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LAQGĦA MA’ DELEGAZZJONI PARLAMENTARI MID-DANIMARKA
THE CHAIRMAN (Onor. Jason Azzopardi):  Ladies and Gentlemen, it is a great pleasure and honour for me to meet your delegation as this happens to be the first time that the Committee on Foreign and European Affairs is holding talks with a parliamentary delegation from Denmark.  No doubt  we have quite a few areas to cover, not necessarily during this relatively short meeting,  because we can continue over dinner.  I believe that more fruitful collaboration and co-operation will be to our mutual benefit, even more so following the recent visit to our island by your foreign minister.  Now, before I introduce the members sitting on the committee, may I point out that our minister of foreign affairs is in Brussels and he has asked me to convey his regrets for being unable to attend.  

On my left is the Hon. Leo Brincat, spokesperson for the opposition on foreign affairs and also  former minister of finance.  On his left is the Hon. Jose` Herrera, a practising lawyer and the official spokesperson for the opposition on financial services and institutions apart from maritime affairs. On his immediate left is the Hon. George Vella, a former minister for foreign affairs and presently the opposition main spokesperson on European affairs. On his left the Hon. Evarist Bartolo, former minister of education and a long-standing member of this committee.  On my right is the Hon. Frederick Azzopardi, an MP from Gozo and  assistant whip for the government side and on his right the Hon. Joe Falzon, architect by profession and a member of the Planning Authority. He is relatively new because he was elected to parliament following the last general elections.  

So  the formal part is over and the floor is yours.

HON. CLAUS LARSEN-JENSEN: Thank you very much for your welcome.  It is a great pleasure to be here. Only two of us have been here before, one is obviously the Ambassador who has been here several times, and the other one is myself. I was here on holiday close to fifteen or twenty years ago, and I can tell that lots of things have happened here since then. The rest of us have never been to Malta but I am sure they’ll enjoy the experience. Yesterday we had the opportunity to go round the island and we found it very interesting.   But let me start by presenting the group before we move on to the discussions, Mr Chairman.  

To my right is H.E. the Ambassador Poul Christoffersen; then the Hon. Sven Erik Hovmand, who is a liberal and former minister of taxation and a member of the European affairs committee; then myself representing the social democrats and  chairman of the committee on European affairs; then the Hon. Jacob Buksti, who is a social democrat and former chairman of the committee and former minister for transportation; then the Hon. Charlotte Antonsen, deputy chairman of the European affairs committee - she is a liberal and a spokesman on EU affairs for  the Liberal Party - and then there is Ms. Marianna Amitzboll who is the EU affairs secretary of our  parliament.  The formalities are over and now let’s proceed with the discussions.  I think we should concentrate mainly on two things, namely  the European affairs committee and its role in the national parliaments, and secondly the political side where we can discuss matters of mutual interest.  

In Denmark we have been doing very intensive scrutiny work in our parliament since before we joined the Union, and the role of our committee translates more or less into sharing power with the government because we actually give the mandate to government.  And to those of you who argue that our system is not good as ministers cannot negotiate in the council, my reply and that of my colleagues sitting alongside me here – and I can tell you that  there are a few clever people sitting on the committee, looking for ways to give the necessary mandate  to the minister of the day – is that you have to look at the reality of things and you have to get all this integrated into the process of our national parliament. 

All parties are represented and  we know what’s going on as we have an organised process of hearings involving all types of organisations and institutions, such that our ministers are well prepared when they join the council meetings after having heard all arguments coming from all sides, particularly from the opposition. The opposition in our case is not just one party but several parties, and I must admit that some on the no side are the most excellent in the process because they present all the arguments against  the legislation and everybody has to examine what’s on the table.  

On the other hand, the great advantage for us is that when we have a decision inside the council and we have to implement it into national legislation, this happens pretty fast because everybody knows what it is all about.  With all the areas that the European Union is working on, it is very important to do it our  way as we are fully aware that there have been instances where ministers rush into a decision without having the necessary time to focus on the main problems in their own country.  This is an important process and right now we are working very hard on trying to improve our procedure and we have been focusing on the final part of the decision process, i.e. when the council meets for a decision. 

I can tell you that we meet on every Friday before ministers leave for a council meeting and they are bound to listen to what we have to say.  However the problem is that after the Amsterdam Treaty, the European Parliament has been playing a crucial role and we need to change our procedure as if we are starting from day one and right now we are in the process of trying to reach an agreement with the government on new ways of doing it.  Of course, we shall continue with the process we have had until now because it is important to give the mandate  in the final stages,  right before the council meeting. But we also need to get all committees in our parliament to concentrate a lot more on the content  of the different areas from day one.   No doubt MEPs carry a heavy burden when giving their approval on the first reading and we in the national parliament need to find a way where we are involved in the process.  Here I would say that it has to be the specialised committees in parliament that are dealing with that.  Mr Chairman, we all know that there is the six-week rule and it’s all planned to start early. 

