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 THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi): Ngħaddu mill-ewwel għal preżentazzjoni minn Mr. Ali Massalha, deputy head of mission fl-Ambaxxata  Palestinjana f'Malta.  
Preżentazzjoni minn Mr Ali Massalha, Deputy Head of Mission fl-Ambaxxata Palestinjana f’Malta

Good evening, Mr. Massalha.  It is a pleasure and honour having you here and I can tell you that we are all looking forward to hearing your presentation.  Without any further ado I'll give you the floor.  

MR ALI MASSALHA: (Kap tal-Missjoni fl-Ambaxxata Palestinjana f’Malta):  Good evening everyone.  First of all I would like to thank the Chairman for inviting me to give a presentation about the Palestinian elections, but I would also like to take this opportunity to thank Dr. Michael Frendo for his presence here this evening.  Allow me now to give you a brief overview of the process of Palestinian democracy and at this point in time, I would refer to a significant moment in the history of the Palestinian people.  
As you all know, Palestine was occupied in 1948 and as a result of this occupation the Palestinian people tragically found out how easy it is to lose everything you own.  Through this transition, the Palestinian people realised that there is something very important that is easy to carry with you wherever you go, easy to protect and from which you can always benefit wherever you are.  This is education, Mr Chairman..  

Prior to 1948 the Palestinian was proud of his land, his home.  Today, a Palestinian is also proud of his education.  During his inauguration speech,  President Mahmoud Abbas stated: 

"For decades, Palestinians have been a beacon of creativity and achievement, a light that has shone with talent and skill over the whole world.".  

The increasing focus on education reflects the first revolution among the Palestinian society towards liberation and democratization.  Some people have insinuated that if we had been educated, we might not have lost our country. We say that after we lost our country, we cannot win back our land without education.  In the mentality of each Palestinian, education has become a right to both males and females.  In education, society can only be organised through a democratic system of leadership.  So before I start talking about the recent elections in Palestine, I would like to raise this question: Did the Palestinian people have elections before the Oslo Agreement of 1993?  The answer to this question is: Yes. 
Briefly speaking, following the establishment of the PLO in 1964 as the sole representative of the Palestinian people inside the occupied territories and those in the diaspora, each Palestinian used to vote through his union. This election process extended to all civil organisations, trade unions, political forces and parties. Throughout the years until 1996, this system of general elections democratically established the leadership of the PLO.  Following the Oslo accords, the Israeli-Palestinian interim agreement on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip that was signed in 1995 detailed the protocol for elections. The treaty also mandated that the Palestinian Authority creates the Palestinian central elections commission to administer the elections according to law.  

The Palestinian Legislative Council is composed of 88 elected members.  The president serves ex-officio as the 89th member. Members are elected for five-year terms by a winner-take-all system.  In the 1996 elections, seven seats were reserved for minority representation. Certain parties from within the PLO and fundamental groups refused to participate in these elections. This was done to voice their rejection of the Oslo accord.  Voting rights are granted to all Palestinians who are 18 years of age or over on the day of the elections.  Candidates in the legislative elections must collect 500 signatures of support and give $US1,000 to the ministry of finance.  Voters may cast as many votes as there are representatives.  Candidates for the presidential election must gather 5,000 signatures of support and must give $US3,000 to the ministry of finance.  Voters are allowed to cast only one vote in the presidential elections.  

The 1995 interim agreement also specifies that the elections should be open to international election monitors. All phases of the 1996 election process were open to monitoring.  The 1996 presidential and legislative elections were given broad international attention and received positive reports.  The first presidential elections were held in January 1996.  Yasser Arafat won the election receiving 88% of the votes. Samiha Khalil, the only other candidate received 11% of votes.  Presidential and parliamentary elections that were planned to take place in January 2003 were cancelled by the Palestinian National Authority because of the continued military occupation by the Israeli army.  
This year 2005 is the year of Palestinian presidential, legislative and municipal elections. In the West Bank, municipal elections took place before the presidential elections of 9th January, 2005.  Municipal elections in Gaza took place after. Despite refusing to participate in the presidential elections, Hamas had a strong representation in municipal elections. Seven out of eleven local councils were won by Hamas. 
Legislative elections are planned to take place in July of this year in which Hamas has accepted to participate.  On 9th January, 2005 Palestinians living in the occupied territories voted to elect a president of the Palestinian Authority in the second general election in nearly eight years.  Once again, the Palestinian Central Election Commission called for local and international observers to monitor all phases of the election process. 
With regard to the electoral process, the CEC made some qualifications because the Israeli forces which continue to occupy Palestine, imposed huge obstacles on the participation of citizens of East Jerusalem in the elections and of course affected the turnout of voters.  Jimmy Carter former USA President and other international observers intervened to try to sort these problems out.  Of the 124,000 Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem, only 6,000 were eligible to vote within East Jerusalem itself due to Israeli imposed restrictions.  
On election day, the CEC received thousands of telephone calls from individuals whose names appear on the civil register but who were unable to locate their polling centres.  775,146 Palestinian voters voted in the West Bank, including Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip for seven candidates, three of whom represented political parties, namely the Al Fatah Movement, the Palestinian Popular Party and the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine, whilst the other four were independent individual candidates.  

Here in the table you can see that Mr. Mahmoud Abbas was the major winner of the elections getting 62% of the total votes.  The PLO executive committee chairman Dr. Mahmoud Abbas became the second elected President of the Palestinian National Authority at a ceremony held by the Palestinian Legislative Council at the presidential headquarters in Ramallah on 15th January, 2005.

In conclusion, I would like to mention some comments made by President Mahmoud Abbas.  On the 15th January, 2005 he said: 

"The greatest challenge before us and the fundamental task facing us is national liberation, the task of ending the occupation, establishing a Palestinian State on the 1967 borders, with Jerusalem as its capital and reaching a just and agreed solution to the refugee problem on the basis of international resolutions, first and foremost the UN General Assembly Resolution 194 of 1949 and the Beirut Arab Summit Resolution of 2002.

It is our duty to continue faithfully working with determination to build an enlightened civilised society that will be both in its official and civil parts, a democratic example to be followed and a basis for a bright outlook for our future generations.".

Referring to the Israeli leadership and to the Israeli people he declared:  

"We are two peoples destined to live side by side and to share this land between us. Let us start implementing the roadmap and let us start discussing the permanent status issues so that we can end once and for all the conflict between us.".

Thank you for your attention.

  THE CHAIRMAN:  We thank you for a very comprehensive, albeit concise overview of the recent changes within the Palestinian leadership and within the Palestinian territory itself. 
Before offering my comments and perhaps asking a few  questions myself, I would first pass the microphone to the Hon. Michael Frendo, Minister of Foreign Affairs.

  ONOR. MICHAEL FRENDO (Ministru għall-Affarijiet Barranin):  Mr Chairman, first of all I would like to thank Mr. Ali Massalha both for his presentation and the help he has given us in organising a visit to Palestine. Hopefully I’ll be there at the end of the week to have discussions with the highest authorities of the land.   

