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MINUTI

Il-Minuti tal-Laqgħat Nri 31, 32 u 33 li saru fil-21 ta’ Ottubru, fit-13 u fil-25 ta’ Novembru 2024 rispettivament ġew konfermati. 

LAQGĦA MAD-DELEGAZZJONI ĊEKA TAL-KUMITAT GĦALL-AFFARIJIET EWROPEJ

HON ONDREJ BENESIK (CHAIRMAN OF THE EUROPEAN AFFAIRS COMMITTEE): Dear Chairman, ladies and gentlemen, thank you for receiving us and to be able to talk to your Committee about EU affairs. It is definitely not my first visit to Malta, and I always love to return to your country. As you said we brought rain to you, and we say it is good luck because we have a saying in Czech that it rains luck. 

The new European Commission has been appointed, and I think that both our Committee and your Committee are highly interested in it. So, that is one of the things we would like to discuss with you, that is the new priorities of the new European Commission. When the Ukrainian conflict started, the Czech Republic had to accept a huge number of refugees in a very short time. Over two months we accepted nearly half a million refugees from Ukraine! And that was a huge pressure on our social system, healthcare system and education system. We managed to cope with it but as you can see migration is a big issue for us just as it is an issue for you. 

We have separate committees for EU Affairs and Foreign Affairs. So, this is the EU Affairs Committee, and I am the Chairperson of this Committee. It is one of those permanent standing committees in our Parliament. So according to the rules of procedure we have to have a committee. Our committee forms sub-committees on a regular basis. We have one regular sub-committee for migration and asylum policies, and we also have a sub-committee for cross border co-operation. 

In terms of the regular issues that our committee deals with, we debate EU draft legislation, and we also serve as a point of oversight of the government positions to these draft regulations. So, it is about looking into the government positions but also communicating with the European Commission about looking into the government position and also communicating with the European Commission about them. 

The second thing that we deal with in the Committee is that we discuss the Prime Minister’s mandate, always prior to the European Council’s meeting. In our committee we also discuss human resources and nominees for important positions in the European institutions. When our committee passes a resolution, we are the only committee that the resolution is automatically perceived as the resolution of the whole Chamber of Deputies, the whole House. Otherwise, resolutions would have to go to a plenary session to be approved. But in our committee, we are the only ones who don’t have to go through that. So, it is automatically a resolution of the whole Chamber. 

Our Parliament has two Chambers: the Chamber of Deputies, the Lower House and the Senate. We have a partner committee in the Senate, but their resolutions do not automatically become the resolutions of the whole Senate. They have to be debated at the plenary session. However, in the Chamber of Deputies, for practical reasons we do it the other way because roughly the number of legislative acts that we discuss only in our committee is the same as the whole number of legislative acts discussed by the plenary. So, for practical reasons it is automatically becoming a resolution of the whole House. 

We also have a right in our committee to forward EU draft legislation to other expert committees, even for information purposes, just to be debated or for preliminary evaluation. Then we can take that preliminary evaluation as a basis for our own decision making. For example, the other committees are the Environment Committee or Education Committee, depending on what is being discussed. Our committee serves as a parliament inside a larger parliament for European issues. 

That is briefly the introduction of what our committee does and what are our powers. Apart from what I have already mentioned, we will be interested to hear about your committee, how you organise work, what are your powers, and how you communicate with the executive branch and how you deal with EU legislation drafts, etc. Now let me briefly introduce my colleagues from the delegation. We represent both the coalition parties and the Opposition. Here is the Hon. Marie Posarova, my colleague from the Opposition, the Hon. Vladimir Zlinsky and the Hon. Jiri Carbol. We are also happy to have with us the Ambassador for Malta, H.E. Jan Kohout. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Are you stationed in Rome? 

H. E. JAN KOHOUT (Czech Republic Ambassador for Malta): Yes, exactly. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you very much Hon. Ondrej Benesik and Members of the Committee. First of all, you gave me a very good overview of the wide-ranging powers or competences of this particular Standing Committee within the Czech Parliament. It gives us a very good idea with regards to our Standing Orders and rules because it seems that your Permanent Committee has a wider range of competences than this Committee in our Maltese Parliament, which is unicameral due to our size and also due to our legal and constitutional tradition. However, with the help of my Honourable Colleagues, we do a lot of work with regards to examining current issues, and in that sense, we keep the executive in check with regards to policies and presentations which are conducted before this Committee. 

