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DISKUSSJONI MAL-KUMMISSARJU EWROPEW GĦALL-IMPJIEGI U D-DRITTIJIET SOĊJALI NICOLAS SCHMIT

THE CHAIRPERSON (Onor. Glenn Bedingfield): Commissioner, I welcome you to our Parliament. First of all I would like to inform you that our meeting will be streamlined on the Parliament’s website. You are one of the most important commissioners because your sector is employment and, for us, employment is a very important subject. Today I’m joined by my colleague the Hon. Mario de Marco who is from the Opposition side. We have Members who couldn’t make it and others who are currently abroad. We thank you for this opportunity to discuss employment issues and employment related challenges. 

I know that, at the moment, there is a lot going on about employment in Europe. The aim of these discussions and proposals are focused on improving work conditions while enhancing social dialogue with the relevant stakeholders. In Malta we are doing our part and we are taking concrete action to raise the profile and extend social dialogue beyond the social partners. We want everyone to participate as much as possible in the social dialogue. I know that there have been exercises in schools and other initiatives taken with different sectors of society, civil society and NGOs. 

I’d like to mention that, recently, the Public Service introduced a new measure where all public employees can choose to work 20 hours from home or from any other place. And I believe that the private sector should follow suit. With regards to employment, according to Eurostat, Malta has over 80% employment rate which we are very happy about it, but we continue to work on reskilling and upskilling so that we keep on with this positive track. In my personal opinion it’s not only the level and the rate of employment but the rights of workers and the protection of rights of workers. I personally believe that every worker should be unionised so that he or she can have a voice. 

Commissioner, the floor is yours. 

MR NICOLAS SCHMIT (European Commissioner for Jobs and Social Rights): First of all, let me thank you for receiving me. For me and for the Commission in general it’s very important to have the possibility to talk with representatives of national parliaments. It is very important for us to get the views and the feelings of the national parliaments. There has to be a connection between the European level on one hand and the national parliaments on the other hand. So, I’m very grateful for being received by you today. 

As the Commissioner in charge of employment and social rights I feel that there is a strong engagement between them. Employment remains a very important issue in the European Union. Perhaps now we have fewer questions of unemployment. In many parts of Europe, we see that it is more a question of a lack of employees. So, this is one of the major concerns in member states due to demographics. What we also noted is that after COVID-19 we expected unemployment to rise but instead job creation rose. So, there is something happening in the European economies. Job creation remains quite strong even though – I don’t remember the figures on growth here in Malta – we have low growth; we still have job creation. Malta has had a big blow - minus 8% - due to COVID-19 because you still depend on tourism, and tourism was one of the sectors most hit by the COVID-19 crisis. So that was a very difficult time but now, because of services and tourism, they recovered very strongly. 

High employment rate and shortage of labour is also a reality here in Malta. In fact, this is a big issue on how to manage shortage of labour. And then we all talk about what kind of labour and what kind of jobs should be created. These are part of the discussions I had this morning with the social partners, with the economic and social committees. These are important topics. Lifelong learning, skilling, upskilling and reskilling are more important than ever because we are in the midst of a technological transformation and because of climate reasons everyone is changing from fossil fuels to other ecological energy sources. 

This also means that a lot of workers have to be reskilled and sometimes upskilled, especially in relation to IT. We still have a very low level of IT knowledge among the European workforce and this I think is quite similar in Malta. So, this is something we still have to improve, and, by the way, that is why the President of the Commission has declared this year as the European Year of Skills. I think skills is now something that should be part of people’s professional life. Everybody knows that he or she has to be reskilled or upskilled during their whole professional lives. 

We have to put into place the right systems for lifelong learning. This is also a question of awareness amidst companies that have to invest more in the reskilling of their employees with the support of public money. So, we are encouraging strong lifelong learning policies in the member states. I have noticed that Malta had a more critical position towards the Directive on Minimum Wage. Despite the fact that you have a minimum wage … Because those who were the most critical were those countries who have no minimum wage like the Scandinavian countries. For example, Nordic countries like Finland don’t have a minimum wage but they were quite supportive. 