Talking of the Palestinian problem, I would say that the general situation remains very fragile, although of course it is a far better situation than up to a few months ago. I would like to hear from Mr. Massalha how he himself sees things developing and what he thinks are the major dangers on the road to resuming the peace process and moving ahead with it. Somebody has described it like putting a wafer on top of a volcano, so maybe we can put more wafers on top to make sure!  How does Mr Massalha see the work of the European Union and the work of individual Member States and also the role of the United States in this process.  

Does Mr. Massalha find it of the utmost importance that we all ensure that no steps are taken which can prejudice the progress of the whole peace process, in particular to ensure that there is no breakdown  in the ceasefire. In this context, I would like to hear his opinion about the reactivation of the old law whereby Israel may confiscate unoccupied buildings, also known as the absentee law.  Is this law still active  Is it still being enforced?

  MR. ALI MASSALHA:  The way I see it, peace in Palestine faces a lot of obstacles and challenges.  First of all we have an internal challenge because Hamas and Jihad do not believe in the peace process and they do not accept the recognition of Israel. Even more importantly, a faction of the PLO is not doing enough to finalise the peace process and they are still creating obstacles.   So one of Abu Mazen’s internal challenges is to change this group to a new one for new negotiations. 
The Sharm El-Sheikh summit was very disappointing for the Palestinian people because Israel has been insisting that the problem between the Palestinians and the Israelis is simply a security problem.  Surely that is only a part of the problem, it is not the whole issue.  After four years of uprising, the Israelis came to implement the conclusions of that summit and insisted that the most important issue for them is security.  
First of all, as a Palestinian one has the duty to fight for his land since most of our cities are under occupation and besides that, the occupying powers are responsible for the security problem.  Of course, anyone can undertake a suicide mission and one shouldn't be blamed for not being able to stop such missions.  So if Israel is going to insist on dealing with the Palestinian-Israeli conflict only from one perspective,  that is the security issue, the peace process is going to fail.  I can assure you that it is going to fail 100%.  

Turning to your second question about how the European Union is dealing with the Palestinians, I must say that here we have another disappointment because the EU as a group could not be very active in terms of what we had been facing because of obstacles and vetos from the Israeli side.  For example, in Sharm El-Sheikh, Israel was against anyone of the quartet participating in the summit.  I believe that the European Union can play a big role,  but without the co-operation of the United States of America they can do nothing because the Israeli veto is too strong and obviously a veto from either Palestine or Israel stops any possible conflict solution.  On a bilateral basis, I can confirm that we are getting assistance from individual European States such as France, Germany and Holland and Malta as well..

The last question on the American role in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, I would say that that's our big problem. Unfortunately, the Americans are still looking at the Palestinian-Israeli conflict from the eyes of Israel.  They don't look at the problem from both sides and they are still giving 100% support to the Israeli Government and sometimes they are doing more than what Sharon asks for.  If America is not going to put strong pressure on the Israeli Government regarding the settlements and the refugees issue, the conflict will continue and this time it could be worse.  
The most important thing is that Mahmoud Abbas has been elected president because the Palestinians who voted for him believe that he has chosen peace.  He is a man who believes in peace and has believed in peace for a long time, not just now.  For him peace is strategic and not just a temporary tactic.  I believe he was the first Palestinian leader among the Al Fatah Movement and even in the PLO to come out with the idea of negotiations for the recognition of Israel and the solution of the conflict in a peaceful way.  In the late 70s it was a big taboo to mention Israel during the revolution.  So here we have a leader who is willing to do whatever he can to implement peace between us. 
If the Americans continue to support Israel blindly and do not look at the conflict from our side too,  that of having an independent and viable Palestinian State,  then I believe that the conflict will continue.

  THE CHAIRMAN: The Hon. Leo Brincat.

  ONOR. LEO BRINCAT: Reading the quote by your leader, there is a specific reference on the need to start implementing the roadmap and on this I cannot but agree. In implementing the roadmap, phase one should focus more on the security and reform process, whilst phase two calls for an Israeli pull-out not only from Gaza but from the West Bank itself.  
But don't you think that this is a stumbling block for Sharon, especially since apparently he is not ready to evacuate the most populous settlements in the West Bank, even once the peace process gets under way?  Don’t you think that only high-level US involvement and pressure can act as the only real catalyst that can bring about a situation leading to a two-state solution in the Middle East?  
Don't you consider it also a strong risk for the current Palestinian leadership if Abu Mazen failed in his mission on the reform process and on disarming Hamas and on getting negotiations under way?   Could this weaken or jeopardise Abu Mazen’s position at the head of the Palestinian movement?  

  MR. ALI MASSALHA:  Regarding your first question about the roadmap agreed between the Palestinians and the Israelis, I would like to say that this was a compromise with Israel to solve the problem.  However we have always felt that the roadmap is unjust towards us because it tackles only our duties and what we have to do about security issues.  

Regarding the withdrawal of the Israelis, it is clear that they would like to leave Gaza because it is a big problem for them.  In this context Sharon is trying to make an exchange.  Before the election of Mr. Abbas, Sharon said that Israel would be withdrawing from Gaza unilaterally because he could not find a Palestinian partner to negotiate with. Now that he has a partner to negotiate with, his minister of foreign affairs has said that he will be insisting on a referendum on the question of the Gaza Strip withdrawal.  What he is now trying to do is to exchange the Gaza Strip, withdrawal with the co-operation of the Palestinian authorities, with a settlement expansion programme in the West Bank.  And if not accepted, he will take or expand the lands of the settlements in the West Bank, especially in Jerusalem and Ramallah.  This is the problem, Mr Chairman.  

Regarding the Americans I always repeat the same sentence. They are the only people who at this moment can implement peace for us. Regarding the assistance for Palestine, they cannot do it by themselves and they need the help of the Arabs and the Russians amongst others, but as I said, without their support we cannot solve the conflict.  Before the election of Bush, especially before the 11th of September, things were much better for the Palestinians but after that terrorist attack, the new government in America and even the people who used to support us started to consider us as other Bin Ladens.  
In America the people don’t make a difference between the 11th September attacks and suicide missions in Palestine.  For them they are the same thing because they do not distinguish between someone who is fighting for his rights after 52 years of occupation and someone who used planes just to destroy and kill people. That's the problem because in this sense America is supporting Israel as if it was her own security.  They are closing their eyes and they do not seem to be concerned about what is behind all this.