And secondly, vis-à-vis Article 5 of the Treaty of the European Union, as you said before, we scrutinise legal Acts of the European Union with regards to the principle of subsidiarity and proportionality which are two very important principles of European law, but also two important values that give more powers to member states and to regions and local authorities. In that sense, we co-ordinate with other committees and with governments and request presentations from different ministries. That is a comparative power which we have vis-à-vis the Permanent Committee of the Czech Republic. 

To continue on the subject, with regards to Ukraine, I must say that Ukraine is a common concern for all member states and for Europe in general. We have already expressed, as the Czech Republic expressed, our unequivocal position vis-à-vis the Russian aggression on Ukraine. But I also understand that the Czech Republic has been hit directly with regards to immigration issues as the Hon. Chairperson already underlined, and we express our solidarity in that regard. 

This is another experience and affirmation how migration is a problem for all member states, obviously from different perspectives and from different areas, but it reaffirms our resolve that it has to be solved at a European level. It is a European problem, it’s not a problem of the Czech Republic or the Republic of Malta, but it is a problem shared by us all and, therefore, we need a European solution to it.

Challenges that have to be addressed, as the Hon. Chairperson rightly said, by the new European Commission. There are issues like the green deal and the digital agenda which will help to strengthen the internal market and to promote more economic and social cohesions which are fundamental principles of Europe, and of European solidarity and integration. You mentioned migration but, above all, I believe that the biggest challenge for this European Commission is the competitiveness of the European Union vis-à-vis third countries such as our main competitors which are the USA and Asia. Also from the 20th of January wherein there will be a change in the Presidency of the United States of America, so we have to see the reactions to trade and barriers to trade vis-à-vis the two blocks and, therefore, we have to show a degree of important responsiveness in that regard. 

Another issue, although it is not that apparent, but which is important, is the issue of qualified majority voting, and how this will be extended to other areas where the European Union does not have exclusive competence in accordance with the Treaties. And the Czech Republic, which is not as small as Malta, but is relatively a small country in the European eco-system, and its impact on our power sharing and our decision-making powers vis-à-vis important decisions which are important for the European Union but are also of national interest to the respective countries. This will be a challenge for both of us. 

My last point - I have to give the opportunity to my colleagues who always contribute in a very concrete manner to these discussions - is that European affairs not only mean European Union but also European fora, the Council of Europe and OSCE. We had a conference a few days ago in Malta which was very important, and my suggestion is that it is not only the European Union but there are other European foras, even for specific issues like human rights and respect of human rights and the implementation of human rights and other co-operation, even trade co-operation. I saw the figures of our import/export and I believe that we can do much more in a bilateral manner between the two countries. My appeal is that we use these foras to move forward together. Thank you for your attendance here and for your interest in Malta. 

The Hon. Beppe Fenech Adami. 

HON BEPPE FENECH ADAMI: Good afternoon and thank you very much for your presentation. I am Dr Fenech Adami, and I come from the Opposition. I’m a Member of this Committee together with my colleagues the Hon. Alex Borg, the Hon. Carmelo Mifsud Bonnici and the Hon. Mario de Marco. All four of us are lawyers. As Members of this Committee, I must say that we are at a very delicate moment in terms of what is happening in Europe, and on an international level. During the past year, I think this Committee has managed to reach consensus on the major issues which impacted the whole world, Europe and even Malta. 

As Mr Chairperson explained, we took one common position with regards to the war declared by Russia on Ukraine, whereby both parties in this Committee and on a national level have expressed a total condemnation for the attacks made by Russia on Ukraine, and full support to the European Union and the stances the European Union took on such conflicts. As an Opposition we have supported the Government in the implementation of all sanctions imposed by the European Union on Russia. 

Obviously, another very delicate issue which has dominated the international scene is the situation in the Middle East, particularly in Israel, Gaza and the whole region. There again, this Committee has met a number of times to discuss the matter with representatives from all sides of this conflict and took a common position on such a delicate situation. 

As a committee, we condemned unanimously the October attacks on Israel by the terrorist group Hamas, but we have also collectively expressed our reservations as to the excess abuse of force by the Israeli forces on the people in Gaza which, unfortunately, has left tens of thousands of innocent people dead! Our position has always been an appeal for an immediate ceasefire and the release of all hostages held in Gaza. There is a long-term solution we advocated, and this is the two-state solution which is evidently the way forward on such a delicate situation. 