We evaluate all initiatives coming from the European Commission and check whether they are in harmony with the subsidiarity and provisionality principles.  We have indeed put forward a request for a timing mechanism in order to provide the necessary space for the European affairs committee to deal with the proposals, with additional time given to  the specialised committees in parliament and then allow for feedback to the said committee and also leaving time for the coordination process with the national parliament. In fact we’ll be having a discussion on November 21st in COSAC about finding a joint way to do this -  and here I don’t mean doing it the same way in all parliaments because we all have our different traditions – because if we have to use these rules under the constitutional treaty  we’ll be requiring the same kind of timing at least in the final stages. 

In my opinion, the Dutch have put forward an excellent proposal where  they have devised a new scheme - no language is used, just symbols – and each and every parliament can insert the necessary information that we have so far in the process, such as: We have no objection against the proposal, etc. Only by using symbols can we use the joint scheme in the computer system to enable us to follow what’s going on in all national parliaments and see if there is any member state that is against. If one country experiences difficulties in any particular area because of the different way things are organised,  it can of course put forward proposals. Everybody can be involved in the discussions on  how we can achieve the goal of putting forward European legislation and still taking into account the objections raised by the different countries and not just saying no,  but trying to listen and work jointly. 

This is what we are working on right now, and we think it is very important that the role of the national parliaments is intensified. This is not to harm the government of whatever country but it is a matter of making sure that each and every national parliament is having the maximum political influence on the policy, because after all European policy is foreign policy on its way of getting decided upon in the last round if you talk about the council of ministers,  but when you talk about the European Parliament and their role and you talk about the country and domestic policy, then it is quite a different matter.  Therefore in my opinion one needs to get a stronger input from national parliaments in this process.  

  THE CHAIRMAN:  Before passing on the floor to my colleagues, I think that this point about the scrutiny aspect is very interesting.  You have the advantage of having been members of the EU for close to thirty years while we have been members of the EU for barely six months, which does make a difference.  However I can tell you that we have already started the scrutiny procedure and we’ve set up basically four sub-committees, three of which, I can safely say,  meet on a weekly basis.  Till now we have examined more or less seventy or eighty draft directives.  

If you ask me if there is room for improvement as regards punctuality by the ministers to table their respective positions, I would say yes, there is room for improvement in that respect, although by and large I have to admit that all ministers have been obliging.  Surely they have appeared before the respective sub-committee when called, depending on the subject being covered of course. They were reasonably good on memos showing the Maltese position and the EU position, especially as regards the financial, social, legal and political impact.  But as I have said, we’ve only had this experience for the past four months,  and in a way we are still trying to find the real ground, although I tend to agree with you about the necessity of observing the six-week period mentioned in the protocol of the Amsterdam Treaty.  

When we met the scrutiny committee of the House of Commons I remember the chairman using the phrase: Good scrutiny makes good government. I remember him repeating and repeating the importance of good scrutiny, because good scrutiny prepares the ministers really well for the negotiation stage  in the council of ministers. Indeed I know of two basic models of scrutiny, the mandating and the document-based scrutiny.  Yours is a mandating scrutiny, whilst we follow the document-based scrutiny.  

Earlier you said that you find people who criticise or pass negative comments on your system on the grounds that ministers have their hands tied.  On my part I never use that type of criticism because  I have no right to do so, and of course I do not know the reality of Denmark or Danish politics.  Just as I would not like somebody from outside interfering in my domestic reality, I will never impose my will or my opinion on a reality with which I am not au courant because political realities are different in each country. And of course, there are quite a few merits in your  system.  

We are following the House of Commons system for various reasons, if anything because our Parliament takes its source from the House of Commons procedure, and it is almost natural that we follow the same type of system.  But having said that, I will not exclude the possibility of areas of co-operation between our two respective committees.  I am among those who believe that we have much to learn from one another in all areas of life, whether it is in our profession or in politics.  One always learns from others, and surely there is scope enough for further collaboration and co-operation.  

I won’t take any more of the time as I know that the Hon. George Vella wants to intervene.

  HON. GEORGE VELLA:  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  I’ve been going through some of the answers in this pamphlet as I am interested in the interaction that goes on between the committee and the ministers.  I have in mind the extreme case of the Finnish Grand Council whose  members actually mandate the minister as to what decision he  has to take in the council and what leeway he has to negotiate. If he goes beyond that, he has to seek a further mandate from the grand committee.  

Here I note that in the case  of Denmark it is a sort of a discussion between the committee and the minister, but finally the decision rests with the minister and with the government. To the chairman of the Danish foreign affairs committee  who comes from the opposition party, my question concerns the level of influence the committee has on the minister.  How far can the minister  go beyond the set position?  How far can he go beyond the parameters set by the committee?  

  HON. JACOB BUKSTI:  I’ll give you a straight answer.  It is the committee that has the last say. This means that if the minister acts beyond the mandate of the committee, then he and his government are in for  troubled times.  You have to understand that one of the major reasons for the Danish system - and that’s why I’d say you have chosen another system - is that if you compare your system or, for that matter, the British system with ours, you will find that you have a two-party system with the party in government normally enjoying a majority.  We in Denmark have a multi-party system, and the government side does not have a majority because normally we have a minority government.  