I’ve seen that Malta was a bit concerned by the fact that the European Union or the Commission was intervening in wage policy. But this is not the case. We are not dictating our wage policy which would be absolutely absurd. What we have managed to do is to create a framework in order to support, to favour and to enhance a better wage convergence in Europe. That is why this Directive has two parts; first, for those countries that have minimum wage to look at the level of their minimum wage. Is it adequate? Is it in relationship to the overall wage revolution and also in relation to the living cost, to the productivity of the economy with the objective as defined by the President of the Commission? Those who work should have the right to have a decent wage. That was the principle.

The second part of this Directive is about collective bargaining, which means that we always consider the minimum wage as the second-best solution. The best way to set wages is through negotiation between social partners without the direct intervention of the state. This is what happens in some member states, like in the Nordic countries. Austria is one of them and we encourage member states to put in place with social partners the structures on how they can increase collective bargaining. This morning, I had a good discussion with the social partners on this particular issue, and also with the Minister responsible for social dialogue. Knowing that the Maltese economy is an economy of many small and medium sized companies, we all know that it is more difficult to have a collective bargaining negotiation but, as far as I understood, the Maltese Government is looking into how it can promote collective bargaining.  

I will make the last observation which to me is very important. The big project for this Commission for Europe is on how we can adjust to the challenges of climate change. We all know that climate change is everywhere and it’s affecting a lot of situations. You are in the Mediterranean and we all know that the Mediterranean is already suffering from climate change in terms of extreme heat, winds, etc. This extreme evolution is due to climate change, and it is scientifically proven. Therefore, we need to do something about it, and we can do this by changing our economic model. I am convinced that we can do this by investing a lot of money. We have to invest a lot in new technologies, in reskilling people and in changing the different sectors that are still based on fossil fuels so that they start going for renewable energies. 

We also had a discussion on renewables here in Malta. They explained why it’s not as easy as I personally had believed it could be, but this is a huge enterprise. What is important for us is to make this transition socially fair and acceptable for everybody in terms of living costs, job creation and job transitions because some people have to change their job either because their job is disappearing or because their job is changing. So, for us, it is extremely important to have this fair transition with support to those who are directly affected by the transition. 

One last word on inflation which is a new problem we are facing. We have not been accustomed to inflation for decades. I remember when we had 10% inflation somewhere in the 1980’s. Then we had no inflation and sometimes we were concerned by the low-price increases and very often we heard about the deflationary tendency. But now inflation has come back. I’ve seen the inflation here in Malta but in some countries it’s a big problem, with inflation rates being 20% in the Baltic countries and also 30% like in Hungary! Malta’s inflation is about 7% which is around the average in the European Union. So, we have to find a way to manage this in terms of wage evolution and in terms of support to households affected by the consequences of the war on energy prices. 

I will stop here and listen to your comments and observations because for me these are very important. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you, Commissioner. Are there any remarks or questions? The Hon. Mario de Marco. 

HON. MARIO DE MARCO: First of all, thank you, Commissioner, for finding the time to visit us. I have a few remarks to make. On the point you made regarding the problem that Europe is facing right now, which is mainly the shortage of labour, is an extremely pertinent point because it’s being faced by our country but also by many other European countries. At the same time, we know that Europe, and particularly countries in the Mediterranean region, are facing a refugee crisis. In fact, we are seeing these tragedies happening in our Mediterranean seas, particularly in Greece, where we saw this large human tragedy. These are people searching and wanting working conditions and a better life. So, we’re faced to a large degree with a contradiction of Europe facing a shortage of labour and a need of labour and at the same time a Europe which is not aligning its politics or its policies for such refugees who would like to find a safe channel and, as a result of this, they are being totally exploited, and as a consequence we are seeing these human tragedies in the Mediterranean Sea! 

I think we need to try and align the needs of Europe with those people who are willing to provide a solution. Probably I’m being too simplistic when I say that what is being sought is simply an opportunity to work because very often it’s also an opportunity for a better life, in a democratic and safe environment. So, it goes beyond a search for work. Undoubtedly, Europe offers democracy, offers a better life and offers a working opportunity. So, I feel that a lot can be done in trying to align the need with the supply by definitely offering safety to these people who are being exploited and who risk their lives for a better life, but which very often ends in tragedy. I think here we need to be realistic about both situations and I really would like to hear your views on this issue. 