The last question was about what would happen if Abu Mazen failed in his mission.  I have to admit that he might fail, but I have a feeling that Israel might make him fail.  I have no doubt that the first time he was nominated as prime minister, the Israelis made him fail.  For example, when Abu Mazen asked for Palestinian prisoners to be released from jail, to make him look stronger and more popular among the Palestinian society,  the Israelis refused to give him what they gave to Hezbollah, the same organisation which is listed by Israel and by the United States as a terrorist group.  So the Israelis released to Hezbollah their hostages whilst they refused to release those 5,000 or 6,000 Palestinians who Abu Mazen asked for. The people in Brussels should keep this in mind.  That is one obstacle. The Israelis are trying to make Abu Mazen look bad in the eyes of the Palestinians and they are all the time bringing up the issue of security.  
Abu Mazen ordered the redeployment of Palestinian security forces in Gaza and he gave a clear order, but the Israelis are more interested to know when the Palestinian security forces are going to make the first arrests and whether they would be ready to shoot at fellow Arabs.  What the Israelis should keep in mind is that Abu Mazen ordered the removal of six top security officers from their post. So Israel, America, France and even the neighbouring Arab countries, especially Syria and some parts of Lebanon, have some influence over Palestinian fundamentalists, especially Hamas and Jihad Islami. 
Hamas started in Palestine and what's ironic is that Israel was opening the door in Gaza for this new group to control the streets, because the Israelis believed that this new group would eventually confront the PLO.  As you know until now Hamas and Jihad are not part of the PLO and they do not even want to participate in it.  So when Israel gave them permission to get into the Gaza Strip Hamas became very strong.  The first who helped Hamas to grow in the Gaza strip was the Israeli Government.  

The Islamic Jihad started outside and it has a Shiite tendency, but they are not really Shiite because in Palestine we do not have Shiites.  So these two parties started to be active amongst the Palestinian people and they are under the influence, although not under total control, of the Syrians and the Iranians.  So as soon as Abu Mazen was elected head of the PLO, he went to Syria and Lebanon.  He never returned to Syria after he was kicked out from Lebanon in 1983, when the Syrians supported the rebels against us and Arafat was kicked out by force from Syria. Abu Mazen used to live in Syria and he got all his courses there since he used to work as an assistant minister. As soon as he became president, he went to Syria and to Lebanon. Since 1983 no Palestinian official went to visit the Palestinian people in the camps but Abu Mazen did so because he understands how important this is.  
Egypt also plays a very interesting role in the future of Palestine, but unfortunately this country could not get what they want for themselves, so how can they give us more than they can get?  For example, in the Sharm El-Sheikh summit, Jordinian and Egyptian took the opportunity to nominate an ambassador of Egypt and ambassador of Jordan who will come back to Israel, because they are preparing themselves to play another role in this problem.  

  THE CHAIRMAN:  There's only ten minutes left and if there's no objection I'll ask a couple of questions myself. You mentioned other countries in the region.  In fact I wanted to ask you whether you see any role for Lebanon and Egypt in the peace-making process. 
You also mentioned Hamas, Jihad, Hezbollah, Al Fatah, etc.  Will President Abbas ever win over the support of Hamas and Jihad, so that there can be a really effective peaceful settlement?  
And what is the latest position about the settlement policy in the occupied land of Palestine?  

  MR. ALI MASSALHA: The first question regards the role of Lebanon and Egypt.  As you know Egypt made a peace agreement with Israel a long time ago.  Now you cannot talk about Lebanon as independent and you cannot involve Lebanon in peace negotiations without involving Syria.  When Rafiq al-Hariri was assassinated, it was a very important moment because all the Lebanese went outside and they started screaming and shouting that they did not want the Syrians to stay in Lebanon.  So I think it is difficult for Lebanon to take part in peace negotiations without the permission of Syria.  

Regarding Hamas, I have said here that they refused to participate in the presidential elections despite being able to win the presidency and this is due to the fact that they are against the Oslo Agreement and if they negotiate with Israel, that would mean they are accepting the agreement.  On the other hand, they participated in nine municipal local elections that took place in Gaza and they had strong results because they won seven of them, which is a very good majority.  
That is an indication that Hamas has big support in Gaza and that’s because they give a lot of support to their people and are well funded from Iran, Syria and from other people.  With such funds they are able to increase their own NGOs and institutions.  They run their own hospitals and their own schools and thus they can provide poor people with what they need, as happened during these last four years when the Palestinian Authority was paralysed, Arafat was under siege and Hamas was better placed to give assistance to our people than the Palestinian Authority.  

Apart from this, poverty plays a big role in recruiting people for suicide missions.  Once I asked someone who had his son involved in one of these missions why he doesn’t like his sons.  He was surprised by my question and asked back:  Don't you want heaven for your son and your sister?  So here we are talking about people who have nothing to lose.  If you tell them to go and die because heaven is open for them, they will want to go.

  THE CHAIRMAN:  They become martyrs.  

  MR. ALI MASSALHA:  Yes, but if at least you offer hope to these people it will be more difficult to recruit them on such missions.  That's the problem.  Hamas will continue to be strong until there is poverty in Gaza.  Gaza is the most densely populated city in the world.  More than 75% of the people in Gaza are unemployed and the rest earn $US100 a month.  So what do you expect these people to do?  

  THE CHAIRMAN:  What about the settlement policy?

  MR. ALI MASSALHA:  As I told you before, Israel wants to expand the land of the settlements due to a population increase, but this is a very problematic issue because these settlements are illegal by international resolutions.  The settlements were established in the occupied territories of Palestine and they should be removed just as they should remove the wall.  Palestinians are objecting to the wall not because we don’t want the Israelis to protect themselves, but because they are building their wall on our territory.  If the Israelis build the wall within their own borders, we don’t mind it and they can build it as high as they like and we can also help them do it.  But they cannot take half the West Bank for their own security.  I believe this is a big injustice, Mr Chairman.

So the settlement issue is an important one not only for us but even for the Israeli Government in the future, because this is a major obstacle even for the Israeli Government, trying to reach a brave compromise with us.  Just as we have obstacles from Hamas and Jihad, the Israelis might have obstacles from the people of the settlements and they are quite a few.  I believe that the aims of the Islamic and Jewish fundamentalists meet in the end.

  THE CHAIRMAN:  Any other questions or comments?  The Hon. George Vella.
  ONOR. GEORGE VELLA:  What do you think will be the outcome of the general elections?

  MR. ALI MASSALHA: I think that Malta had proposed that there should be two elections, a general election for Palestine and a local election.  I think that the general election is for the PLO not for the Palestine Authority because according to us, the West Bank and the Gaza Strip are all part of the PLO.  The general elections we used to hold before the Oslo Agreement used to involve too many unions.  
If you are a student you go to the students union, if you are a worker you go to the workers union, if you are an engineer you go to the engineering union and so on and so forth.  Each of these unions has its own election and its own representatives in the committee of the PLO, from which the leader of the PLO is elected.  We used to do this yearly, but since the Oslo Agreement we stopped doing it.  
Before the elections some parties of the PLO suggested that the leader of the PLO should not be also the president of the Palestine Authority, because the position is too vast.

  THE CHAIRMAN:  The Hon. Michael Asciak.

  ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:    I’ve just returned from the Dead Sea where we were discussing this issue in the Euro-Med Assembly. It was interesting to see that for the first time, the Israeli representative and the Palestinian representative cooperated in this process because usually there is always some friction. 

In your opinion who stands to benefit most from the assassination of al-Hariri?  Who would you say is behind his assassination?

  THE CHAIRMAN:  Mr Messalha.