The whole idea of the mandating procedure is to ensure that Danish ministers do have a platform for negotiations, because if they took  a decision binding on Denmark without having a mandate, then they would be easily voted down in the Danish Parliament.  There is no way the ministers can  act against the mandate of the committee, although I would agree that it is the government and the ministers who actually formulate the mandate and not the committee. The ministers present the position of the government and then the speakers of the different parties say what their position is. Then it is up to the Chair  to  conclude if there is a majority or not, because in Denmark you rule as long as there is no  majority against. After that, the ministers can go on and negotiate. 

It is  not the first time that ministers are  told to change the mandate, and if he or she doesn’t, then they are told to do the opposite of what they actually wanted to do.  The whole idea is not to bind the minister’s hands  but quite the opposite.  In fact it is an advantage for Danish ministers to know exactly within what parameters they can negotiate when they participate in negotiations in Brussels.  Having done it myself, I can say that it can also serve as an advantage, in the sense that if all others are saying that our minister has to give in, he can always argue   that he would like to give in but he can’t.  So rest assured that the reason for the Danish system is that normally we have a minority government, and we have to be sure that if we are to have a say in the negotiations as a small nation, we have to have a clear platform.  That’s what it is all about, Mr Chairman.

  HON.  CHARLOTTE ANTONSEN:  There is also another reason for having our system. I would say that it is also a question of continuity because whenever there is a change of government, having a parliamentary majority actually prepared and ready to say yes to a Brussels directive is a big advantage.  So broadly speaking,  within the foreign policy field we normally get a big approval in parliament, with support coming from the parties forming the present government and also from the social democrats. So it is  a way for our small country to have a degree of continuity in our foreign policy, such that after we’ve said yes to a mandate following a directive which has to be implemented three years on, we’ll   still feel obliged to implement that directive even after a change of  government. 

This is also very important towards the public because journalists are usually very keen to bring out into the open any discussion on the EU. When we give the mandate such news is given wide coverage, but if we just held a discussion,  journalists couldn’t care less and the public wouldn’t know anything about it.

  THE CHAIRMAN:   Speaking of journalists, does the media in Denmark report or cover extensively the proceedings of the scrutiny committee?

  HON. CHARLOTTE ANTONSEN:  No, because we do it behind closed doors.  Every Friday journalists stand outside  our committee rooms and knowing the agenda,  they more or less know when and where we have to give a mandate.  So yes they are very active and because of our specialised committees  we can also have EU discussions in the old parliamentary assembly, but there we don’t give a mandate and hence the journalists are usually more interested in the workings of  the committee.  We do tell them afterwards what we have discussed, and this way  they still have an idea of what is going on.  

  HON. CLAUS LARSEN JENSEN :  I’d like to make a few comments on this. It is good that journalists are there, but they are usually more interested in drama and confrontation, rather than focusing on giving information to the people.  In actual fact right now we are having a discussion on what information to deliver to the press in connection with every committee meeting and I believe we can intensify a little here.  

However as part of the European affairs committee, the secretariat in the parliament runs the EU information bureau, which is the one that is used the most, and I can confirm that we have more than five thousand people daily who consult the bureau on EU matters  via  the internet or by phone.  One can find all documents on a special portal which is taken care of by the EU information of the Danish Parliament  which is accepted by all parties as being neutral information, even by the anti-EU movement.  

HON. LEO BRINCAT:  With your permission, I’ll move on from the EU’s scrutiny aspect to three EU-related issues.   First of all I would like to ask whether you have foreseen the possibility that the euro debate be reactivated in your country in the short or medium term?  

About the asylum camps, you are surely aware of the proposal put forward by Italy and Germany regarding the setting-up of camps in North Africa and the opposing view from  France and Spain and, I understand, from  Sweden as well. Given the tightening of your country’s immigration and asylum regulations in 2002, what is the position of the Danish Parliament and  the Danish Government on this particular aspect? 

Regarding the border control management agency, although the Maltese Government has been lobbying for it for some time  with the support of the Malta Labour Party, we Maltese are left with the impression that the European Commission is more inclined to go for a Central or Eastern European country, not because there is any prejudice against Malta, but because they would rather focus on land frontiers.  Is there a position from the Danish side on this issue?  All I know is that the issue was raised by Minister Frendo when your foreign minister was in Malta. 

  HON.  CLAUS LARSEN JENSEN:  On the question of border control, surely we know about the need to have more co-operation. There is a long border to the east and we also know that there is a border problem in the Mediterranean, but as far as I can tell the discussions held on the placement of the agency have not been so much from  a geographical  aspect but mainly it has been a discussion about how to organise the whole thing,  in the sense that:  Are we going to have  a common border police or are we looking for more co-operation amongst the border police, with the burden being shared with those who have external borders?  

Of course this discussion is in relation mainly to Eastern and Central European countries.  However there could also be a discussion in relation to the Mediterrean countries.  But that’s it, and yes, I can confirm that we didn’t have a discussion on the placement, Mr Chairman.    

