you indirectly also do business with a lot of large, medium and small companies which are located in Malta but are not strictly Maltese.  So we generate this kind of business too.

We are also trying - I won't be taking much more of your time - to build bridges from an economic perspective between Europe and North Africa, especially with Libya.  To give you an idea, we are the only European country with a double taxation agreement with the Libyan Jamahiriya.  Obviously, Libya’s economy is growing fast and there is lot of investment going into Libya.  Malta can also serve as a stepping stone to generate investment in Libya, because of the double taxation agreement and because of strong political ties between the two countries. All in all, we are a new economy like you are and of course, we’ve also had our ups and downs but we are growing.  

In the past we faced severe economic difficulties because we depended to a considerable extent on defence spending by the British, who had a military base on the island and they actually remained in Malta for 164 years.  I can understand you when you say that Vietnam is strategic, but Malta is more than just strategic because it is in the centre of the Mediterranean and we have some of the most protected natural harbours in the area   The Grand Harbour perhaps is the port per excellence in the Mediterranean and it is no surprise that Malta served as a military base for years on end to Britain, which was then a super power.  

Up to the time when the British forces left Malta in 1979 we were still economically dependent on the British, since they used to inject a lot of money to maintain their forces here. They also paid substantial sums of money every year to the Maltese Government and all of a sudden we lost a tremendous amount of income.  We came through some very tough years before we managed to get our tourism industry on its feet and started to create niches of industry, but we did manage to cope and survive.  

I trust that what I have just said gives you a rough idea of what our country stands for and, like my colleagues here, I am looking forward to ever stronger relations between our two countries. Thank You.
  THE ACTING CHAIRMAN:  The Hon. Leo Brincat.

  HON. LEO BRINCAT:  First of all I must congratulate you for having managed the transition from a planned economy to a market economy.  It appears that this has given you positive results in three important sectors, namely increased foreign investment, rapid economic growth and also poverty-reduction programmes.  

What I would like to find out from you is the level of relations which you have, not just with the European Union itself, but with individual European Union countries on a bilateral basis, the efforts you are making in reforming state-owned enterprises and the climate of private enterprise in Vietnam itself.  May I also enquire whether there is a tentative date when you are aspiring to join the World Trade Organisation (WTO)?

  MR. Nguyen Trung Thanh:  Thank you for sharing with us how you are going about transforming your own economy and also revealing the areas of advantage and initiatives.  This is exactly what we are doing but as I said we started from a very low point.  Perhaps here I should connect back to the question you have just put forward to me about our economic development, the private sector and state-owned enterprises and what we are doing to make the economy more dynamic and more competitive.  

Indeed we have been very successful in transforming our economy from a command economy, as was applied in the decade following the end of the war in 1975, to a market economy.  Seven or eight years after that, we realised that with the changing world and the changing situation in Vietnam, we could introduce a market-driven economy.  

In 1986 we started a process in Vietnam called Doi Moi, a comprehensive process of renewal and reform.  Putting it in a few words, the basic fundamental purpose of the Doi Moi process is to release the productive forces of the country.  I’ll give you one example to see the power - like a miracle of the change brought about by our policy when the productive forces of our society were released, because before 1986 we were net importers of food but by 1990 we became a major exporter of rice in the world.  

Now we are the second largest exporter of rice in the world, the second or third largest coffee exporter and producer of other beans. We are also top exporters of pepper in the world.  Does it mean that is because of the new genetically modified (GM) technology?  Is it because of the billions of dollars that are pouring into the hands of the farmers? No! It’s because our economy is now putting on a more dynamic mechanism because obviously the people are far keener in developing the economy for their own wealth.  Yes, they are getting richer but they are making the country stronger.  
What has the State been doing?  The government has been setting up the legal framework to ensure ownership, to ensure that all the sectors of the economy benefit from the boom - state-owned and the private sector.  With regard to the state-owned enterprises of the past, we identified those which could make money and we assisted them to become more competitive, whilst we selected those which were on the verge of collapse or which could no longer be profitable and we let them go bankrupt.  In the case of those enterprises that could make money, we allowed them to restructure their capital through the process, which we call equitisation open to the public, to stakeholders, so that we could diversify the capitalisation of the enterprise.  

Five years ago we enacted a private enterprise law and within a matter of three years, the accumulation of capital and contribution of the private sector to the economy, not only in terms of the rise in the number of entries into the private sector but also the contribution to the economy, went up by about 35% to 40% and should continue to grow in terms of numbers and in terms of the contribution to capital and production.  This healthy process is ongoing and these are the very strong enterprises in Vietnam in the private sector attracting foreign investment from overseas.

If you go to Vietnam everybody says it is like a huge construction site.  It looks dusty but we try to keep the beauty of the country.  At the same time we have opened up to tourists and we have money pouring in from within and from without and so there’s a lot of development and quite a dynamic economic scene in Vietnam.  Come and see us for yourselves and you will be impressed.  That’s the private sector and the state-owned enterprises.  We respect all of this and they are all equal before the law.  Whoever makes money and abides by the law, generates jobs and produces quality and competitive goods for home and overseas markets, is most welcome, respected and protected.  

Now I turn to our relations with the European Union and I must admit that we have excellent relations with France, Germany, and the UK and with other big and small countries.  Last year our trade with the European Union reached about Euro 7 billion and I am sure it will grow even faster after we join the WTO - which I will come back to later - but we have also laid the groundwork to allow greater market access and also a greater flow of trade and investment from both ways.  Of course, we are not in a position to invest much in the European economies, but I think we have to open the doors wider for European investors to come and trade with Vietnam.

With regards to the WTO, we have indeed set a deadline for joining the WTO and that’s by the end of this year, as we have now finalised our preparations.  We still have over 20 countries to negotiate with, but we have concluded with several countries already.  The major countries that we still have to cover are the United States, China, Japan and Korea.  These are the countries with whom we are finalising talks at the present moment, through continued rounds of negotiations and we are very optimistic that we can become a member by the end of the year at the ministerial meeting of the WTO.  So that is where we are.  Basically that's a synopsis of our development.  

In Vietnam, you’ll see a country of almost 83 to 85 million people, a very young nation with a very young population.  Every year about one million young men and women enter the labour market and that inevitably calls for the creation of jobs.  So that is a huge challenge for us but we are working very hard.  We see a more developed country in Vietnam and at the same time Vietnam is securing a higher position for itself in the region.   

  THE ACTING CHAIRMAN:  In this globalised world which is always becoming a smaller village, obviously there is scope for more co-operation between our two countries.  I hope that this is the beginning of a longer journey which our two countries can take together and I wish you success for the duration of your stay in Malta. 

I thank you once again, Your Excellency.  

  MR. Nguyen Trung Thanh:  Thank you very much.  Indeed, as I said, I am very honoured to be here and I hope that with this and other visits yet to come, including your visit to Vietnam, we can join efforts to promote further our relations that started 30 years back.  I hope that as time passes, perhaps in five years time, we can look back to this meeting and take pride in having started something new for our relations.  

So once again I thank you for your warm welcome and hopefully, with your support, very soon we can perhaps have students from Vietnam here in Malta, funded from your own resources.  I think that these students and perhaps ambassadors from Malta in Vietnam would serve as positive agents and ambassadors to strengthen our relations, because they will then come back home with the knowledge, expertise and good impressions of your beautiful country.  I am sure that would make very good bricks to strengthen the foundations of our relations.  

  THE ACTING CHAIRMAN:  It will be like sowing the seeds of friendship.  Thank you.  

Fi 12.50 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għal data li kellha tiġi komunikata aktar tard.
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