  MR. ALI MESSALHA:  According to Lebanese law, the president is supposed to nominate one candidate so that after his term is over, the new president takes over.  In Lebanon the president served for an additional two years whilst al-Hariri, as a prime minister, would not accept this and he resigned.  When he resigned he had a lot of support from the opposition because he has a lot of influence, he is a multi millionaire and he has a good relationship with Saudi Arabia.  
So one of the reasons for his assassination could be that he refused to do what the Syrians wanted and so they had an interest to remove him.  But if we look at it from a different view, some six months ago a group very close to the Prince of Saudi Arabia was objecting to the policy of all King because he was giving too much money to al-Hariri to invest it in Lebanon whilst there are more than 300,000 Saudis below the poverty line.

The Israelis too have an interest in establishing themselves in Lebanon because Hezbollah, which is supported by the Syrians and the Iranians, is creating a lot of trouble in those parts of Lebanon bordering with Israel.  So the absence of al-Hariri can lead to two things, either a civil war or the expulsion of the Syrian forces from Lebanon. And this could reflect also on the Syrian Government because currently this government is very fragile and it might collapse leading to another chaos like the one we are seeing in Palestine and Iraq.  

  THE CHAIRMAN:  The Hon. Mario de Marco.
  ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO:   What sort of change do you think will result with the election of President Abbas as opposed to the politics of President Arafat? On the other side of the political fence, what difference do you think there’ll be now that the Labour Party of Shimon Peres is part of the government coalition? 

Do you feel that President Abbas has enough strength and power to be in a position to control the Hamas and others on the Palestinian side to be able to have a united front in negotiations with Israel?

One final question is, Mr Massalha.   Do you feel that the international community could do more to improve the living conditions of the Palestinian people?

  MR. ALI MASSALHA:  At this stage we cannot say that Mahmoud Abbas is a strong president because, as we know, he is not a public figure like Arafat and this is not because he lacks charisma but because he likes to be a shadow leader.  That’s his character and of course no one is going to ask him to be like Arafat.  

The obstacles facing Mahmoud Abbas are to be found not only in Hamas and Jihad but also in the Al Fatah movement, because we are facing some problems due to the fact that there are people who are always involved in whatever ministry you put them, and they cannot be changed all at once and have to be changed gradually to avoid problems.  The people of Mahmoud Abbas who want peace are in a minority in the Al Fatah movement.  If he finds a few people who are doing whatever they like, they should be removed but sometimes they cannot be removed. 
Abbas is fighting against corruption and this is more difficult than fighting against the occupation, because fighting corruption means that you have to fight in every Palestine house.  Just imagine the difficulty of what you are going to do.  So to be strong, not only have you to compromise but you have to take this step by step and I don't think that four years are enough to do all this.  Because as I told you, we have yet to learn to think before we act.  Unfortunately, we tend to become emotional, we act, we make mistakes and then when we calm down we say:  Oh my God, we should not have done that!
In order for Abu Mazen to be strong, he must create something tangible for the citizens of Palestine to improve their daily life such as work, money, houses and whatever.  He is not yet strong but he can become strong because he is a very strategically minded person and since he does not like to work under the spotlights, he always works in the shadow.  
We usually don’t know what he’s doing and in fact only today I have received some information that he is changing two ministers.  He is removing the interior minister and the minister of foreign affairs and instead of them he is going to put Nasser Kidwe, our Ambassador in the UN and Mohammad Dahlan. So he is trying to control the most important ministries so that he can be effective in implementing his views for peace.  
But the most important question is this:  Will Sharon allow him to do what he wants?  Sharon can really make a historical compromise with the Palestinians if he gives us the borders of 1967, as Abbas said,  but he is not going to do it and thus there are going to be obstacles.

  THE CHAIRMAN: Thank you very much for your very frank and comprehensive presentation and discussion.  We hope to have more of these presentations in the near future.  

We now pass on to the next item on the agenda which is a presentation by Mr. William K. Grant, Charge d’Affaires at the US Embassy in Malta.  It is really a pleasure and honour having you here, Mr Grant.  Let’s have your presentation please.

PREŻENTAZZJONI MINN WILLIAM K GRANT, Charge d’Affaires fl-Ambaxxata Amerikana f’Malta.
  WILLIAM K. GRANT (Charge d’Affaires fl-Ambaxxata Amerikana f’Malta):  Thank you, Mr Chairman. Good evening Minister and Members of the Foreign and European Affairs Committee.  It is an honour for me to be here and I would like to thank the committee, in particular you, Mr Chairman, for taking the initiative of inviting the representatives of embassies resident in Malta to make this presentation.  As I've just said to my colleague, the Charge d’Affaires at the Palestinian Embassy, I have a hard act to follow, particularly late in the evening, but I will do my best to address those issues that in my opinion are most relevant to you, from the full range of issues that make up American foreign policy and then to leave ample time for questions and discussion.

We are discussing American foreign policy at a very significant time, when time is changing for us, when President Bush is beginning his second term in office, that is his last term under our system.  We have a new Secretary of State, Condoleezza Rice, who hit the ground running as she is already engaged in lots of activities and is building her team of advisors and senior officials at the State Department, because she made a trip to Europe and the Middle East early this month.  And then President Bush will be making his first trip in his second administration to Europe next week.  Other significant changes are things that you all well know, such as the Palestinian and Iraqi elections and other significant developments in the international stage.

I thought I would focus tonight on a few subjects that are of greatest interest to you, first on the Europe-United States relationship, the Middle East, Iraq, Libya and if there’s still time remaining, perhaps a few words on Lebanon, Syria and Iran.  Obviously there are many other important subjects such as North Korea, Iran, China and Afghanistan.  I will just  make the offer that if there are subjects in which you are interested which I might not cover tonight, I'll be more than happy to provide written information and come back to the committee, whatever is best.

Before addressing these subjects, I would like to say a word or two on two other subjects which are smaller in length but not in importance.  First I would like to say that the bilateral relationship between Malta and the United States is very, very good thanks in no small part to Minister Frendo and to his predecessors.  While we are different in size, we share a number of common values and we act on our beliefs that include promoting democracy, fighting terrorism and  protecting human rights around the world.  Malta is important to the United States for a number of reasons. 
Malta is now a member of the European Union and has a seat at a very important table.  The US-EU relationship is important, both economically and increasingly on other matters such as foreign policy and home affairs.  So the United States is regularly passing its views on EU issues regarding Malta and other EU member states.  These issues include Turkey's accession to the European Union, China arms embargo, designation of Hezbollah as a terrorist organisation, policy on Cuba, and many others.  
Another reason why Malta is important to the United States is because of its strategic location, its excellent ports and the maritime importance that flows from there.  Malta is an important port for US navy ships, and the location and significance of maritime affairs here makes proliferation concerns of importance to us in our relationship with Malta.  That is why we have a major programme of assistance to the Maltese customs authority.  We have provided high-tech equipment costing more than a million dollars for use at the freeport.  These are important parts of the current foreign policy relationship between our two countries, reflection of some other recent developments in international scene. We are cooperating with some 60 other countries in an effort to detect and deter the shipment of dangerous materials under what is called the proliferation security initiative. And given Malta’s importance as a port and as a ship registry, we hope that Malta would be able to sign on to some agreements that make up this initiative in the future.