  HON. JACOB BUKSTI :  Concerning the euro, you have to realise that Denmark has four opt-outs, and that is causing us a few problems.  At the same time  we know that we’ll have to have a referendum on the constitutional treaty,  and finally we also have to have a general election plus local elections  to be held at the latest in  November 2005. So in all probability, there will be no referendum on anything until after the general election, while the referendum on the constitutional treaty is very likely to be held in late spring of 2006.  We don’t know for certain about that and nobody really wants to discuss it in detail.   Then there is the question of whether there will be a referendum on the opt-outs at the same time or at a later time and on how many of the opt-outs.   

I think it is quite clear that of the opt-outs, the one on defence could just be a matter of time. Then there is the legal opt-out and that depends on how the Danish protocol is handled within the new treaty,  since we have an opt-in model similar to the British and the Irish, and that could solve part of the problem.   Finally there is the euro opt-out, and there the situation is that Denmark has one of the strongest economies in the Union, with the Danish crown fixed to the euro.  The only problem here is that we don’t have any influence on the euro, but I must say that economically speaking we have been doing quite well. I would therefore say that it is not the right time to have  a referendum on the euro since we are doing quite well.   

It’s understandable that one asks about the future, Mr Chairman.   I think everyone will agree that we have to get rid of the euro opt-out.   This will surely depend on when we’re having the referenda on the opt-outs, although I have a feeling that the Danish electorate is not so keen on having an early referendum on the euro opt-out.  So yes, there is some debate, but not very much since we’re doing quite well, Mr Chairman.  

 HON. CHARLOTTE ANTONSEN:  Both our parties support the euro and so we all want to have the euro in Denmark, but the people have said no, and now it is only a question of time. 

About the refugee camps, I think that actually  it all started as a Danish idea and  of course we do agree that  these people should have the chance to apply for asylum in the camps where they come from.  We believe that with such camps we can keep the refugees from trying to sail to mainland Europe and  risking their lives on the way. So we see it as a way to help the refugees because we can do  more if they are in their own country than if they come to Denmark, as it is very expensive for them to stay in Denmark.  

There is also a political factor here because if they are close to their country of origin, it makes it look very obvious that something is wrong in that country. And then if some of them do qualify for asylum, they can get over in a proper way without risking their lives.

  HON. SVEND ERIK HOVMAND: I would like to hear your position about refugees, immigrants and international crime.  These are three major issues in our country, and we think they are very important issues for the whole of Europe  as well and it should be very interesting to hear about your position.   

  THE CHAIRMAN:  I myself need to raise some points on immigration and refugees, apart from other things such as the security council.   I know that Denmark in 2005 will be having a non-permanent seat on the security council, which of course is quite prestigious and I need to bring that up with you as well.  But let me  first pass the floor to the Hon. Evarist Bartolo to whom I apologise for having failed to mention that he is the opposition spokesperson on tourism, and no doubt I do see the link between foreign affairs and tourism.   

  HON.  EVARIST BARTOLO:   What effective role do social partners, business organisations, trade unions and NGOs and other representatives of civil society have in your process of the European affairs committee?   

  HON. CLAUS LARSEN JENSEN:  In Denmark we have a very well organised labour market, both on the side of the unions and the employers.  We have around 85% of those represented.  Most of the agreements on labour market issues  are not the result of legislation but bilateral agreements. And if you look at the discussions taking place right now in the Lisbon process, you will see that Denmark has been given a very high ranking, with high flexibility, high mobility and  high expenses due to a high cover in employment insurance. It is one of the most flexible labour markets, if not the most flexible labour market in Europe. 

You also mentioned the role of the committee and you asked whether all partners have a say in the process. We have the so called specialised committees that consist of social partners of all types, consumer associations, whatever.  I think there is about fifty or sixty organisations in the country that are involved in all areas of relevance to them.  So it means that in fact they are receiving exactly the same papers as we receive as a committee.  

Lately we had a funny thing happening here, because we found out that documents the social partners and the civil society organisations were receiving  from government, actually showed the temporary position of the government.  Previously, when we received the documents in parliament, the position of the government  was taken out but we still received it from the organizations, and now it’s being included in the papers we are getting from the government side.  So when we receive the final papers they include the conclusions made by all these types of organisations and thus we know the positions, not all the details of course, but the main points. 

Surely that is a very important process because if those who are meant to bear  the consequences of the legislation are not involved in the European legislation  like we do with the domestic legislation, then you’ll really be losing the  chance of influencing joint policy at European level.   

  THE CHAIRMAN:  The Hon. Joe Falzon.

  HON. JOE FALZON:  Focusing on the question of the directives and the mandates, does it often happen that ministers do not agree with the committee?  What is the final outcome when that happens?   Do the ministers refer to the social partners or the committee refers to the social partners?  How do you go about in such situations?

  HON. CLAUS LARSEN JENSEN:  It does not happen so often, but let me mention one of the most serious instances, the one about the CAP reform. The government got the mandate via one of the parties which is usually against the EU, but when we were asked to give a mandate for the budget as a direct consequence of the first mandate,  the party that gave the mandate for the CAP reform stopped short of giving a mandate for the budget, and this of course created a few problems.  

I can recollect another instance when the minister for agriculture  asked for a mandate and the committee refused.  At that time we had a proposal concerning Spain and nut production. We also had a proposal to support wine production to be used for vinegar  because the wine  was too sour.  The committee said no, and  the minister had no alternative but to block it at the council level.  Later on we changed our position because of arguments coming from the French side.  