I totally agree with you that the issue of lifelong learning is something which is the reality of today. Today, the idea of a job for life has changed. The idea of a profession for life has changed. So, the need of upskilling, reskilling and skilling is no longer a matter of luxury but it’s a matter of need. I see it in my own profession. I’m a lawyer by profession and laws change drastically but even more than that we need to reskill ourselves as we go along. Probably a decade is too long. The third issue I’d like to mention is the issue of the minimum wage. Yes, I fully understand and appreciate Europe’s position on the minimum wage we have but I think we need to start a discussion which goes beyond the minimum wage. In fact, I’m referring to the living wage which is probably more pertinent to the needs of individuals in today’s society. 

My final point is on the issue of inflation. We have managed to curtail our inflation - it’s now 7% in our country - but this comes at a price because Government is heavily subsidising our energy costs. It is something which is not criticized but it’s a reality. That is what has managed to keep a low inflationary impact in our country. Obviously, there are various ways of tackling inflation, but at the same time we need to realise that there are the Maastricht criteria that we need to adopt and adhere to. The period of suspension during COVID-19 has now come to an end but we still need to face the challenging realities that governments are facing in addressing the inflation problem in these trying circumstances, as a result of the Ukrainian tragedy and the invasion by Russia and the impact this war is having on energy prices across the world. Thank you.

MR NICOLAS SCHMIT: I think you have pointed out a very important but also a very difficult issue which is our need for labour immigrants and the situation of refugees, who are largely economic refugees. And we have to be aware of this. This isn’t to say it’s not justified. They are economic refugees for the simple reason because we have such huge gaps between our world and their world. So, young people, women with children leave their country, their region, sometimes because there are wars like in Eritrea and Somalia, but also simply because they cannot make a decent living in their country, so they leave to find a better living. I think many of them are aware that they will not find heaven in Europe, but they are also aware that in comparison that might be a better solution. In a way this is a paradox because we get people we don’t want and then we declare that we need people which, perhaps, do not come or we are not reaching out to. 

To be blunt, this immigration issue has become a toxic issue in the European debate! We have to admit it. There are too many forces in Europe that are using and abusing this immigration issue for their political interests! That is the first part. I remember when Malta was subject to major arrivals of refugees. I was the Minister for Labour and Immigration in my country, and I was attending the Council which dealt with immigration issues. In fact, I was in that position for ten years so I followed that issue for quite a while. Very often I had discussions with my Maltese colleague who was the Minister for Home Affairs at that time. 

ONOR. MARIO DE MARCO: Dr Tonio Borg. 

MR NICOLAS SCHMIT: Yes, that’s him. We had very interesting discussions and as I am coming from a small country, I totally understood the situation Malta was facing with thousands of people arriving on its shores. For Germany and France those numbers seemed quite marginal but coming from a small country I understood what 5,000 people really meant for a small territory. This is the issue. This is politically used by political forces who say that you do not control your borders or that you do not control who is entering your country! The fact is that these boats are coming with high risks in the Mediterranean. 

As we know, the Mediterranean has been a cemetery for many people which is terrible! There is no easy solution to that problem and believing that we can just have walls and fences like some advocate is not something … It might be possible to separate Hungary from Serbia, but you cannot build a wall in the middle of the Mediterranean! We all know that the people who are coming here or in Southern Italy, or Spain, or Greece, are coming from countries like Libya, Tunisia and Turkey. The Turkish authorities let them go, sometimes more, sometimes less, depending on what the views are from the Turkish side! So, this is a very complex issue. 

There is now an agreement on this migration pact, which is not the solution because there is no unique solution for this issue. As long as we have these gaps, as long as we have failed states like Libya, or Tunisia, where the traffickers have transformed migrants into a business … And that is another aspect of this issue. This is not only a humanitarian aspect, but it is also a business aspect; a criminal business aspect playing with the despair of people who try to escape misery and who have only one idea on their mind and that is how can they go to Europe?! This is exploited by traffickers, like the recent boat clearly showed us, where they put 700 people on a boat which could not support them! They took all their money to bring them to Europe with the risk of killing them! But obviously they don’t care about that! Again, this is a big issue which is very difficult to solve.  