Another point I would like to touch on briefly is the US commitment to multilateral efforts and institutions.  I think this is something that is often misinterpreted, particularly in the foreign affairs commentary.  We are actively involved as a key member of all the important international organisations, UN, WTO, NATO and many others.  We are the largest financial contributor to most of them.  There is no question that sometimes in the United States, among our citizens and among our members of Congress, you hear expressions of scepticism, particularly towards the UN.  But that does not change the level of commitment and the level of importance that we ascribed to these organisations.  Some of that scepticism is the result of trying to explain things like how countries, overwhelmed by human rights violations, find their way to have a seat on the human rights commission. We use these multilateral institutions to advance our interests.   Now I'd like to move on to the topics that I mentioned earlier and I shall start with the US-Europe relationship.  
We understand very well that the United States advances our interests when we act in concert with friends and allies. The US-Europe relationship is arguably America’s most important partnership. First of all it’s a huge trade relationship and more than a trillion dollars in goods and services exchanged each year. I'm just curious to find out if there is a Maltese word for “trillion” but of course the relationship is much more than an economical one.  It is a relationship based on history, values and meeting challenges together.

There is no question that the relations with some of our traditional allies in Europe have been strained in the last few years, but there is far more that unites us than divides us, including unfortunately the threats we face and the need for joint action to counter those threats, as well as the effort to advance peace and democracy around the world.  That is why President Bush has made it a point to make Europe the first overseas trip in his new administration.  When he arrives next week, he will speak about his agenda for the second term of office and he'll listen to the views of European friends in meetings at NATO and with the EU Heads of Government, including Prime Minister Gonzi.  Surely during the President's trip there will be a wide range of issues to discuss.  
Regarding Iran, the President will emphasize that the United States supports current European diplomatic efforts and that the international community must convince the Iranian Government that it is not in the best interests of Iran, of the region or of the world for Iran to pursue a nuclear weapons programme.  Regarding the Middle East, the President will note that there is a historic opportunity that we must all grasp.  He will also discuss the upcoming London Conference on providing assistance to support Palestinian democracy.  As for Iraq the main question will be how to move forward jointly, following the extraordinary elections on the 30th January. The President will thank Europe for its assistance to date, including NATO’s participation in the training of officers for an Iraqi army and he will explore other areas for European cooperation in Iraq. 
During her trip to Europe earlier this month, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice discussed the ways to strengthen cooperation between the United States and Europe on a broad agenda that includes fighting terrorism, proliferation, poverty as well as supporting democracy in Afghanistan, Iraq and elsewhere.  In Paris, she reaffirmed that far from desiring a weaker or divided Europe, the United States has everything to gain from having a stronger Europe as an active partner in building a safer and better world.   And that is an important element of one of the reasons why Malta’s joining the European Union changes the United States relationship with Malta. 

This interaction with Europe will continue past the visit of President Bush next week. Secretary Rice and her soon to be deputy Robert Zoellick, our former trade minister, have an ambitious programme to visit all the NATO capitals as well as the European Union institutions in Brussels in the coming month. These interactions will remain, as Secretary Rice said in her confirmation hearings in our senate, a dialogue, not a monologue.  But let me now turn to the Middle East.  
The two key elements that drive our policy at this point is that this is a time of new opportunities, as many of you have commented in conversations that I have had with you,  and that the roadmap  offers the best plan for peace in the region.  There is a lot of reason for encouragement.   The cessation of violence and terrorism that was announced last week is a hopeful step and hopefully it will lead to the dismantlement of terrorist infrastructure as called for in the roadmap.  The January 9th election of Mahmoud Abbas as the Palestinian Authority President, Prime Minister Sharon’s disengagement plan for Gaza and the West Bank, the successful municipal elections in Gaza, the fact that Abbas and Sharon are communicating directly with each other, these are all positive developments.  
We are encouraged by the steps that the Palestinian leadership has taken to restore law and order for Palestinians and we have told Prime Minister Sharon that there is more that the Israelis can do as the security situation improves to ease closures, remove checkpoints and enable freedom of movement for Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza. Secretary of State Rice will attend the March 1 London conference which will address how best to assist in the development of Palestinian institutions.  The US has pledged $390 million to the Palestinian people for projects in education, job creation, business development, health care, housing and water infrastructure.   Our aim is to make an impact on the daily lives of Palestinians and at the same time support the Palestinian Authority as it continues its reform efforts.  When a few weeks ago Secretary Rice was on that regional trip she said:

“If we use this period well – the period of reform of Palestinian institutions, reconstruction efforts, reform of the security agencies, the peaceful withdrawal of Israelis from the Gaza and the four West Bank settlements –and achieve those, then we will be back on the roadmap.”.

I would like now to discuss Iraq briefly. I would think that for those of you who are elected officials, it is a time to be watching a fascinating process going on.   Elections have been held and now there is the process of forming alliances between people of different interests and different parties in the case of Iraq and different ethnic groups.  The Shia alliance looks like it’s going to get about 140 seats and therefore have to form alliances with other groups in order to get a majority in the new assembly.   
The elections in Iraq have been historic, positive milestone in this country's movement to become a truly representative and democratic government under a constitution that protects the rights of all its citizens.  There are many who have contributed to this success, first and foremost the brave Iraqi citizens but also the independent election commission of Iraq, the United Nations advisory team, all the coalition countries, the European Union, many NGOs and individual volunteers who made dedicated efforts under difficult circumstances. Of course, the challenges are not over.  
The next stage will require hard work, compromise and statesmanship by the Iraqis.  The new assembly must form a government.  First they will choose a three-person presidency council which will then select a prime minister, who then selects a cabinet.  The assembly will then begin with an equally difficult or even a more difficult job of drafting a constitution to be approved by an October national referendum, culminating in the Iraqi people directly electing a new national government by December of this year.  It's a lot to do in a little bit of time.  No doubt, it is important that the international community support this process.  
Regardless of the differences we may have had over policy in Iraq in the past, there is no turning back and the success that the Iraqis have had with their elections must be built upon with support from the international community.  The United States will continue to support Iraq's steady progress towards democracy through the December elections and beyond.  We will continue training Iraqi security forces so that Iraqis can eventually take responsibility for their security. And when the leaders of the Iraqis government assure us that they are ready to take on this responsibility, our soldiers and those of other countries serving in Iraq in the multi-national force, will depart the country.   In his recent State of the Union address, President Bush stated:

“We are in Iraq to achieve a result:  A country that is democratic, representative of all its people, at peace with its neighbours and able to defend itself.  And when that result is achieved, our men and women serving in Iraq will return home with the honour they have earned.”.
I would now like to touch on Libya, a neighbour of Malta and of course a country with which we had close relations for years.  As you all know President Bush lifted the United States economic sanctions on Libya in September of last year, based on concrete and verifiable action to dismantle its WMD and missile programmes.   However,  Libya remains on what we call the state sponsors of terrorism list and there is no timetable for removal from that list, nor is there a timetable in place for the full normalisation of diplomatic relations with Libya or upgrading of our liaison office in Tripoli to an embassy.  What is required for full normal relations with the United States?  We believe that Libya must live up to its commitment, not to use violence for political purposes and make further progress on counter-terrorism cooperation, human rights, and basic political freedoms.  We welcome Libya's cooperation on counter-terrorism matters but we think that the human rights record of the government is still poor and that the performance is not matched whatever. 

