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MINUTI

Il-Minuti tal-Laqgħat Nri 19, 20 u 21 li saru fil-31 ta’ Ottubru, fit-8 u fit-28 ta’ Novembru 2023 rispettivament ġew ikkonfermati.

LAQGĦA MAL-AMBAXXATRIĊI TAL-KOSOVO, IS-SINJURA LENDITA HAXHITASIM

THE CHAIRPERSON (Onor. Edward Zammit Lewis): Rimarki? Ms Lendita Haxhitasim.

MS LENDITA HAXHITASIM (Ambaxxatriċi tal-Kosovo): I would like to extend a formal invitation to the head of this friendship committee on behalf of the head of the Foreign Affairs Committee back home because we look forward to having you over as the Foreign Affairs Committee but also as a friendship group, which we would have the pleasure of joining. We think this could be a normal way of collaboration and of exchanging information. We have had such a great relationship ever since Malta recognised our country from the beginning, and we always appreciated your strong support, even when it comes to the EU or the UN or other areas. For that reason, knowing that now Malta is doing so well in the international arena, it was important for you to be a member of the Security Council, but also to preside the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). This is very important for us. 

I know that you are quite busy with everything that unfortunately is happening in the world. The Balkans are there, and they are quite close and very often, unfortunately, there are still some created threats. It is also important for you to be more informed, and for this reason, we thought that it would be very natural that we would offer you to be like an ear for the Balkans. I know that now there will be more reason for you to come over, and we will also have your leaders over, but it is important for Parliament to be present too. 

I wanted to brief you about what is happening in our part of the world. As you know, we have presented our candidate status to the EU since last December and we are still potential candidates. It is good that enlargement came back on the EU agenda. Of course, maybe not necessarily always listening to the Balkan countries. We understand that there was a strategic necessity to send this message of enlargement from the East, and this is so important, but we would not like to be forgotten, especially when you sometimes deal with an uncomfortable neighbour in the Northern part, which is not always easy. So, even though back home things are going well, and not because we are saying so, but because many indicators of international organisations state this. 

There were also arguments that maybe Kosovo is more ready than some other member countries. Not to be offensive, but we had the blessing that we declared independence in 2008, so we had the chance to observe the others and to start from scratch. Our legislation framework is very much advanced, not only in the rule of law, in protecting minority rights, in democracy and freedom of media, but we also align completely with the Acquis Communautaire. Before a law is adopted, it has to pass through different committees to be sure that it is aligned. So, in a way, we even tried to embrace some principles because we know it takes a long time, and we do hope that the EU will consider this. 

We have a political problem because there are five EU countries that don’t recognise us, and this is quite a big problem, but we think that this could be overcome. One positive development that happened on the 1st of January was the visa liberalisation for Schengen countries. Thank God this is another thing out of our agenda, and again, thank you for your support and please continue supporting us because for ten years our citizens were not allowed to move freely. We considered this as an injustice since we reached 95 criterias much before the other Balkan countries, but it was a political issue. Unfortunately, it was the only carrot the EU was hiding from us because they could use it as a leverage in the dialogue with Serbia. 

In this regard, unfortunately the dialogue for normalisation of relations with Serbia was like tango dancing! It was not really helping to have a High Representative from Spain and a main facilitator from Slovakia, so when our Prime Minister was seated around the table, he had three non-recognisers, not only Serbia, and that was not an ideal situation. Nevertheless, we committed ourselves to respect our obligations. We were ready to sign the agreement that came up in February and then in May, but unfortunately Serbia was not. So, even from that, the EU sometimes can be very creative, and they said that this is the first time that there’s an agreement that could be implemented, even though it was not signed, but unfortunately it didn’t happen because there were so many obligations. 