What we are doing now is trying to limit these arrivals by cooperating with the countries of transit. All our Southern borders are transit countries or countries of origin. For Tunisia it is also a country of origin because many young Tunisians want to leave their country. They don’t want to stay for political reasons but also for economic reasons. So, this is something we really have to deal with. It is also an economic issue, and we have to see how we can help some countries to improve their economic development. 

I believe that we should be more flexible and offer those who are arriving in Europe – especially those we cannot send back because out of ten we might be able to send back three or sometimes even less than three – the opportunity. But when you mention this opinion all migration specialists will tell you that you cannot do it because that will be a pull factor and more immigrants will come to Europe. So, as you can see this is a very difficult debate. The other point is sending back those we don’t want and to look at those we might be interested in, who have better skills and who came to Europe legally. That is what we should try to favour - sometimes this goes against my own convictions - because I think we have to open legal pathways to Europe. 

We have to say that if you come to Europe illegally the chances of being sent back are very high. And that is why there is this idea to have centres at the borders so as to check if people are allowed or not, if they fit with the Geneva Convention or not. I think we need to be tough here and say that we can open legal pathways and show them what kind of jobs they could have and what is the possibility to come to Europe legally.  Honestly, I do not believe that this will solve all the problems because despair and poverty is too high. People now have mobile phones so more or less they know what Europe is, but their despair is bigger than the risk they take to come to Europe. I absolutely agree with you that we have to be realistic. We have to find solutions that are not putting into question our humanitarian approach and the dignity of these persons and on the other hand not being told that we cannot control the flows. In fact, there is this big political danger of being told that we are not controlling the flows and that we are opening Europe to these flows. There are many governments saying this, especially in the East. 

We have to find a balance. We obviously need people. Even Hungary, who is very anti-immigration, gets a lot of immigrants from Asia. Hungarians are very anti-immigration, and they refuse to take anybody coming to Europe when we talk about some kind of redistribution of migrants! They said it again when we had this discussion very recently but then they go to Asia, the Philippines, Indonesia, etc. and get people from there. This shows that for demographic or economic reasons they need people. Perhaps this is not a perfect answer but that’s all I can offer you.  

I fully agree with skilling and reskilling, especially lawyers have to be acquainted with new technologies because the way you make your research will be facilitated a lot. I believe that we will still need lawyers and we cannot just replace them with an algorithm. They will always do what they can to remain in this profession. I also prefer having a person in front of me than just an algorithm. With regards the minimum wage, I agree with you on the living wage. What we have in the Directive is not so far away from the idea of the living wage. And my last remark is on inflation. I am not against subsidising energy. Some countries did it and had low inflation rates. And in that sense, you will have less conflicts on wages and on costs, etc. However, you cannot do it forever, for budgetary reasons but as a transition process, hoping that energy costs will go down so then you can start to phase out the subsidies.  

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you. We are joined by the Hon. Bernice Bonello and before her we had the Hon. Carmelo Mifsud Bonnici. I have three points which I would like to make. The first point is on the minimum wage. As a country we believe in the minimum wage. We introduced the minimum wage in Malta, if I’m not mistaken, in 1972 and every government since has supported it. Recently we removed the tax on the minimum wage and every person can remain on the minimum wage for only one year. So, after a year the minimum wage has to increase. Currently, there is a revision of the minimum wage, and we have a low wage commission. (Interruptions) But besides the minimum wage, we also feel that there should be a high social protection and the welfare state in Malta is quite strong and the state takes care of its people, especially those who are on the low-income end. 

My second point is on the issue of illegal immigration. I fully agree with what my colleague said and with most of your comments. You said there is no solution ... 

MR NICOLAS SCHMIT: There is no perfect solution. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Exactly. But I don’t believe there is enough commitment from various countries. You mentioned Hungary for example. So, a solution and a commitment go together, and I think there isn’t enough commitment. This also brings me to another point which you raised, that is on the legal migration. Legal migration is something which is happening, and here in Malta I believe there are thousands of single permits which are issued every month for third country nationals who come to Malta and also to Europe to work. This worries me because there is a level exploitation. I believe that such third country nationals should not be taken advantage of if they are giving a service to the country and to the people. Most of these people stay in the country for a short period of time, maybe for a few years and then they go back home. They do this because they are seeking a better future, and as my colleague and you said, this is all about one’s future, all about raising their standard of living and to find a better situation for themselves and their families. So, I think more needs to be done to eradicate the exploitation of third country nationals in Malta and in Europe. 

