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Il-Minuti tal-Laqgħa Nru. 17 li saret nhar il-Tlieta, 2 ta' Novembru, 2004 ġew konfermati.

LAQGĦA MA’ DELEGAZZJONI PARLAMENTARI TAL-KUMITAT DWAR L-AFFARIJIET EWROPEJ TAL-PARLAMENT TAR-REPUBBLIKA ĊEKA

THE CHAIRMAN:  Ngħaddu għat-tieni item fuq l-aġenda, il-laqgħa mad-delegazzjoni mill-Parlament tar-Repubblika Ċeka. 

I bid you welcome to rainy Malta.  Without further ado I would like to introduce the members sitting at the table. On my immediate right is the Hon. Puli. He is the President of the Social Affairs Committee of this Parliament. On my immediate left is the Hon. Brincat, former minister of finance and presently shadow spokesman of the Opposition for foreign affairs. On his left is the Hon. Herrera. He is the Opposition's spokesman for financial services and maritime affairs and on his left is the Hon. Bartolo, former minister of education and a member of the Foreign Affairs Committee and official spokesman for the Opposition for tourism.  On the Hon. Puli's right is Mr. David Casa, who is an MEP  for the Nationalist Party and on his right is Dr. Busuttil who is also a member of the European Parliament for the Nationalist Party, so both of them are in the European Peoples Party.  

  MR PAVEL SVOBODA:  Mr Chairman, I thank you for the welcome and I would like to tell you something about the reasons which brought us here. During the pre-accession period the relations between Malta and the Czech Republic have been established and intensified and I believe now that we are both members of the EU, we should continue with the intensification of these contacts. 

There are actually two issues which are worth discussing.  On one hand there are those issues which are to be solved in the nearest future within the European Union, things like the European Constitution or the financial arrangement for the future. The other issue or scope of issue is of a rather technical nature. I am speaking about the position of the parliamentary committees within the constitutional system and the authority towards government and towards the parliament itself.  

The European committees in the pre-accession period were dealing with very different problems and it must be the same for you, although you have just one committee where both foreign affairs and European affairs are dealt with and we have two.  When we open the discussion I will speak about the aptitude of the Czech Republic parliamentary committee but first of all I would like to introduce the delegation. 

On my far left, Mr Josef Svarcbek representing the communist party, Mr Oldrich Nemec of the European Affairs Committee and representing the Czech Social Democratic Party, Mr Jiri Slavik, counsellor of the embassy for Italy and Malta, Mr Josef Polacek member of the parliamentary group of the Democratic Party and the two ladies sitting in the second row are secretaries of our committee. My name is Pavel Svoboda, chairman of the committee for European Affairs and I represent the Freedom Union.  

  THE CHAIRMAN: It was very interesting hearing you speak about the EU because I think we have a common future to forge together. I think we face the same opportunities and the same challenges. One particular aspect of parliamentary co-operation between such committees, which I think is very important, is the scrutiny of the pipeline acquis.  The scrutiny of EU pipeline acquis is taking up a lot of our resources and a lot of our time as well because this committee, which as you said comprises both the foreign affairs and the European Affairs, within it has the scrutiny committee. 

In fact at the moment Parliament has four research analysts who help the committee scrutinise in detail all those draft directives and the proposed legislation emanating from Brussels and one of them, Miss Eleanor Scerri is sitting at the table.  Maybe it will be interesting to hear from your side how the Czech Parliament is scrutinising and what is the structure as regards the scrutiny committee in your case.  

  MR PAVEL SVOBODA:  Actually the way our committee is constituted provides for such scrutiny. We are supposed to do that along with the background that is around us.  We used to be a committee for European integration and upon entry we converted into a committee for European Affairs and we acquired more logistic support and more personnel which is a good thing because we have much more work. In our every day work we scrutinise the printed material, documents and whatever is issued by the European Commission. These constitute hundreds of documents every month.  

In order to cope with the amount of work we had to formulate a certain mechanism. Above all we have to say that we have very good logistic support especially from the legal aspect. There is the so called parliamentary institute for legal issues and there are 15 people working there. Out of the hundreds of documents arriving every month,  they select tens which are either relevant to the Czech Republic or have some common interest like the European Constitution.  So we only deal with these tens of documents and scrutinise these.  

It is important to have a screening body to protect us from such activity that is not relevant for the country. For instance fisheries in Portugal is certainly a subject not very interesting from our point of view.  What we are actually supposed to do is to help formulate the official position of the government when passing a vote on some of these documents or most of them. The outcome of our scrutiny is that we propose a position, we co-generate the position. It is actually a suggestion of a position to be adopted by the Czech Republic when this particular document is debated.  

There are three positions which we can take when assessing a document. We can either take it into account, we can pass it with some amendments or without or we can simply reject it and propose something in its place. When a position is formulated within the committee it becomes immediately an official position of the parliament.  In other words our position is legally binding for the rest of the parliament.  It must be that way because otherwise parliament would go round and round. There are 200 people and they have a mass of other work and it would not make sense to burden them with this unless otherwise stipulated.  However, there are matters which have to be dealt with by the whole parliament like the European Constitution.  

There is one specific feature which may be quite an exception with EU countries and that is that our committee has the mandate of proposing or consulting the persons nominated by the government for various EU posts like a member of the commission or a member of the court of justice and so on.  The other function is that we invite those ministers who are about to assist a meeting of some European bodies like the Council for Competition which took place recently – in this case we invited the minsiter of industry and trade - to come and explain the position he would hold there.  