But to answer your question, this does not happen too often, and I can tell you that we only had five examples during the last three to five years, and considering the number of mandates given, it is almost insignificant.  It can’t be otherwise, because where European policy is concerned, we in Denmark go for consensus.

 THE CHAIRMAN: The Hon.  Jose’ Herrera.

  HON. JOSE` HERRERA:  The gentleman asked what Malta’s position on illegal migration is.  This is quite a delicate and sensitive issue, and it is an issue which over the years has started to preoccupy us  a great deal.  We in Malta  face the problem from two aspects.  There is the aspect of the boat people who come mainly from Libya, and since Malta is the first European country they encounter, we face the music perhaps more than any other country.  In their majority, these people do not really want to stay here but they use Malta as a stepping stone before they reach other European countries. But the fact is that even when they intend to pass through Italy on their way to settle further north, they still come to Malta.  

I can tell you that there is political consensus in Malta on how to deal with the issue, in the sense that unless these people have a right for refugee status they are put in detention centres.  However if the detention persists unreasonably  we have created legal structures whereby illegal immigrants can ask for  bail, sort of, and once they are granted bail they are also given financial support to  enable them to live outside the detention centres. Obviously this is denied to those illegal immigrants who purposely get rid of their documents.  Perhaps here I should add that Malta together with Italy have fully supported the removal of sanctions against Libya and now in return we can only expect that the Libyan authorities get a good grasp of the problem of border contol.  The Libyans had been saying for some time that they didn’t have the necessary  resources to control their borders, and their main argument was: Remove the embargo and we’ll control the borders.  

Unfortunately Malta is finding it difficult to enter into an agreement with  Libya in  order to have the right to repatriate people back to that country as Italy has managed to do, and I therefore take this opportunity to declare that we welcome any help from the European Union which could enable us to come to some sort of an agreement with our North African neighbour.  Perhaps Malta’s political clout is not that strong to enable us to cut a similar deal as the Italians did.  We definitely need a similar deal, because otherwise we don’t stand a chance of sending these people back to Libya.  

The second issue is that we process a large number of visas. I tabled a few parliamentary questions on this issue and it transpires that we process  around 43,000 visa applications a year from people who come from Russia, from the Ukraine and  from Arab and African countries, particularly North African countries, with the length of the visa varying from one week to one year.  I raised a number of queries on this matter, and it seems that the local authorities keep no statistics whatsoever on how many people granted a visa comply  with the conditions of the visa, and so we never know whether they have left  the island or stayed behind.  Apparently here we have absolutely no statistics whatsoever and this is worrying because I have a feeling  that the problem is far worse than the authorities are prepared to admit.  Actually the number of foreigners illegally employed in Malta is staggering, especially in the tourism and construction industry.  I think it would be interesting to know whether in Denmark you keep data on people who enter your country on a visa.  

The reaction I get from the government here is that it could be anti-constitutional to, sort of, tag people who are  here on a visa.  I’m not talking of tagging them electronically, but simply keeping a proper record of when they enter and when they leave. The answer given to me by the minister concerned was:  This could be perceived as a measure that goes against human rights. I don’t think that this goes against human rights, and I believe that most countries have their own means for internal security to help them know who is coming in and who is going out.   Unfortunately we don’t have a similar thing here in Malta.    

  HON. JACOB BUKSTI:  I think you can say that in Denmark  we have statistics on everything.  The authorities, especially the police, have all the details and if  visitors to Denmark are not gone by the time given,  then they’ll be arrested and escorted on to the next plane. I can tell you that the system is very strict.

H.E. POUL CHRISTOFFERSEN: You should know that Denmark is part of the Schengen agreement and this requires us to keep track of those who come in.   I gather that  you in Malta are not part of Schengen.  Here maybe I can also add that I’m the ambassador to Italy and there it is the boat people that get the headlines, but what is really behind illegal migration in Italy is people who overstay. 

I don’t think that this happens in Denmark because as the Hon. Buksti has just said, we have statistics on everything, and it is very difficult to disappear in Danish society. You cannot work and you cannot obtain almost nothing unless you are registered one way or another.  I don’t know all the details about Maltese society but from my experience I can surely say  that it’s much easier to disappear in Italian society.  

The situation in Denmark is very different from the situation in Malta or in Italy, in the sense that maybe the problem in Denmark is not illegal migration but legal migration.  We have a long tradition of giving political asylum to a lot of foreigners and these foreigners tend to apply for family unification.  So in fact the problem in Denmark has more to do with  migrants who  have obtained a legal status by asylum or family unification procedure.

HON. JASON AZZOPARDI:  If I can take a cue from what the Ambassador has just been saying, I note that you have a minister for immigration, but what basically concerns me is illegal migration.  Are you concerned back home with illegal migration?

  HON. CLAUS LARSEN-JENSEN:  Talking about refugees, if we had to count back all those having a foreign background in Denmark it would come to 7% in total.  The first batch of people coming to Denmark at the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s were from Turkey, Yugoslavia and Pakistan. Those were the three main groups, Mr Chairman. 