On a European level we see how things are developing, and the agenda of the new Commission, set up a few days ago shows us that the European Union will be faced with challenges which we are aware of, and I’m sure there will be challenges which we may not be yet aware of. In terms of the green transition, for example, I’m sure that the targets the European Union has set in terms of the European green deal, will be faced with resistance from other massive blocks in the world such as the USA and China. So, I think we have to see how things will develop in terms of how long the European Union can stick to its targets without having a situation where countries like the USA and China verging away from such international targets which we all thought were targets that were achievable. 

In terms of issues, we definitely have the matter of security and defence which will become ever more relevant in the European Union. For the first time in the last 60, 70 years we have a war in the middle of Europe, something we thought would never happen again, and it is a matter which I’m sure the European Union has to address whether it likes it or not!

Migration will remain an issue of particular interest to Malta. I think the European Union has made big steps forward in acknowledging that the issue of migration is not a challenge for any one particular country, but it is a challenge for the whole of the European Union. Obviously, we remain a country which supports the European objective of making sure that we have effective control of our external borders with the European Union, and the European Commission’s and the European Union’s commitment to fight criminality in the world of immigration, where we all know that illegal immigration is run by organised crime, and so we fully support all European Union initiatives to fight organised crime and in combating illegal immigration. In this regard, we support an efficient asylum system which is also fair. This also means that who is entitled for protection is given protection, but who is not entitled for protection is not given protection. 
HON ONDREJ BENESIK: Well, thank you for that. Before coming here, we were at the Ministry for Foreign Affairs having a discussion and we found out that we have many things similar, sometimes even the same views on various topics, be it migration, for example, or security and defence. We do agree that it is becoming the foundation for the work of the new European Commission. It will be very important to monitor the steps taken by the new US administration when it comes in January because in the Czech Republic, we perceive the United States not just as a partner but also as an ally. The difference between these two is that the partner is someone we have shared interests with while an ally is someone we have shared values with. 

The new American President, the President Elect, is set to be a man of unexpected steps but we suppose that the system of oversight and supervision in the United States is so developed that the Parliament, for example, will be able to correct some of the unprecedented steps that he might take. Just as a point of interest, my colleague Vladimir and I come from the Zlín region in the Czech Republic, which is the very east part of the country. Maybe you have heard the name Bata shoes, the Bata family. The Bata family comes from the city of Zlín. That’s where they started their business and built it into a shoemaking empire. 

What is also interesting about our region is that the first wife of Donald Trump comes from our region. Ivana Trump and Donald Trump himself visited in the past, in the time of Czechoslovakia and then the Czech Republic. He visited the Czech Republic and the region a number of times and his children do speak a little bit of our language. Donald Trump’s children used to spend their summer vacations with their grandmother in the Czech Republic in the Zlín region. We are proud of that because we believe that having personal ties always gives you an advantage, and even though we are not the largest country in the European Union, thanks to these personal ties maybe we can have a bigger pressure on the new administration than some other member states of the EU. 

Just as you said, Europe is not just the European Union, and I am a Member of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, and I believe that that is one of the platforms which should have a stronger voice in the EU. My last comment concerns Israel and the relations with Israel and the Middle East in general. You probably know that the Czech Republic has a very unique relationship with Israel, sometimes to the level of being positively biased, in the positive sense of the word, leaning towards Israel. The Czech Republic, in other words, is a very strong and a long-standing supporter of Israel unlike many other EU member states. 

However, that does not mean that we are not able to speak up with our colleagues in Israel and tell them unpleasant things when we have to do that! We understand that the conflict over there is highly complicated, but as I said at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, you need the consent of both parties to find a common solution. And maybe I can just add a provocative comment; Israel has never provoked, has never started a war but they have always won all the wars! 

HON JIRI CARBOL (Member of the Czech European Affairs Committee): Good afternoon to all of you. Together with my colleague Madam Marie Posarova we represent the Opposition in our Parliament. I would call it a national conservative opposition and I have two comments to make. My first comment is on the security and defence policy. It seems to me that we have always been preparing for the past types of conflicts and wars when we should rather be looking forward and preparing ourselves for the conflicts and wars that might arise in the future. 