For example, we welcome the action by Libya to abolish the people’s courts but implementation will indicate how serious they are about this reform.  We continue to be concerned about the resolution of the Bulgarian medics case.  It is an effort that the EU is closely involved in, with the foundation trying to address the conflict as well as helping Libya with AIDS matters.  And we are deeply concerned by the re-detention a few months ago of dissident Fathi el-Jahmi. However, as President Bush said recently on December 19th, we want to continue our dialogue with Libya on these issues and we are hopeful for a positive outcome.

Regarding Lebanon and Syria, these are issues which I had not planned to address but the events of yesterday make it important to do so.  We, like many others, condemn the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafiq al-Hariri in Beirut.  He was a man who had a vision of a prosperous, peaceful Lebanon.  Syria maintains thousands of troops in Lebanon as well as a sizeable security presence.  This is contrary to UN Security Council Resolution 1559.  The US has made it clear to both Syria and Lebanon that those responsible for the assassination of Hariri must be brought to justice after a complete investigation.

The Syrian presence in Lebanon and its continued interference in Lebanese affairs is contrary to the UN Security Council resolutions and contributes to the instability in Lebanon of the type we saw yesterday.  In addition, we continue to have ongoing concerns about Syria’s support for terrorism in Israel and terrorism in Iraq that comes from Syria.  We urge the EU to join us in seeking to pressure Syria to change its behaviour. 

With regard to Iran, I would like to say that we have worked closely with the European three - i.e. France, Germany and UK - on their efforts to convince the Iranian Government to live up to its commitments. The Europeans are giving Iran an opportunity to demonstrate that they will live up to those commitments and we hope that the Iranians will take the opportunity.

Mr Chairman, I would like to stop here for the moment to give time for discussion and just ending with a note that in April, this committee will be visiting the United States to have an opportunity to discuss these and other important issues with persons in our government, in our Congress and with members of the American foreign affairs community. In our view that will be another step in the process of dialogue between the United States and Malta.  

Malta’s strategic location, its membership in the European Union, its proud history as an honest broker in the cause of peace and the shared common values that Maltese and Americans hold, provide a good basis for cooperation.  I am very confident that you will find your meetings in the United States in April very interesting and useful. I commend you, Mr Chairman, for the initiative that led to it and I pledge our embassy’s best efforts to help support that trip.  And with  that I will be glad to try to answer your questions.  Thank you.

  THE CHAIRMAN:  Many thanks for a very stimulating and thought-provoking presentation.  With regard to the latter part where you mentioned our forthcoming visit to the US, I can assure you that the whole committee is looking forward to this visit.  As we had agreed, it will not be a window-dressing visit but an exercise heavy in content and in substance, and we truly believe that that visit should help us identify new areas of cooperation to strengthen the relationship between the two countries. 

Now I'll pass the microphone to Minister Frendo.
  ONOR. MICHAEL FRENDO: Thank you, Mr Chairman.  I would also like to thank Mr. William Grant for his rather exhaustive presentation - within the terms of what he said himself - because if we were to discuss the US foreign policy we would need more than 15 minutes.  And there are many issues which one could take up.  I just want to take up the few which Mr. Grant mentioned, first about Iraq.  

I fully agree that whatever our positions were before the war, I think it is important that now we work together to restore democracy and stability in Iraq.  We are at the moment looking within the European Union on what our contribution can be in terms of training both police officers or possibly magistrates on issues of the rule of law, which at the moment is one of the issues that the European Union is looking at, the building of the structures in Iraq itself.  

Yesterday I was very pleased to be present and participate in the opening of the academic year of the University of Malta’s link campus in Rome which is very much involved in the training issues relating to Iraq.  They have already trained about 30 people and they will be setting up a satellite link with Nasiriyah and holding training courses via satellite also in Nasiriyah itself, which is a Maltese-Italian initiative and which forms an integral part of the University of Malta itself.  So this is just by way of information.

With regard to the Middle East peace process, I have a question which really relates to the issue of the dismantling of the terrorists infrastructure.  I think we can see that Mahmoud Abbas has been very serious and committed in what he said he wanted to do and he has translated his electoral victory and support already into a ceasefire, although perhaps a fragile type of situation.  And because of that fragility, I would like to ask you whether we should take into account that perhaps Abbas might need a little bit more strengthening on the ground, a little bit more time before he can move to a number of issues such as what is referred to as the dismantling of the terrorists infrastructure or disarmament or removal of arms.  If we look at the process in Northern Ireland, it shows us that actually that situation occurred at the end of the process.  

Of course, I am not saying that it necessarily follows that it has to be the same in the Middle East, because situations are different in different places, but I do appreciate that perhaps we should look at strengthening the peace process by sustaining Abbas as a moderate who has been elected by the Palestinians.  And in this regard I would like to ask:  How fast do you think that the $390 million which the US committed to the Palestinians can actually result in an improvement in the living conditions of the Palestinians on the ground?  I think this could be really a major issue. Of course, this goes also into World Bank funds, in other funds from the EU which will be put in there and therefore in my view, the rapidity with which one can get results for a democratically elected leader can also strengthen the concept of democratic elections now that we have a democratic leader who can immediately bring results on the ground. And perhaps that is one of the best ways to fight terrorism and to fight extremism; by giving more credibility to what Abbas is trying to do.

The third issue, and my final one, is related to the high-level panel report on the UN.  I have to say that today I came back from Rome and went straight into a meeting at the ministry of foreign affairs where we actually looked into these issues, and I hope that I will have the possibility to come to the committee and discuss some of these views with the committee as well at a later stage.   How is the debate evolving in the US?  A few days ago we read about Senator Hilary Clinton's view of how this could develop.  Of course, it is not official US policy but is also indicative of some thinking.  I would be glad if you could speak in general terms on how one could strengthen multilateralism, on what is the role of the Security Council in this context and the role of the General Assembly in this context.  How do you see the UN developing and how do you see relations between the UN and regional organisations, so that we can strengthen security on a global phase?

  MR.  WILLIAM K.  GRANT:  Thank you, Minister.  Probably your last question would take the whole session to answer.   Thank you also for your information about the University of Malta’s training links to Nasiriyah.  It is very interesting news and we will certainly pass it on. 

Regarding your question about the US contribution to the Palestinian authority, it is very deliberately designed to have both quick impact projects and a long-term institution to it, so at least in theory the point that you are raising is built into the assistance programme. Actually implementing the quick projects is a challenge which we learnt in Iraq somewhat, because you have to get a design of whatever the project is, in getting the money out there, and that can take  some time. 
I think the key over here would be the role of the Palestinian Authority because there the government will actually implement and make the decision about that particular project.  But from our side it has to be fast track money for projects and then it might cost a lot of money for institution building to help build the Palestinian authority in supporting Abbas to develop his government.  As I understand, the money is already appropriated and we can move it shortly after we make the commitment. 

