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DISKUSSJONI MAL-AMBAXXATUR IŻRAELJAN ZEEV BOKER

THE CHAIRPERSON (Hon. Edward Zammit Lewis): First of all, thank you, Ambassador, for coming here. This Committee has accepted your request to listen to you as the representative of Israel. Ambassador, you can appreciate that the subject is a delicate one, but you are doing your job to regularly inform us about Israel’s position on any new developments. I have to express that this Committee, from both parties, are concerned with the situation. 

H.E. ZEEV BOKER (Israeli Ambassador for Malta): Thank you for this opportunity to share with you our observations about the situation in our region from Israel’s perspective. As you know, in a few weeks’ time we will commemorate the very tragic event of the 7 of October, the massacre that was inflicted upon our civilians and soldiers on the border with Gaza by complete surprise for the IDF intelligence and the IDF operational forces. The casualties were immense. I think everybody in Israel – and I think I mentioned this last time – knows somebody who lost someone dear to him. A good friend of mine lost her daughter in the massacre of the party that took place in Nova, very close to the border, where almost 400 civilians were butchered by the Hamas terrorists. 

Since then, we are in a stage of war, and it’s not only war with the Hamas terrorist organisation, the Islamic Jehad in the Gaza area, but as I’m sure you follow the news from the Middel East, it’s all along and beyond our borders. I was just following the media news from Israel, and it seems to be that the situation in the Northern border with Lebanon, especially vis-à-vis the Hezbollah terrorist organisation, is getting to the highest point of tension since the 7th of October last year. In fact, on the 8th of October Hezbollah decided, on their initiative, to join their comrades in the South, and they even said that they are not going to stop launching rockets, missiles etc. on our population unless there will be an end to the conflict. 

The world’s attention is mostly on what is happening in Gaza, and this is a tragedy to both communities, both to us and to the Palestinians. The number of casualties on both sides is immense. There is a sentence in Jewish tradition which says that if you lose one soul it’s like losing the universe. And it’s relevant not only to our population but also to the Palestinians. As I mentioned on a previous occasion, I had the privilege to work with the late Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, who lost his life because he was fighting for peace. I was his deputy diplomatic adviser at the time of his assassination on the 4th of November 1995. So, I know what commitment to peace is and what it means for the Israeli people. 

I think, without any doubts, that it doesn’t matter which part of the political spectrum you are on in Israel, there is a hope to live in peace with our neighbours. And the parameters of the agreement, hopefully there will be one, I’m trying to stay optimistic, but I think the 7 of October changed many perceptions on both sides of the border. If there is one, I think that sometimes the attention of the world is neglecting to relate to it, but in my opinion, our assessment is responsible for most of the war developments, as I said in the South in Gaza, in the North of Lebanon, and what is happening in Syria. 

The Israeli Syrian border is also not quiet. The border with Jordan, unfortunately, is not quiet. Just a few days ago, on the day I arrived in Malta, I heard on the news that the Houthis in Yemen launched long range missiles towards Israel. The debris of the missiles fell on my city in Modiin. There is no place in Israel which has not been inflicted or suffered from the war and, as I said, we are sorry for any casualties, even civilian casualties. I know the numbers that are being given by the Hamas about the civilian casualties in Gaza are immense but one has to remember, and I mentioned it to some of my interlocutors in Malta, to be careful about quoting the Hamas numbers because at least 50% of the casualties on their side are terrorists and not civilians.  

Coming back to Iran, I think especially Malta being a member of the Security Council, and I’m trying even though I am not an ambassador to keep intensive engagement with your government, with your Foreign Minister, and with other high officials in the Ministry and with the respected Members of Parliament and Members of this Committee. I met with the Speaker of Parliament, and I try to meet you every time I visit Malta. I think the voice of Malta is really important, especially being a member of the Security Council, but also based on the fact that you are members of the EU and now also chairing the OSCE until the end of the year. So, I think Malta has a lot of importance, and we attach a lot of importance to keeping good relations and open channels of communication. This does not mean we have to agree with Malta on everything but, as friends, we keep our lines of communication open to discuss things and that is what I try to do. 

