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MINUTI

Il-Minuti tal-laqgħa Nru 23 li saret fid-29 ta’ Jannar 2024, ġew konfermati. 

LAQGĦA MAS-SEGRETARJU ĠENERALI TAL-OSCE HELGA SCHMID

MS HELGA SCHMID (Secretary General OSCE): First of all, thank you so much for receiving me here in Malta. It’s a pleasure to be back. It’s not my first time here because I have been to Malta many times as I said before, as a tourist but also as the Secretary General of the European Diplomatic Service, and previously when I worked as a chairperson diplomat. I’m here to pay tribute to Malta, first of all, for taking over the Chair of the OSCE in such difficult circumstances, and I’m very happy for Malta because I have a very personal excellent experience working with you when Malta held the presidency of the European Union. I’m very happy it’s Malta because I think what Malta stands for, on the one hand - as it is outlined in the programme - principled engagement but, at the same time, as a bridge builder. This is more relevant than ever. 

We had the pleasure to talk before, and everyone says that we are living in unprecedented times, with unprecedented challenges, and we need more of the OSCE. We’re not only the largest regional security organisation but I think we’re one of the few where channels of communication still exist, where bilateral relations have become very difficult, and of course here I mean Russia. Yes, there is the UN, but the UN is very big and so the work we do in the OSCE is very important. 

First of all, the need to keep the channels open and the time will come when we have to focus again on arms control, on conventional arms control. No one talks about it right now, but it is very relevant. The time will come when the whole organization will be needed to monitor the ceasefires and to demilitarise zones. We are not talking about this now, for sure not publicly, as not to undermine Ukraine, but there aren’t a lot of organisations that can do that. You also need to channel because there is a lot of work that is still ongoing, that is critical like cyber security where we have a fulcrum network point among the 57 countries that allows us to make sure that if there is an incident you can actually verify the nature of the incident before things spiral out of control. 

Malta has traditionally been very much engaged. Climate change doesn’t stop at the borders so the added value we bring in our conversation, we bring together countries that not only have friendly relations. We were talking earlier about the work we do against trafficking of human beings, which is a huge challenge. I’m also very happy with the priorities that have been defined by Malta, by your Foreign Minister. He had an excellent first meeting in the Permanent Council, which was very much welcomed by everyone, focusing on Ukraine, but also on keeping the organisation alive and functioning, and also on the bridge building role to focus on climate and digitalisation which is relevant across the three dimensions; women, peace and security and women’s empowerment. So, I think these are all priorities which are very important for us. 

I don’t want to monopolise, but I just wanted to say that I am very happy it is Malta. I’m the Secretary General of the organisation and we will support Malta as much as we can. We want this to be a very successful Chair. It’s a good fortune that Malta is in the Security Council, and tomorrow when I will have the honour to address the ambassadors, maybe I will have a discussion, if it is possible, to align a bit more because a lot of what the UN is doing is also in line with what we are doing. Last year the Minister invited me for a briefing of the EU Foreign Ministers and the G7 Foreign Ministers on Ukraine on the 22 or the 23 of February around the anniversary of the Russian war, but there are a lot of other issues and actually I think more synergies are possible. 

I think this is good fortune and, of course, Malta is an EU member, and I see my role coming from the EU as working closely with the European Union. I get a lot of funding from the European Union because we have a consensus principle, and many issues are blocked. I had to find a way around to get not only the core business funded which has worked well but also to get extra budgetary support for some of the programmes that we are doing. 

It is also important, and I will also say it tomorrow that Malta has traditionally been very much focused on the Mediterranean, and rightly so. We see now with what is happening in Gaza and I think that this is more relevant than ever. When I arrived in the organisation I wanted to have a closer cooperation with our Mediterranean partners. We had some very good discussions on corporate projects, like helping them with asset recovery, an issue that the Maghreb countries are very much interested in, and the OSCE also sees this as a platform for dialogue with Morocco, Jordan and Egypt. It has become very difficult in the light of what is happening right now, but still I think it’s good to have someone at the helm that knows the Mediterranean well. 