Regarding the question on how the debate is evolving, does it relate to the Middle East in particular or with the UN in general?

 ONOR. MICHAEL FRENDO:   No, it relates really to the high-level panel report on the UN in general. 

  MR.  WILLIAM K. GRANT:  When you look at the record of the United States and the UN it ends up being different from the stereotype.  We end up going to the UN for lots of things, for example, we worked with friends, ironically enough, giving the stereotypes for the past three years on the Security Council’s resolution vis-à-vis Lebanon.  As the French Foreign Minister reminded our Secretary of State, we are the oldest ally, we never fought a war with them but we do use the UN a lot when we see that it could be effective.  This is an example, and I think it is ideal that trying to change behaviour in Lebanon to address the problems we see there, we see the UN as a key body for doing that, joining with other members of the Security Council or the members in the national community to do it.  

In terms of involving the UN, I guess there is some hope about the reform effort that is proposed by the high level commission, but I think that there is always going to be a certain skepticism in the United States Government about the UN, that it takes actions that sometimes are impeding our foreign policy goals, and it seems that those who want to impede our goals have a larger venue to do so.  I suspect that what we see in President Bush is an improvement in the atmospherics and a continuation of a policy of using UN, particularly in those areas where it can be most effective.  And as far as I know there is not any great distinction between the two parties regarding the UN issue.

  THE CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much.  Now it's Hon. Leo Brincat’s turn to ask some questions.
  ONOR. LEO BRINCAT:  I was pleased to note your reference to the roadmap, but some of the Middle East analysts have pointed out that in her recent visit to Palestine and Israel, the new US Secretary of State never mentioned the roadmap in her public statements and comments.  Cannot this be interpreted as a signal that whilst recommending that the roadmap should move ahead, the US would not be so insistent in pursuing the roadmap as a viable plan?   

Don’t you think - this is a question that I have already put to our Palestinian friend - that high level US involvement and pressure is the only real catalyst that can bring about a situation leading to a two-state solution in the Middle East, in spite of the fact that Abbas and Sharon are speaking to each other?  And though Europeans and Americans suddenly seem to be pulling in the same direction on the Middle East, don’t you agree that if the Israeli-Palestinian negotiations stall, transatlantic differences are bound to resurface again?  

And finally a question on Iraq.  From a realistic point of view, how fast do you think will be the US process of helping Iraq build up its own military and security infrastructure?  
  MR. WILLIAN K. GRANT:  These are all excellent questions coming from someone who knows a lot more about the Middle East situation than I do, that’s for sure.  

Regarding the Secretary's visit to the region a few weeks ago, I honestly have not seen or heard anything that indicates that there was a deliberate omission in her mention of the roadmap. I think that she was trying to be cautious not to disrupt what looked like very positive developments at about the same time that she was visiting the region.  You recall that she didn’t go to the Sharm El-Sheikh Summit and she limited her activities in that region.  I think it was intended to show support for the process but we were not to intrude in the process, particularly not before President Bush has had the opportunity to speak to European leaders about the next steps in the Middle East.  But from what I know, it was not something to be interpreted in the way that your question indicated.

Is high-level involvement needed? I think this is an ongoing debate and again will be the subject of the President's discussions with European leaders next week.  But I think in general terms there has to be this proper balance between involvement of outsiders and involvement of the parties in the dispute to really achieve a lasting solution.   We have seen examples of trying to impose it by high-level attention from the outside and it hasn’t helped.   So I think the level of involvement will emerge from the President’s discussions with European leaders and other discussions in the coming weeks, but given the history that the elements of the parties communicating and negotiating with each other and coming to solutions is more important than it was in the past under different leadership.   

You asked whether if negotiations stalled, wouldn't we be friendly with friends anymore.  Honestly I think that this is a hypothetical question and it is hard to answer.  If the situation stalled, we would review our policy regarding the Middle East and that's the best way to approach it.  Will that by itself cause a rift between the United States and Europe? I think not. I think there is goodwill on both sides and there is recognition first of all that there is a unique opportunity now and goodwill to do something about it. There is recognition, I will assume on the European side, that President Bush is going to be there for four more years and so you are not going to have a significant change in the fundamental policy.  So I would be optimistic, I think, and say that even if there were some differences of opinion, it would not be a serious rift.

Finally the question regarding Iraq.  I think it is a long haul.  The training of security forces is necessary to an extent, because it is going to take a while to say that coalition forces can leave. But there have been improvements.  For example, going from April, when Iraqi security forces were not able to function in any effective way, to a time when they were able to help in the Muqtada al-Sadr incidents, to a time when they where able to assist somewhat in the action in Falluya.  There has been some improvement on the ground in their capabilities as a result of the training.  Now they are going to have additional training from the United States and from others.  And we are hopeful that slow progression, slow development will lead to the light at the end of the tunnel in terms of leaving.

Another factor that is a little harder to judge but is interesting to consider is the impact of the elections.  We’ve gone from a situation where Iraq was an occupied country to a situation where Iraqis who were not elected, but rather named to be in government positions, to a situation where now Iraqis have elected officials, and there is a shift from a case where responsibility for running the country was in the hands of persons not elected to the point where it is in the hands of Iraqis who were elected.  And it would be interesting to see what impact that has on the level of support for the insurgency and the whole question of the evolution of Iraq’s ability to protect its own borders and its people.

  THE CHAIRMAN:  If I may briefly address three different areas, starting with Iraq.  As far as Iraq is concerned, I think everyone agrees that in the elections there was a very healthy turnout, a very high turnout.  Was the US surprised at such a high turnout?  Were you expecting such a high turnout?

Secondly, as far as the Lebanese incident of the other day is concerned, I know it is early, but is there any idea or clue about the possible motive or who were the perpetrators behind that assassination plot? 
As far as North Korea and Iran are concerned, especially North Korea, what has unfolded in the past few days is, for me, definitively a source of great concern and preoccupation.  Which of the two, North Korea or Iran, is the source of gravest concern to the US?  And - unless I am asking a question eliciting classified information - has the US drawn any red lines as far as its approach to Iran and North Korea is concerned?  Thank you so much.

  MR. WILLIAM K. GRANT:  Thank you, Mr Chairman.  Regarding the turnout we did not make projections or predictions.  We were hopeful and I would guess that the numbers that actually turned out were sort of on the high side of what we said, but we did not have an official answer.  

Regarding Lebanon, according to the information that I am aware of, we do not know anything about a motive or the perpetrators.  We made a statement in which we indicated that we had communicated to both Lebanon and Syria that there needed to be a good investigation and cooperation to find the perpetrators and bring them to justice.  In the same statement we made the points about Syria that I referred to in my presentation.  Beyond that, as far as I know, we have not said anything.

Your interesting question on which is of greater concern to the US, North Korea or Iran, I would say that probably on Tuesday it is one and on Wednesday it is the other!  Regarding North Korea, as you know, we have taken a position of putting a strong emphasis on the six-party talks.  In resisting North Korea's efforts to negotiate directly with the United States or whatever else they might propose, we continue to support that as the best means forward involving neighbours of North Korea and others who know the situation better, and we think can contribute to a successful solution.  Obviously their recent actions are not helpful, but they are nothing new, also.  It's a pattern of, sort of, stepping forward and then stepping back.   