There is also one duty which we have retained from the period when we were a committee for European integration, and that is making sure the legislation which is being forged within the parliament is in harmony with the acquis communitaire.  It is also stipulated by the law that the deputies of the European Parlament can also assist in the work of our committee.  When it comes to the power of enforcement which we have towards the government, we are somewhere in the middle. We are not in a situation of the Danish committee which can even amend their government’s position if it deems necessary nor are we in the position of Ireland where the ministers merely have to inform the committee about their attitude but they are certainly not bound by the decision of the committee. We are somewhere where France or Germany are and definitely the government has to take into account what we say.  
  THE CHAIRMAN:  The system is quite similar to ours. We follow the House of Commons model which is the document based scrutiny not mandating scrutiny like the Danish.  The Danish system  is the mandating system.  

Since I know that you have a working lunch hosted by the Hon. Puli in a few minutes time I would suggest that this discussion be continued during lunch in order to allow members of this committee to intervene.  

The Hon. Brincat.

  ONOR. LEO BRINCAT:  Mr Chairman I have one brief question and it is about the European Constitution. I would like to know what is the level of internal debate  amongst political forces in the country as well as the level of public awareness and discussion that is going on about it.  

  MR PAVEL SVOBODA: I will try to describe very briefly what the level of discussion in the Czech Republic is, because otherwise it could take hours if we wanted to go in depth. I will tell you about the situation and then I will tell you my opinion.  

There have been two or three major discussions in parliament about the Constitution Treaty and the debate actually started since the very beginning of the activity of the convention. As from then, the layout of consent or dissent across the parliament has become evident. The situation so far is that the government coalition of social democrats, christian democrats and liberals are rather in favour of the Constitution, although they may have some reservations, and the opposition parties, that is the civic democratic party and the communist party are rather reluctant to approve it and if a referendum should take place now they would certainly invite voters to be against.  

There is a common consent that there would be a referendum about this issue in the Czech Republic, although a special constitutional law will have to be approved to provide for  the referendum as there is no legal instrument for that. I myself am rather hostile to the idea of a referendum because I believe the issue is too complex, but it is very likely that it will take place and the question only remains when.  There are two proposals, it could either take place at the end of next year or in spring of the year 2006. In that case it could be organised along parliamentary elections. Obviously there are various opinions about this, like it would not be very fair to mix both together. On the other hand that would provide for major participation because people tend to participate more in general elections.

To answer your question about public debate, I do not think there is much public debate in my country, nor is there an awareness raising among the people, but the reason for that is that the issue is very complicated and that is why I was really against the idea of a referendum. On the other hand, I believe that nowhere in Europe or in the old member countries is there any substantial political debate about that, and I am afraid that the political representation will have problems to pass it over to the people. The interesting point is what will take place when one of the major players in the EU either through referendum or by parliamentary decision refuses the Constitution, and the question arises what the EU will become after that.  

  THE CHAIRMAN: This is a hornet’s nest as they say in English. It is a Pandora's box and it’s not worth opening a discussion about it now. There is only some time left to allow a very brief intervention by Dr. Busuttil, Member of the European Parliament.  

  DR. SIMON BUSUTTIL: Mr Chairman just a brief word of welcome and introduction on our role as MEPs in this particular committee.  My name is Simon Busuttil and I have been elected on behalf of the Nationalist Party which is currently in goverment in Malta, as is my colleague Mr David Casa. We are both members of the European Peoples Party in the European Parliament. As you know, the European Peoples Party is working with the European democrats so our parliamentary group is called EPP-ED, and within the ED we have our colleagues from the ODS from the Czech Republic who are led by Mr Jan Zahradil.

Although we work together we also have some differences and the European Constitution is one of them. Whereas the European Peoples Party is in favour of the European Constitution, the ED which includes the ODS and also the British Conservatives, are opposed to the European Constitution. We work together very well in other areas, but I just wanted to draw your attention to the difference that we have.  

I also want to make a point - and I will conclude with it because there is not enough time - on the issue of the Constitution.  As you know, the Constitution in our country will be ratified by our national Parliament and there will not be a referendum on the basis that we debated issues dealing with EU membership very thoroughly  prior to the referendum that we had on accession last year and therefore we will now ratify by a decision in our House of Representatives.  

I will now come back to your point about your system. Actually we have the right to participate in the Foreign and European Affairs Committee in Malta and in this way we hope to bridge the gap between the national Parliament and the European Parliament and also share our experiences from both institutions.  I link this with the European Constitution because as you know, the European Constitution enhances the role of national parliaments within Europe.  

  THE CHAIRMAN:  I would like to raise one very brief last point for your attention.  As regards pending issues between Malta and the Czech Republic there is one particular item which I trust you can push forward from your side. This regards the drug interdiction agreement. Following the submission of a draft text by Malta, the Czech authorities informed Malta in March 2002 that it was not considered to be a priority.  

  MR PAVEL SVOBODA: Are you talking about drug addiction?

  THE CHAIRMAN:  Drug interdiction agreement.  Maybe we could use your good office to push this idea forward from the Czech side.   I trust the discussion will continue over lunch as  there is much to talk about.  Thank you once again for coming. It has been  an honour meeting you and I hope it will be the first in a series of friendly meetings between the two sides.  

  MR PAVEL SVOBODA: I want to thank you for having received us and I believe we are not only going to have the opportunity of seeing each other during our lunch but also at the COSAC meeting to be held in the Hague.

  THE CHAIRMAN:  Il-Kumitat huwa aġġornat għal nhar it-Tnejn, 15 ta’ Novembru, fis-7.00 p.m.
Il-Kumitat aġġorna fin-12.30 p.m.     
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