My last point is that I believe in what I call the whole of the OSCE approach, which is working closely with our institutions but also with the Parliamentary Assembly. I will also be happy to see some of you in Vienna next week for the winter session of the Parliamentary Assembly because the support of the parliamentarians is absolutely crucial. So, in this respect I’m very happy to be here and, again, thank you for taking the time to receive me here. 

THE CHAIRPERSON (Hon. Edward Zammit Lewis): Thank you very much and you’re very welcome. You summarised a lot of the multifaceted aspects of the OSCE which is a very important institution. This Permanent Committee is a foreign policy committee, and I must commend all the colleagues coming from both parties because we try to focus and manage to reach consensus in this Committee on different aspects and different challenges because, as you said, this is a very challenging time. We have a war in Europe, the Russian invasion of Ukraine, which is of concern to us but also, we have the Middle East. Malta has always been an advocate of a two-state solution, and I believe that Malta is one of the first countries that advocated this solution. 

That too is of concern for this Committee, for this Parliament and for Malta. You are at the helm as a CEO of this organisation but, obviously, it’s not only administrative, but you also have an important political role as well. So, that is why your meeting with us is very relevant and the OSCE is a very important institution converging on other institutions which are important to the Mediterranean dimension, which is very important for us. And we stress the importance of the EU, of the European countries which are not members of the EU, which are important for us as well, and North Africa due to the proximity, culture and trade cooperation. 

There are conversions with the Council of Europe, which is another important institution for us, and the European Union but the scope, the multilateral aspect of the OSCE is larger, and so it incorporates different countries with different characteristics, coming from different histories and cultures. And that makes it more important. 

There is the dimension of migration, as you said, and human trafficking which is an important aspect for us. You know how much we are pressing, even as a country and as Parliament, for more burden sharing because Malta, together with other countries, is bearing the majority of the burden. There is the aspect of economic and trade cooperation of the OSCE which is very important for us as a country looking outwards and depending on services and our human resources. 

Then there is climate change. At the moment in Parliament we are discussing an authority for promoting climate change in our small way because for climate change there has to be the cooperation of every country, especially the big countries, but in our small way we want to be an important advocate of this important global issue. 

There is also democracy and rule of law, which is important for us as well, so that’s another dimension. All these dimensions within the OSCE and its multilateral approach and all-encompassing of countries very different from each other, and so we try to do our utmost to cooperate with the OSCE. I believe that the relevance of the OSCE, which is an ever-increasing relevance, should have a greater role in the Mediterranean, European and global politics. 

I will now open the floor to the other Members who I’m sure would like to make a contribution. The Hon. Beppe Fenech Adami. 

HON. BEPPE FENECH ADAMI: Good evening and thank you so much for giving us this opportunity for this meeting. As the Chairperson explained, the Hon. Borg and I are Members of Parliament from the Opposition party. I am sure you are aware that we, as the party in Opposition, take the OSCE very seriously, even on a parliamentary level, in our participation in the parliamentary delegation to the Parliamentary Assembly of the OSCE. 

I am sure that you are also aware that one of the aspects where there is quite a convergence between Government and Opposition at this moment in time of our political journey is that we converge very much in terms of our foreign policy. And that applies also to the OSCE. I am sure that you are aware that the Government has the Opposition’s full support to go for this post, which comes at a very significant moment in time for Europe, for the world and for the OSCE as an institution. 

We are all aware that the world - and Europe - at the moment is going through a very delicate situation, where what we thought would not happen again, when we thought we had learned a lot from history, has unfortunately repeated itself. I’m referring to the war                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      declared by Russia on Ukraine. So, I want to convey the message that our party in Opposition supports the Government’s stand in all institutions, whether it is in the OSCE or whether it is between the European Union on the stand against the aggression of Russia on the Ukrainian people. 