Now if you look at those coming from Pakistan - I mean the second and  third generations - there’s a higher percentage of young people taking a student degree than the average in the country, while if  you take the Turkish group you’ll realise that  many of those who come from the Kurdish area do not have more than a little education and this applies to the next generations. They get the jobs the Danes won’t  do in industry, the dirtiest and lowest paid jobs, although I must admit that some of them are having  trouble in getting integrated in the labour market. 

Then we’ve got big groups of people coming from different areas.  We’ve had a big group coming from Yugoslavia, but it was not a problem integrating them because they are so similar to us and it proved quite easy to integrate them. We’ve also had a group from Somalia but it has proved very difficult to integrate them.  We have people from Palestine for instance which is a specific problem, as with Sri Lankans, Iranians and Afghans. 

The main problem here is of course to teach these people our language, to get them to know how our labour market operates, what our housing policy consists of and to  get them to participate in these areas.  But that’s the legal part of it and you don’t get workers not following the level of wages. In actual fact we have quite a few examples of people with small shops among these groups.  There are campaigns against no taxation and  no VAT paying amongst these groups, which is a specific problem of course. 

When it comes to illegal workers we don’t have many.  We’ve had a few before the 1st of May coming mainly from neighbouring countries - Poland, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia - and  we invested on having a transitional period  because if we compare the wages in our country with the wages for instance in the Baltic countries, there’s such a big difference.  These people are likely to work as seasonal workers mainly in agriculture, horticulture, building industry and some service areas, but still it's limited.  The main problem is not those who want to get a temporary job because these tend to follow the rules, but those individual persons or small companies who speculate in taking on illegal workers because they are cheaper.  

HON. JACOB BUKSTI:  Politically you have to understand that this problem has been and still is one of the major problems in Danish politics. In fact I’m sure that everybody will agree that it was one of the major reasons for the change of government, and surely the present government has  a tighter immigration policy.  You should know that  a  supportive party of the present government is one of the major right wing political parties having a major programme to restrict immigration, and therefore you can see that it is still one of the major political issues and there’ll probably be no change in the next campaign. To my mind  it is the  hottest political issue in Denmark.

  HON. SVEND ERIK HOVMAND:  I fully agree with what the Hon. Buksti has just said. In Denmark we have reduced legal migration for the last three years by 50%.  The way  I see it,  the major problem with  Europe is illegal migration -   10% of the population in France are illegal and the same in Spain and many other countries.  It’s very important for us to know whether you think there is a  solution to the problem, Mr Chairman.

  HON. JASON AZZOPARDI:  As my colleague has rightly pointed out, our country is facing the music much more than others  and it is important that we show that this is not just a Maltese problem but a European problem. Malta has the highest population density in Europe and the third highest in the world. We have 1,200 persons for every square kilometre.  In Denmark you barely have 200. So for everyone that arrives in Malta, it is as if 110 have landed in Sicily and  this is causing a huge drain on our human resources as far as our modest police and armed forces  are concerned  and a huge financial outlay.

Somebody from Norway last week was telling me that they have this problem  of illegal migration as well -  he did tell me where they come from and why -  and he told me that the Norwegian Government had to spend  euros 3,000 to repatriate them, although he did say in a very matter of fact tone that they can afford it.  Still they are concerned, but he admits that financially they can bear the costs. On our part the government pays around euros 60 per day on accommodation, clothing, food, etc. for each one detained in Malta.  For a small country like ours this is a huge amount.  

At the moment there are around 1,100 being detained in Malta and the problem with them is that if they are coming from countries like Somalia, you cannot repatriate them because there’s no government in Somalia.  As you know, many of them  tear up their documents in order to make repatriation difficult if not impossible. So we are facing this dilemma and it is spilling over onto the streets in the sense of public perception. Should charity begin at home?  Where should we draw the line? 

I believe, and I think everyone believes that in the short-term we have to help these people, those who are in genuine need of help.  We have to provide asylum to those who have a genuine right, and we have instituted transparent legal procedures for illegal migrants in order to enable them to apply for asylum and refugee status, and quite a number of applications are being processed.  According to the UNHCR, Malta’s rate of disposal is the highest among European countries and the rate of acceptance of refugee claims is  proportionately the highest amongst all the European Union countries. But it requires much more than that, because I strongly believe that as long as the income levels in the North African countries keep declining vis-à-vis the affluency of the northern shores of the Mediterranean, and as long as the gap in the standard of living keeps widening, the  problem is bound to get bigger. 

The British and Italian  secret service  have repeatedly said that they calculate that in Libya alone there are between one or two million migrants waiting to be ferried across to Europe.  Even if 500 of them had to come to Malta at one go it would create a crisis because we are  already bursting at the seams. If 500 had to come at one go that would be crisis time for us.   The way we see it, this is not a Maltese problem but a European problem.  That is why the Malta Government   has asked other member states in the European Union to roll up their sleeves  and help us because we do not have the financial outlay that Italy can afford, and the  ripple effect on a small country like ours is much bigger.