The question about drawing a red line as far as US approach to Iran and North Korea is concerned, I think I would only quote the Secretary of State during her trip to Europe when she was asked about Iran.  She said that military options are not on the table right now and that there are a lot of diplomatic options that needed to be pursued.  We are supportive of the European-three efforts, as we call it, and that is what we want to see played out.  

In the case of North Korea we could make a rough analogy and say we want to see the six-party talks and diplomatic option pursued.  There is no other option on the table right now.

  THE CHAIRMAN:  The Hon. Jose' Herrera.

  ONOR. JOSE’ HERRERA: With regard to the issue of North Korea, since a few weeks ago North Korea declared that it had not just nuclear capability but had actually produced nuclear bombs, obviously here I fully share the concern expressed by the Chairman.  

From what I've read lately, it seems that even America was dumbfounded about the whole issue.  It seems that Korea wants to start negotiations on the issue of nuclear disarmament or arms disarmament on a bilateral level.  It does not want to be treated with all the other countries as has been the case to date, and it wants to start dealing directly almost as an equal power with America and with other countries.  This is truly worrying.  
Do you consider that the fact that all of a sudden North Korea has made such a declaration vindicates America’s declared policy in relation to countries like Iran and also America’s declared policy before the invasion of Iraq in the sense that it is better to deter before it is too late and you face a fait accompli?  Should not this issue now also focus more international attention on Iran since we already have the problem in North Korea and obviously there is the fear that Iran is re-arming?  Should not all this therefore lead to greater diplomatic activity with Iran?

  MR. WILLIAM K. GRANT:  I think it’s important to deal with each case separately.  The solution for one country is not necessarily the best for the other one.  Iran and North Korea are perfect examples of that.  In North Korea we consider the six-party structure to be the best approach, but we want the parties in that six-party structure which includes the United States to essentially keep the heat on, to keep pressuring North Korea to do what it should do.  North Korea is a difficult case because it doesn’t play by the rules if there's a war.  

In the case of Iran, I think we have a few more concerns and we’re trying to support European initiative to address that.  I’m not sure that I would say that one vindicates the policy from a different situation.  We believe that counter proliferation and controlling weapons of mass destruction is a vital policy objective that many other countries in the international community should join the United States in supporting.  But we have to deal with each of these cases individually and see the best way to change the behaviour, but in particular through widespread international support and pressure on the countries of concern. 

  THE CHAIRMAN:  The Hon. Mario de Marco.

  ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO:  I thank you for your excellent efforts, on a personal basis, to seek to increase the level of exchanges between Malta and the US, and the growth of trade between Malta and the US.  But there is one factor which can definitely improve also these exchanges, which is the issue of the double taxation agreement.  As you are aware, this is a thorny issue.  There was a double taxation agreement in existence between the Maltese Government and the US Government which was basically removed a couple of years back.  I understand discussions are going on trying to reactivate the double taxation treaty.  Are you in a position to tell us whether this is going to happen in the immediate future or in the distant future?

The second question I would like to ask concerns Malta-flagged vessels.  How does the US Government look at the Maltese flag and how do you look at certain steps which have been taken by the Malta Maritime Authority vis-à-vis the Malta flag?  

Thirdly, definitely I think there is unanimous agreement on the issue regarding democracy in Iraq and that these elections were a success, but how does the US view the issue of democracy in a wider perspective within the Middle East, with neighbouring countries, and other countries from the North African basin and the Middle East itself.

  THE CHAIRMAN:  The Hon. Michael Asciak.

  ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Just two questions.  I would like to continue with what Hon de Marco was saying.  What if the Shia majority elected in Iraq starts to coordinate its policies and take its political orders from the Shia government in Iran, will that bring the situation in Iraq back to square one?  
Regarding the nuclear issue in Iran, there tends to be the impression that the way we look at this situation is rather unjust due to Israel having a nuclear capability.  What are your thoughts on that?

  MR. WILLIAM K. GRANT:  On the double taxation agreement I can tell you that it is something your Ambassador in Washington is working very actively on.  
Within the US Government that is something that is controlled by the Treasury Department and, as I understand the history, there was a concern that when we had a double taxation treaty with Malta, there was what we call treaty shopping, that is companies which were not really Maltese companies were establishing themselves here in some way and using the double taxation treaty to have advantage in a way that we thought was improper.  We informed the Maltese Government about that and there wasn’t sufficient action to control it, so we ended the treaty.  The details may be wrong, and if they are, I apologise, but that’s my understanding of the story. 
There are lots of countries that want double taxation treaties with the United States, and Malta has to try to make its case.  It does have this unfortunate history.  The best way to get a double taxation treaty - and this is what we say to businessmen who raise the same question - is for American business people, American companies to go to our Treasury Department and say:  We, American companies, are being disadvantaged because there is no double taxation treaty.  That’s the best way to pressure the US Government to move forward on this.  

Regarding Maltese-flagged vessels, I'm not aware of any negative views.  We now have a system I'm not all that familiar with, but it’s a scoring system particularly involving safety of vessels.  We keep scores of safety violations that are found and come up with scores for various flags.  I recall there was a group of countries that scored in the worst category and Malta was in the next category, in the medium category.  So my impression is that we think Malta is a good flag.  It just needs to continue de jure, given the size of the registry.  

Democracy in the Middle East is obviously a question we could talk about for hours.  I think that we are hopeful that action in Iraq in particular will spread in some other countries as a region.  They had elections in Saudi Arabia, this may be a small step, but nonetheless a step.  It is hard to determine how fast it would spread in individual cases and different circumstances, and whether it would spread as far as North Africa and how quickly.  It’s very hard to say, but I think in general terms we’re optimistic that there will be some changes following the Iraq situation.

The question about what happens if a Shia dominated government in Iraq starts identifying itself closely with Iran, I think it’s hard to say.  Again it's a bit hypothetical to say what would we do and what would other countries do in that situation.  Look at the situation as it is right now.  You have for example – I read this in the press – the likelihood that the Shia will have to form some alliances, for example with the Kurds, in order to form a majority government.  I can tell you that the Kurds are very anti-religious, a very secular group – because I served for five months in Kurdistan - and so I would find it very hard to imagine that sort of religious dominance would come out of this situation that we have right now, given the fact that Shia don't really have a strong majority.  Beyond that I think we just have to evaluate the situation and determine what our policy would be.

On the nuclear issue regarding Israel, we don't see this as a regional problem.  We see Iran as the problem right now and I'm not certain of all of the inspection efforts that take place regarding Israel and other nuclear powers.  But certainly in the case of Iran they are being resistant to efforts by international agencies to monitor their nuclear development programme and we think that it’s in the best interests of everyone to limit that and, secondly, that they don’t have a strong argument in saying they needed to develop nuclear weapons in order to defend themselves against Israel.  

  THE CHAIRMAN:  Once again thank you.  It was very illuminating and edifying and it was really an honour.  So I hope to have more of such presentations in the near future.  Thank you so much. 
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