There are issues which I try to promote in the name of my government. I can mention some of them later on, but I think it is really important that we get your attention. I don’t ask Malta to be all the way in favour of Israel because you have your perspectives, but at least I ask you to be attentive to the challenges that we are facing. And I think that the challenges are immense. We respect Malta’s efforts to take a balanced position on the international fora, on the multilateral fora and on the other aspects … People try to make a distinction between the multilateral fora and the bilateral fora, but I think they are linked to each other. And part of my mission in Malta, and I raised this with your Speaker, with your President and with your Foreign Minister this morning, is to find a way, although we are in a war situation, to keep not only the channels open but to try and explore together fields for bilateral cooperation. 

I think that Israel and Malta being Mediterranean basin countries have a lot in common in facing the challenges, for example, like the elevation of the sea level, climate circumstances, challenges in energy and challenges in water. There are companies who are already working in Malta in many fields, especially on water related issues. There are other issues on which we could cooperate, and although sometimes there is disagreement concerning the policies on the multilateral fora, it is important to find a way to develop the bilateral relations. And I think this is common sense which I see also shared by our Maltese friends, and as I said friends doesn’t mean we have to agree on everything, but friends try to weigh the other side and try to understand the motivation of that side. Criticise us when sometimes we deserve criticism. We are not immune, and we do make mistakes. I think that is all I have to say at this stage, so we can make this discussion in an interactive way. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: I wish to reply and then I will invite my colleague the Hon. Robert Cutajar to make his intervention. On. First of all, I admire your hard work because you always kept us informed with this ongoing situation. It doesn’t necessarily mean that we agree with the position you took. The Members of this committee, mainly myself, the Hon. Beppe Fenech Adami and the Hon. Mario de Marco, even in previous meetings, were very clear in our position and in the messages, we wanted to convey as a committee. Obviously, as a committee we have a very clear position, and we have a common position vis-à-vis this issue. We are 20 days away from a terrible act that happened and which you elaborately and clearly underlined. And may I remind you Ambassador, that this committee also met with some of the parents of the people that were abducted on the 7 of October and it was an important experience because no one can give them solace in that situation. 

You mentioned Yitzhak Rabin but there was also Shimon Peres. We had Dom Mintoff, Prof. Guido de Marco and Dr George Vella who were very clear in trying to find a permanent solution to this situation. Unfortunately, at times it crops up, and it will keep on cropping up until one finds a permanent solution. In all of this the main casualties are the people on the ground. There is violence, and in a war one can say that you spare the civilians and the people who are innocent, but it’s a very difficult task to do. We are genuinely concerned with that situation, and I believe that any room for negotiations for peace has to be with a ceasefire, a stop to violence and to really put everyone around the table. 

I agree with you that the situation does not only concern Israel and Hamas or Israel and Palestine but the situation, as you rightly underlined, involves Syria, Yemen and Iran. There is a very complex situation which has to be addressed, and we are concerned because a bigger conflict in that area would mean a conflict which would not only affect the Mediterranean and Europe, but it will affect the whole world. So, we are very concerned. 

Our position is clear and, honestly, I describe it as a genuine one, in the sense that we were the first or amongst the first who are trying to push for a solution – and I know it is not the Israeli position but I have to mention it – which we deem to be the most practical and the most respectful solution of a two-state solution. We have been saying this for a long time, and this reflects the self determination of both nations and both people. Israel suffered a lot during our recent history, and we have to recognise it, but the Palestinians are a nation – here I am not referring to terrorists but I’m referring to the people who are suffering at the moment – that see it from a different perspective. We have a legitimate concern. We wish that the aspirations of both sides at one point will be met or, at least, there will be genuine parameters wherein one can discuss after a stop in violence. If the violence continues, it’s very difficult for anyone to negotiate. 

The situation is becoming complex because there will be the anniversary of the 7 of October. It’s a difficult situation. I’m not going to surprise you with our position because our position has remained consistent. Our position is negotiations and a stop to violence. Thank you, Ambassador, for coming to this committee to brief us. I will now invite my colleague the Hon. Robert Cutajar to make his intervention. 

HON. ROBERT CUTAJAR: I would like to thank you and welcome you, Your Excellency. First of all, I would like to excuse the shadow minister for foreign affairs, the Hon. Beppe Fenech Adami, who couldn’t be here today due to health reasons. But he sends his best wishes. As my colleague said, we will support any initiative in favour of peace, and I would like to highlight again that it is important that we have a bipartisan approach. We are in agreement on a common position regarding this situation and also on the way forward. As I said, we will support any initiative in favour of peace which, after all, we really believe that it is the best solution for a way forward. 