We also need much closer cultural and financial co-operation with the North African states. We have to find a modus vivendi and a modus operandi in order to make it less appealing for these people to risk their lives.  We know what numbers are arriving but we do not know how many end up at the bottom of the sea.  So it’s not just a legal or political problem, but it is also a humanitarian problem, because  there’s the human side linked to it.  

As a point of information, mentioning the border control management agency that Malta is ready to host, an interesting proposal has been put forward by two of our experts who have made a very interesting and valid contribution, suggesting the setting up of an EU coastguard agency.  While I won’t be taking sides, I recognise that there’s validity in the proposal and I find it appealing.  However it looks as if  the thinking from a European perspective is that such a border control agency should be concerned  with physical land borders and not with maritime borders,  which is a pity considering that Malta has the largest search and rescue area in the Mediterranean.  Compared to our size we have a very large  area to patrol  - I don’t know how many tens of thousands of kilometres -  and that’s a very hard task  for us.  So here is another thought to reflect upon.  But now let me turn to another issue.

I know that Denmark has taken up the so called wider Middle East, and while asking you to elaborate on that, may I point out that we have always mentioned that there cannot be security in Europe without security in the Mediterranean. These two aspects are intimately linked, and illegal migration is a threat to the security of Europe and the Mediterranean and so I would ask your committee to keep in mind that whatever worldwide initiatives are taken vis-à-vis the Middle East, if we do not look at the holistic context and include all the Mediterranean countries, we’ll be shooting ourselves in the foot.  

Turning to the United Nations, may I ask about Denmark’s ideas as regards the UN security council? Do you think the security council needs reform?  In which direction and how would you go about it?

HON. CLAUS LARSEN JENSEN:  I have to clarify that we are from the European affairs committee, which means that we deal with all European matters and even with foreign security politics.  We actually have a foreign affairs committee which is separate and distinct from this one. Some of us are in both committees, but in fact it is a case of two different committees dealing with different tasks. The foreign affairs committee looks at the global and European foreign policy whilst we take care of all EU policy matters. So that’s just to clarify that, Mr Chairman. 

On the question of the Middle East, I completely agree with you that without a solution to the Palestine conflict and the Middle East as a whole, we’ll never get peace. It’s very clear that the conflict between the Muslims and the western countries is related to a solution in that area. I have to admit that it is not easy, but I’ve travelled a lot in Israel, the West Bank and Gaza before I became an MP. I’ve been there several times since the first intifada and I’ve been in close contact with both sides, and sometimes you get so disappointed.  Sometimes you get the feeling that fundamentalism is very strong on both sides. 

It’s  difficult to see what the solution is  but we have to do all we can on  a bilateral level, on a European and on a UN level to really try and find a solution.  If we’re not going to find a solution to that problem, it will be difficult to democratize and to develop the standard of living in North Africa and in the Middle Eastern countries. It’s a joint task for all of us.  It’s very clear that financially and politically we have to do whatever we can in this area.

H.E. POUL CHRISTOFFERSEN:  As to your question on security council reform - Denmark will become a member of the security council from  January 1st -. I don’t think that we have any  specific position on that.  We are amongst those who believe that the present composition of the security council is a bit outdated and it is time to take new realities into account.  That means in very specific terms that I don’t think we have a definitive position on the question of a German or a Japanese or Italian seat.  

Otherwise in defining our role in the security council, I think first of all we would like to be an honest broker in many of the conflicts which the security council is presented with from day-to-day. There can be no doubt that the fight against terrorism will stand very high on our agenda, and I think we agree fully with the concept  that the fight against terrorism is not just a question of military enforcement or police intervention, but a very important aspect of that is society-building in the countries that are producing the conflict.

In Denmark, one of the things which  we are proud of is that we have always had a very high level of development aid, and even though it has gone down to 0.34% of our GDP, we are still number two after Norway on a global scale.  And we agree that this is a very important aspect of the fight against terrorism.

You also asked about the wider Middle East initiative.  One of the thoughts which we have brought into the whole debate on the wider Middle East is whether we are prepared to learn from the Helsinki process - which at the time was a first in  getting  east and west together - and work some kind of a security charter for the Middle East. Together with Canada we have taken this idea on board, and we are in the process of holding consultations with  the Middle Eastern states.  

We are also very much aware that whatever we do in the Middle East context, there has to be the concept of ownership by the Middle-Eastern  countries themselves. We are not ready to impose anything on the Middle-Eastern countries unless they are prepared to contribute themselves. So we would like to advance a certain number of ideas but in the end it would be fruitless if the Middle Eastern countries are not prepared to take ownership of the  whole process themselves.

  THE CHAIRMAN:   The Hon. George Vella.

  HON. GEORGE VELLA:  Thank you Mr Chairman. It’s a pity that there is not enough time available because there are so many subjects we can discuss, and with your permission I’ll change the subject. May I  refer you to the draft constitution for Europe, specifically to the article dealing with what I would call mutual defence against military aggression.

I know that your country has always looked at defence within NATO structures, and you have repeatedly refused to chair committees on defence matters within the European Union. Now in the draft treaty  there is an obligation on member states to intervene if there is  military aggression against any member state.  To my mind this is practically clause 5 of the NATO agreement but within EU structures.  What is your position here, and what do you think about it?