I am going to be very open and honest with you by listing out some of the future threats that we perceive as potential threats for the whole of civilisation. Nuclear conflict, even a local one, for example, in Ukraine. If it happens and it potentially colludes the territory of the Czech Republic, it will be a huge concern for us because we are not sufficiently ready for that. Another threat is a potential artificial pandemic, and by artificial, I mean that it is created in a lab, and it leaks, intentionally or otherwise, from some source. Another threat would be a large-scale blackout. A blackout of electrical energy for a long period that could be caused by a nuclear conflict if it rises or by the green transition if we implement it. 

My second comment that I would like to mention is digitalisation. We do agree that these efforts can bring a lot of good to civilisation, but we think we should also describe potential dangers and threats that digitalisation can bring about. The first danger that digitalisation can lead to is that we will build a society of oversight, where everybody will be constantly and continually monitored under oversight. The second threat that we have identified in relation to digitalisation is the use of digital technologies by the young generation which is changing their way of perceiving the world around them and it even changes their IQ level. So, excessive use of digital technologies by the young generation leads to a larger volume of various mental difficulties and problems such as depression or psychiatric disorders or suicides! I think that we should consider the potential negative consequences, and as people in certain positions of power, we should definitely consider these points. 

HON MARIE POSCAROVA (Member of the Czech European Affairs Committee): Good afternoon to all of you. I have a comment concerning the specificities of the Czech Republic. We are a country that is highly industrialised, and I believe we should withdraw from the European Trading Scheme and also from the Paris Treaty because these are destroying the industry not only in the Czech Republic but in the whole of Europe and the Czech Republic is highly dependent on Germany and their economy and industry. If the United States withdraws from the Paris Treaty, it will be an even bigger problem for the EU. It will further lower our competitiveness and further destruct and maybe fully destroy industry in the Czech Republic and in Europe as a whole. 

My concern is where do we take the money for infrastructure development and money to invest in innovations? What is your position on this? I believe that Malta could support us when it comes to our withdrawal from the Paris Treaty because when you look at the Emission Trading Scheme, I believe it is unprecedented because we pay a very high price! On average we pay around €100 per ton of CO2. Obviously, it fluctuates if there is a short-term lack of permits, and it can go up to €120. Now it is around €70 per one permit. The United States and China have a fixed price. In the USA it’s around USD8 per ton of CO2 and in China it’s around USD6 per ton. That makes the EU even less competitive. How does Malta see that? 

THE CHAIRPERSON: As my colleague, the Hon. Fenech Adami, said, competitiveness is a priority. However, even when it comes to certain things which are important because they affect our quality of life, these initiatives are important. What is more important is we try to convince our international partners such as the United States that we adopt criteria that form a level playing field for all. In that sense, and to a certain extent, I agree with what the Hon. Parliamentarian said. However, where do we strike the balance? More quality of life. I agree in the sense that it has to be an international forum that provides a level playing field for all because quality of life is important, the environment is important, but competitiveness and, in fact, I make it a point to emphasise it, is becoming an ever-increasing priority for the European Union. Competitiveness means jobs and prosperity for our people as well. 

HON MARIE POSCAROVA: Recently I saw an American movie from California and in that movie, they said that there is nothing like green energy and that there is only green money, with reference to dollars. When it comes to the renewable sources of energy, like for example solar panels, we try to solve the problem by manufacturing more solar panels. However these are manufactured in China, and the manufacturing process generates more CO2 that we often do not consider! So, I believe that the EU should leave it up to the individual member states to set up their own energy mix because in the Czech Republic we are having a problem with nuclear energy. The EU is setting up very strict conditions for us, basically dictating what we can do, what loans we can take, and what should be the price of electricity generated by nuclear sources! It cannot be lower than the electricity generated by renewable sources of energy and that means our consumers have to pay more! 

THE CHAIRPERSON: It has been a very good and healthy exchange, but we have to attend to other matters in the main Chamber. Thank you very much for your input. It was an honour for us to meet you here in Malta. 

HON ONDREJ BENESIK: Thank you for the exchange and I would very much like to invite your Committee and you personally, as the Chairperson, to come and visit us in Prague. Thank you.

Fil-5.38 p.m. il‑Kumitat aġġorna għal data li kellha tiġi komunikata aktar tard. 
2