Naturally, we are at a stage where this war has now dragged into its third year, and we tend to speak about a war, but we don’t speak enough on possible peace. I think that in the international dialogue, at this point in time, whilst we support, we insist that there can only be peace if Russia withdraws and stops the aggression. However, in the national and international discourse at the moment, there is not enough discourse on the way forward to attain a peaceful solution to this conflict without compromising fundamental principles, and that is, that aggression should never be rewarded, that state boundaries are there for a reason and that no one can take a unilateral decision to invade another country. 

Obviously, as a party in Opposition and as a party in Parliament, we are very preoccupied with the situation in the Middle East. The Foreign Affairs Committee has historically taken a joint position a few days after the October attack of the Hamas on the State of Israel, and the subsequent war waged by Israel in Gaza. Obviously, the situation preoccupies us on a humanitarian level because, unfortunately, we speak about too many dying like there is a threshold of how many can die before we should become preoccupied! So, that is very preoccupying for us as an Opposition, but we are very preoccupied with what is happening on a greater scale. 

We are preoccupied with the situation in the Red Sea which can and, I would say, has already started affecting Malta in terms of easier arrival of imports through the shortest routes, and also losing out on our strategic position in the Mediterranean as a port of call of so many maritime vessels navigating in the region. We are also very preoccupied with what is happening in the West Bank where the situation is escalating, the situation with Lebanon and the evident involvement or less evident involvement of Iran in this whole scenario. I say all this because I believe that this presents an opportunity to the OSCE to render itself as an institution which is a bridge builder, which can reach out, to such a diverse and colourful membership that the OSCE has. 

As a party in Opposition, we are also interested in the various areas which fall within the parameters of the OSCE. We are very much interested in the democratic institution and the protection of human rights. I think that even there we cannot take things for granted, that human rights are being observed and safeguarded in all member states of the OSCE. I think we should have the courage and the OSCE should have the gravitas to make sure that being a member of the OSCE also implies that you have to respect the fundamental principles of democracy and the fundamental principles of human rights. I am afraid that in some countries, in some member states, without mentioning anyone, the standards of respect of human rights is not being achieved or safeguarded. 

That also applies to the freedom of media which is an issue in an era of fake news, of deep fake, in an era where manipulation in a very organised manner, even from outside forces of a particular state or other, should remain high on the agenda in my opinion. So, I think the respect and the freedom of the media remains even more important in a different dimension today than maybe 10, 15 years ago, where we speak of media in a different medium, on how you can influence, on how you can indoctrinate and on how you can convey political messages around the world. 

Obviously, immigration remains an issue. My party’s position is very clear because boundaries are there for a reason, and it should be the state who decides who should be admitted into a state or not. We believe that there are people who qualify for asylum protection, there are people who qualify for refugee protection, but we are living in a world where, unfortunately, criminal organisations have taken over this very lucrative business, particularly in this part of the world, in the southern Europe, so we insist that we should respect human life. 

We, as a party, constantly take the position that we should never score points, that we should never make political statements by letting people lose their lives in any manner at sea or endanger the lives of people at sea. I think one of the biggest challenges for Europe at the moment is this rise of the extreme right, the populist right. I think the litmus test on this will be the European elections in six months’ time but that is a challenge for us all because the moment we try to accommodate, the moment we try to appease, the moment we try to outsmart those who project extreme positions, in my opinion we would be losing the battle and we would be doing a disservice to what we represent at the OSCE and what the OSCE represents. 

I augur that our Chairperson will find all the support from you. Usually the Secretary General is the person who gets things together and these few minutes I’ve spent listening to you, and what I read about you, I’m sure that you could make up a good tandem with our Chair whom we have lent you for this period of time to do a good job, to make the OSCE much more relevant and a stronger institution than it is today. Thank you. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Would you like to add anything?

MS HELGA SCHMID: Just to say that I fully agree with you. I think you made a very relevant point on the economic side, which I didn’t mention, so that I won’t take too long, but I think you are absolutely right. Central Asia is a good example. We are focusing a lot there, and that is my personal objective to focus on areas where we can bring added value other than the EU. One of these regions is Central Asia. The Central Asian countries are very proud to be in the OSCE, and they are not supporting Russia. So, Russia is pretty much isolated in the Permanent Council. On the one hand we are helping them to fight some of the challenges that come their way from Afghanistan, which sometimes is forgotten because the focus is so much on Ukraine, but with the Taliban takeover this is not only – rightly so you mentioned human rights – an absolute catastrophe for the women in that country and for the whole population but it is also a threat for all of us. 