  HON.  CHARLOTTE ANTONSEN:  We have an opt-out in defence.

  HON. CLAUS LARSEN-JENSEN:  I think one has to remember that the European defence co-operation is only concentrating on the soft parts of it, humanitarian intervention.  It’s not defence in the traditional sense, because this is still within the NATO framework.  This is what you could call a solidarity clause among the states, in the sense that we stand together on civil, political and economic co-operation.  It would be meaningless if we were not willing to try to protect each other if one had to be attacked.  But on the other hand, what means of military force do you have as a European Union?  

This is not what is inside the European defence co-operation. You still have the defence policy in most of the countries inside NATO. We have some neutral countries like your country, Sweden, Ireland and Finland.  

 H.E.  POUL CHRISTOFFERSEN:  Just to follow up on what you are saying.  Our reading of the mutual defence clause is not the same as your reading. In fact we would never have accepted the mutual defence clause if it had the interpretation that you are suggesting. It is not the type like article 5 of the NATO defence clause.  It’s very clear that we are not in agreement on the interpretation of the article.  

  HON. GEORGE VELLA:  What is your interpretation of that article because there are various interpretations?  The last sentence of the article speaks about specific constitutional obligations on the part of the member states.  

  H.E. POUL CHRISTOFFERSEN:  I haven’t got the text in front of me here but as I’m saying, we do not consider it an automatic obligation to intervene with military means in whatever country.  

  HON. CLAUS LARSEN-JENSEN:  I think that it is important to remember that when you talk of European defence, it’s on the soft side of defence, like  humanitarian intervention and things like that. This is a political solidarity declaration.  The European Union is taking over in Bosnia and Herzegovina right now, but it cannot intervene in war activities according to the constitutional treaty and no country can be forced to join. If the European Union has to intervene it will depend on an active decision from  each and every national parliament, whether they want to join or not.  So I think there are so many limitations, and I can’t see it ending up like article 5 of the NATO declaration.  This is not the case here, but I am not excluding that another new treaty won’t come up to change that. 

To the best of my knowledge this is just a political solidarity declaration.

  HON. CHARLOTTE ANTONSEN:  Because in NATO if a country is attacked, all are attacked, and so you are by definition at war, but in the EU no country is forced into joining a war, and so it is at your own free will whether you join  the war or not.

  HON. CLAUS LARSEN-JENSEN:  Maybe I’m repeating myself, but the point is it would be unlucky that we are not standing together if one country is getting attacked.  Of course, we don’t have a European army and  you have to use the means you have available. I think you have to live with that.  I think countries would probably get very disappointed that the available resources would not be of the kind that you really could take over and you have to leave the role to somebody else.

THE CHAIRMAN:  Unfortunately time is up because we’ll have to meet in about half an hour for dinner,  but one final point before we wind up.  

As I said at the beginning, we are on a learning curve as far as the scrutiny function of the committee is concerned. So we have started a process of engagement between our technical staff and their counterparts in other member states of  the European Union.  In fact  today our research analysts have  started a six day engagement with the House of Commons. 

To come straight to the point, we would very much appreciate having such an engagement with your technical staff, as I am pretty certain that our staff can learn from their counterparts in the Danish Parliament.  Would that be possible?

  HON. CLAUS LARSEN-JENSEN:  Yes, of course it is possible. We’ll be doing that several times for many of the other countries. You just make an appointment with our administration, and if you come  with your committee or members of the committee, it shouldn’t be a problem and we’ll prepare a full programme.  

  THE CHAIRMAN:  Good. So  we’ll meet in about 30 minutes time.

Fit-8.18 p.m. id-delegazzjoni Daniża ħalliet il-laqgħa.  

MR CHAIRMAN:  S’issa dawn it-tip ta’ laqgħat li qed ikollna ma’ dawn id-delegazzjonijiet ma kenux qegħdin jiġu minuted u ma kenux qed jiġu meqjusa bħala laqgħat formali tal-foreign and European affairs committee, u lanqas transcript tal-laqgħa ma kien ikun available.  Għalija dan mhux aċċettabbli, u tlabt li dawn jibdew iservu ta’ laqgħat normali.  

  ONOR. CLYDE PULI:  Jiġifieri se nibdew mil-lum?  

  THE CHAIRMAN:  Dażgur, din se tgħodd mil-lum.  L-oħrajn se jgħoddu bħala laqgħat tal-kumitat, pero` mhux uffiċjali.  

  ONOR. CLYDE PULI:  Imma jista’ jkollna record tagħhom jew le?

  THE CHAIRMAN:  Irridu nkunu preċiżi u ngħidu li dawk il-laqgħat ta’ qabel m’humiex  minuted.  Nistgħu nikkonfermaw il-Minuti tal-Laqgħa Nru. 14?

ONOR. MEMBRI: Iva

Il-Minuti tal-Laqgħa Nru 14 li saret fl-20 ta’ Ottubru 2004  kienu konfermati.

Fit-8.20 p.m. il-Kumitat aġġorna għall-Erbgħa 27 ta’ Ottubru 2004.
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