HON. MARIO DE MARCO: I think that we need to regulate further the working conditions of third country nationals. I would like to continue on the pertinent point you made, Mr Commissioner, regarding countries like Hungary. To be fair it’s not only Hungary. If you had to look at the demographics of third country nationals in most European countries, you would see that in general these people do not come from countries that we see regular migration coming from. So, I think more could be done to entice third country nationals that are attracted to come to our countries to work because these are coming from those countries where there are issues that are the source of migration across the Mediterranean. This can perhaps balance out and avoid the tragedies that we are seeing today. I’m being too simplistic in this human tragedy that we’re living but the reality is that very often we are not seeing third country nationals who come to work with the countries of source of migration, that is also leading to human tragedies at sea. 

MR NICOLAS SCHMIT: This is a very important point. The point is that many of these migrants in the Mediterranean are coming from transit countries like Libya, but they are not Libyans. In fact, I don’t think many Libyans come to Europe, even though the situation in Libya is not very good. These immigrants are coming from all kinds of geographies, mainly Africa, Somalia, Eritrea or from other Sub-Saharan African countries. So, they already have a long journey behind them. Then they are in Libya under terrible conditions. We all have seen the camps there and how they get exploited by working in Libya for a few dollars so that they can save this money to pay a trafficker to bring them to Europe. 

There was this idea, and I remember when it was launched by somebody who was a minister for the interior in Germany when I was minister for immigration in Luxemburg, who said that we should go there and check who could come to Europe. This sounds cruel or difficult but, on the other hand, we can look at it from a new direction; we should look at those who want to come to Europe and who we could offer them this opportunity. This was never really approved and now we have found a solution at the borders by doing checks at the borders. I agree that we refuse these people and then say that we need people to work, and we go to Asia to try to bring people from there. There are also a lot of Pakistanis who try to enter Europe through Turkey. We really have to reflect on what could be the solution, even though it’s not a perfect solution.  

Another issue you mentioned is the labour conditions for migrants or for third country nationals. In principle third country nationals, once legally established in Europe, have the same rights to social protection and labour conditions but that is in theory only because we all know that the reality is a bit different. We have to work on that because this creates not only a socially unacceptable situation, but it also creates inside societies something of a gap because some would say that this is a question of wage dumping because where you have a lot of foreign workers wages have a tendency to go down, so nobody will want to go in that sector because wages are going down. So, I think this is a real issue that we have to work on. 

I think that as a Commission I would like to deal better with this particular issue in a general perspective. Obviously, we have to protect these workers but also in a more general context of justice on the labour market. Unfortunately, ELA has no role to play for third country nationals. It is mainly about European nationals. ELA is the European Labour Authority. We have to use more this issue of fair labour conditions for everybody. This is Europe. Europe is not a place where some people are treated well while we don’t care that much about the others. This morning, I referred to the debate being held here in Malta about this. For example, during COVID-19 we discovered that in Germany thousands of workers in the meat industry were treated in a horrible way, and these were European citizens coming from Bulgaria and Romania! And then the Germans took some measures to improve that situation. I think this is something we really have to work on to make sure that those people who are coming in Europe are treated fairly and get the same protection and all labour conditions and wages that apply to everybody, and not just push down the wages which then raises the debate about dumping and unfair competition between workers, which in turn will divide our societies. The biggest danger we have with this issue is that it divides our societies. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: We are joined by the Hon. Amanda Spiteri Grech. Are there any more questions or remarks? (Hon. Members: No) I thank you very much Commissioner for this exchange of views. We welcome your suggestions that, as a Commission, you should take up the advancement of TCNs and to tackle issues of exploitation and people who are being taken advantage of. Although from some research I’m doing coming to Malta we do not have only people from Asia - I’m focusing my research on Malta - but there are also other European citizens, not from member states but other European countries, who are coming here. So, maybe one should look at enlargement as a possible way on how to tackle or address issues which may pertain to this situation. Thank you very much for your time. 

MR NICOLAS SCHMIT: Thank you for this exchange of views. It was very interesting to hear your views on this very important and not easy issue. I know how sensitive these issues are because we talk quite regularly in the Council of Ministers on this issue. Thank you.
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