In fact, there are lots of new terrorist formations coming into existence and also drug production has gone up five times or so because the Taliban need to make a living. So, drug production goes up and it will be brought to Europe. And then there are the weapons. So, we help them with capacity building at the borders, but we also try to encourage trade opportunities. We help them with digitalisation of trade lanes, for example, and this creates jobs, and we help them fight corruption. So, it’s a win win situation. 

With regards to the Middle East, you said there is not enough talk about peace. I have to say it’s very difficult. I remember in 2022 there was the Minsk protests and Turkey was trying to mediate. It’s my impression – and we’re speaking privately – that the Turkish President is still very much interested and there may be a visit from President Putin to Ankara. Yesterday the Russian Ambassador could not confirm it to me. China, Brazil, Indonesia and so many others have tried. In October you hosted in Malta the group that is working on the ten-point plan. Russia has been very clear, and they are not supporting that plan because some of the points are not conducive to finding a way forward. So, I think that we have to keep exploring all the options but, at this point, I don’t see much readiness from the Russian side because the statements they make is for complete surrender, and we cannot validate territorial aggression. So, on one hand, I agree with you but it’s very difficult and we just need to see what will happen after the election in Moscow. 

On the Middle East, I very much agree, and I have to say - this is my personal opinion - that there is a lot of focus on military activities like the strikes on the Houthis. We always have to find solutions and the two-state solution is the only way forward and we need everyone to commit to it. It cannot be militarily or with arms to defeat a terrorist organisation because there are some leaders that disappear but then hundreds more will come up again. I think this needs to be underlined and this is also where I see your role for the OSCE, because we are the ones who are really promoting the comprehensive approach to security. Yes, there is the military and the political dimension but then there are the other dimensions that are just as important. 

In my previous job I had to chair negotiations between four European countries - Germany, France, UK and Italy – and Iran. I was there representing the European Union. The negotiations consisted of getting the Iranians to help find a solution with the Houthis. I have to say that it worked quite well, and we actually got the Stockholm Process in Sweden, etc. But then President Trump came along and killed the Iran nuclear deal! And a lot of good diplomatic work that was done at the negotiating table was put off the table! We should not forget that. This is quite problematic. Ultimately, I can see why there are slights and there’s a clear signal to not go any further, but I fully agree with what you said, and also what we discussed before on how you have to find a political solution, and the two-state solution is the only way forward. 

I also fully agree, and this is why we have the representatives of the media. I noticed that Malta has put up as a priority media literacy. This is so important particularly for the younger generation but also for the safety of journalists, particularly women, which is a problem in many countries. The last point is about the rise of the populist right. Yes, we have ten elections in Europe this year, including the European Parliament and I’m worried. I come from Germany, where we also have the elections, and the narrative there is all about migration. And we cannot outsmart the right wing but some, unfortunately, are trying to do that but then people will vote for them. This is my personal position and not an OSCE position. 

I just want to say that this is quite important and that is why we need to have the right narratives. This is also something where I see Malta as an ally. Sometimes it’s very difficult for us, as an organisation, to get the word out about the good work that is being done. We all know that the bad news sells better than the good news. So, I always tell our heads of missions and my colleagues to try and build the narrative of the story that you can tell, and this is also important for politicians, particularly in the light of these elections, which will affect all of us. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you very much Secretary General for giving us your time. On behalf of the Members of the Committee it was a privilege to meet you and to share these thoughts with you. Thank you very much. 

MS HELGA SCHMID: Thank you once again and a big thank you to Malta. I think we will have very good cooperation, including at the parliamentary level. All the best to you. 

Fis-6.15 p.m. il‑Kumitat aġġorna għal data li kellha tiġi komunikata aktar tard. 
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