We were mainly asked to implement the creation of the municipality with a majority of Serbs, which is quite challenging. We also considered and we were presented with different models that exist around the world, but as you know, a copy and paste model doesn’t exist. You also have to see the context. We have seen what happened in Bosnia. Everything started with the association of communities with Serbian majority. Now they have a Republika Srpska, which is a Serbian Republic that wants real independence, but they are always blocked because of this entity that is trying to get away and, unfortunately, it is always commanded by Belgrade. This was also the aim with Kosovo, which we tried to explain to our international counterparts, but it’s not always so easy. These are people that have their mandates, and they want to tick the box, but who will be living there will be our children. For someone else who doesn’t live there that’s not important, but for us it is because we lost so many lives during the war for our independence, so we don’t want to still struggle for one day to lose a part of our tiny territory. 

There were different things happening last year and it was really eventful even for us. As I was saying, there were these artificial incidents constructed that, unfortunately, we are used to. Last year started with the Serbian authorities and instructors abandoning their jobs thinking that they could provoke a crisis within Kosovo, and we had to schedule the new elections in the four municipalities with the majority of Serbs. They were instructed from Belgrade to boycott the elections, but nevertheless they were regular and for the first time the Albanian mayors were elected. They had to be escorted to the municipalities because even though the population boycotted the elections, they were against. You probably heard that there were some quite aggressive demonstrations from the local population, but there was also infiltration of many criminals. I can also say it clearly because we identified with facts that there were some Russian infiltrations and that is when some soldiers of Kosovo Force (KFOR) mission were even wounded.

There happened something interesting because that was the moment when everywhere in the international media was projected that the Balkans is the next war, and this was the only way to project the crisis in different parts while they were having trouble in one part, just overshadowing what was really happening. But what really happened in the international arena, as usual, is that the weaker states always have to pay the bill, so some measures were imposed by the EU. There were some financial programmes to Kosovo that were suspended because we reinforced the security measures by our police. We didn’t send the army, which happened with Serbia, but Serbia had the free pass. Every time we talk to the EU partners, it’s an interesting fact that sometimes the EU feels that some countries who are playing with two chairs should be more caressed because if they have to show the strong hand, they could just go along even more with Russia. 

This happened at the end of May. In June we were penalised a bit more and then in September we have suffered a terroristic attack on the border with Serbia. There was a group of around 60 paramilitaries that entered the border, and they found refuge in an Orthodox church. This is not the first time that they have used this kind of tactics. They usually find refuge in churches in order to provoke an attack, thinking that the local population will come back and then it will be portrayed as a religious and an ethnic problem. Thank God, our people did not react but, unfortunately one of our police officers lost his life. He was killed while on duty. 

This group managed to escape, but they had three casualties, and they left behind some documents and drones. Their project was to occupy all that part of Kosovo. The person who organised this attack was the Deputy President of the Serbian political party in Kosovo! He was identified because we have pictures of him. He escaped to Serbia, and Serbia was pressured to do something. They arrested him for 48 hours and then released him! We are now asking for an international investigation because that was quite an aggressive breach and violation of our territory. Unfortunately, this has also helped to portray our country as unsecure, as something that could provoke the next crisis etc., but everything was planned. It was very interesting because there were things happening in the international arena and there is also always this attempt to use this card from Russia. 

So, the situation was not really easy this year. We are trying to move forward with our candidacy for the Council of Europe, and in the meantime, we always have to advocate these attempts of destabilisation. Unfortunately, we are not seeing any measures being taken by the EU because there are different interests. Nevertheless, we aren’t discouraged, and we are also working hard for our internal reforms. We are trying to demonstrate that we are worthy to be members of the Council of Europe. This will be the first natural step, and then we’ll move forward with security structures like PSP and NATO because we are investing a lot also in our security council. 