H.E. ZEEV BOKER: I appreciate it and respect Members of Parliament. Maybe I will reply and then we can switch to the second part of this meeting. First of all, I repeat, and I know that I might sometimes sound like an old cut, but I think I mentioned it in all our meetings that I am a career diplomat and in all my previous assignments, including the current one, my first priority is not the government but the parliament. I find, especially from my previous rounds of diplomatic missions, that keeping the parliament informed and working with the parliamentarians carries a lot of value to the relations, and sometimes it’s as effective as working with government officials. One of your respected Members of the Committee is your Foreign Minister but in our case it’s a bit different. We also inherited part of the British system, but I think something which is important for me, as you know, is to always keep as a priority to have a meeting with you and your colleagues. 

I think I mentioned it last time as well but, with all due respect to me as a career diplomat, I think that in line of what I have just said, one should find a way to make the relations between the Parliament in Malta and the Parliament in Israel, the Knesset, stronger with direct communication. You don’t always need me; I can be a facilitator but in Israel we have a Committee for Foreign Affairs and Defence. And I think last time I suggested to you that there should be direct contact, and even the possibility of some of your Members to visit Israel and inviting Members of the Foreign Affairs and Defence Committee from the Knesset to visit Malta. 

In the meeting I had yesterday with the Speaker, I also mentioned another avenue for making the relations between parliaments stronger, and this is the friendship leagues. Together, myself and your very capable Ambassador in Israel, we initiated to establish or to re-establish the friendship league in both Parliaments and I think that is another avenue which we can use. You don’t need somebody to interfere with your engagement with the Members of the Knesset but, as I said, I see it as a duty to come and brief you and to have an open discussion with you. 

Two last points which I need to refer to before we move on to the second part of the meeting, the more informal one. I really thank you for the two actions that you took. The first one is that very shortly after the 7th of October massacre you came out with a very strong statement of solidarity and sympathy to the victims of the massacre that was inflicted on us. And secondly, a few months ago you welcomed the members of the families of the victims in this committee. 

In the meeting I had today with your Foreign Affairs Minister, I also mentioned that there will be some families present in the UN General Assembly. Knowing that Malta will be represented at the top level, by your Prime Minister, Foreign Minister and a few others, if there will be an opportunity for members of the Security Council to meet the families, I think that will be very important. I still keep in contact with these families and for me it was emotional. I remember in this visit there was a woman whose daughter managed to be released alive. Her name is Noa Argamani. But unfortunately, more than 100 victims are still in captivity in unbelievable conditions. There is nothing to be compared with and I don't even want to try to compare it because I might find myself in the most extreme scenarios. This pin that I have has the colour yellow which is a sign of solidarity with our victims. 

The other one is the Israeli Maltese flag, the bilateral links between our countries is something that we have to work together to make it stronger. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: The Hon. Robert Cutajar. 

HON. ROBERT CUTAJAR: A few years ago, we hosted the friendship group from Israel, and we met with five or six of your parliamentarians. We had an official meeting here in Parliament together with Mr Speaker. I think that was four years ago but since then no friendship group managed to continue our relationship on that level. In a few weeks’ time we will be having the IPU General Meeting which will be held in Geneva. 

H.E. ZEEV BOKER: What are the dates? 

HON. ROBERT CUTAJAR: I’m not sure of the dates exactly but it will be in October. I think it’s between the second and the third week of October. It’s in Geneva and we can also have a bilateral meeting there if there are any updates. Mr Speaker will be present as well in Switzerland, so we can also have an official meeting there. 

One last point I wanted to mention is that one of the families which was in Malta, they had a young girl with them, were invited by our Leader, the Hon. Bernard Grech, to his office here in Parliament. We had a lovely meeting there. It is something that we look forward to, if need be, to have meetings in the very near future. 

H.E. ZEEV BOKER: I appreciate it, and I feel at home here. We can go to the second part of the meeting now. Thank you. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: By request of the Ambassador, we will go off air. Thank you.

Fuq talba tal-Ambaxxatur Boker il-Kumitat qabel li l-aħħar parti tal-laqgħa titkompla fil-magħluq.

Fis-2.33 p.m. il‑Kumitat aġġorna għal data li kellha tiġi komunikata aktar tard.


2