So, we really do appreciate your support in the Council of Europe. I am meeting your colleagues later to support us, but just to brief you about this, it should be considered that during this year there were different reports taken from eminent lawyers of the Council, and they have released this report that there is nothing that impedes Kosovo from getting its membership. Somehow for us everything is more difficult as this membership could just be a natural thing without having so many reports. Previously there were always some barriers that we had to justify why we were doing something. It is very natural for us. We do embrace all the international treaties and conventions that deal with human rights. We feel that we do belong to that family, and it would be so important to us. We will also try to pursue our objective to the EU because that is natural. We don’t have another alternative, that is the only one, and we also would like to work a bit closer with you. 

I’m also very happy that today we will be signing a memorandum of understanding (MOU) between the Ministry of Culture, and we are also finalising another MOU with the Ministry of Education. I’m looking forward to coming back with our Minister for Education because we also appreciate what Malta did in this field and it is very important to have these exchanges. Last night I met the Rector, and he was glad to meet our visiting professor from my city here. It is really nice when you see that education is pioneering in our natural relationship and culture. But I believe that parliaments have so much to do, and it is so important for this reason to promote more exchanges, more visits and, why not, some common initiatives because it would be natural that we would be your allies in all the parliaments in the European Parliament or in the delegations to the international organisations. I would also be interested to hear what your interests are or if you have anything that I can brief you on in more detail, or if there is some particular interest in our area that you might have. I am at your disposal. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: First of all, thank you Your Excellency, for coming here to address this Committee. In this Permanent Committee, with the help of my colleagues, we try to reach consensus with regards to foreign policy perspectives. Malta is a small country with big relevance, with big geopolitical importance, and we try to cooperate amongst each other - mainly the two prominent parties - to be effective in our foreign policy and to reach consensus. I believe we are managing to do this even vis-à-vis Kosovo. 

We started our diplomatic relations quite early. I believe it was September 2011, so it was the administration of that time, and the position has not changed since then. I believe that we increased the vigour of the understanding of what the Kosovars passed through, the understanding of your relevance and the relevance of the Balkans. The stability of the Balkans is important for Malta, and I believe it is very important for the European Union, for Europe and even globally, vis-à-vis the historical relevance of what happened in the last centuries with regards to any potential problems in the Balkans. 

So, we understand your position, we understand and appreciate your efforts, and we will continue to help you in the European Union fora. I agree with Your Excellency that you registered very big progress even vis-à-vis other countries that had their candidature before you with regards to the screening and the Acquis Communautaire that you mentioned. We passed through that process in our recent history, in the early 2000, and I believe that today there is a national consensus that with all the challenges which the European Union presents, with all the situations of mutual understanding with other member states and with the EU institutions, the Malta experience of the European Union, and even the other way round, has been a positive one. I augur that it will be the same for Kosovo and the Kosovar citizens. I believe that this is very important for you because it will give you stability and a guarantee of peace and tranquillity for the Kosovar people. 

You mentioned education and culture. As you said, you are going to sign two MOUs, which are important for us, and I believe they’re also important for Kosovo. Culture is very important for us from different aspects. Culture is our identity, and I believe that as a small country it is a beacon of our identity through the centuries. It is also an asset for our tourism, so that is very important for us. With regards to education, we are a country with very limited natural resources, but we have a good potential with our human resources, and obviously education is the vehicle to reach that potential. We have a university of long-standing importance and relevance in Europe and possibly in the world, and even our other educational institutions have reached an acceptable and satisfactory degree of excellence. 

So, from what is going to happen in the immediate future, I believe that to increase the relevance between both countries we need, first of all, air connectivity. We have very limited air connectivity, so this is important because it will help both our peoples to understand each other and to visit our countries. I believe that is a priority. We also have to increase trade and commerce because I have to admit that we have limited trade and commerce between us due to connectivity and even due to your situation. It’s been only in the very recent history that Kosovo could decide about its trade and economic relationships, but we can build, and I believe there is a very good solid foundation to build on.

The last point is foreign policy vis-à-vis the European Union, European institutions and the Council of Europe. You told us that you have a meeting with the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE), which is a very relevant meeting, but even with multilateral institutions globally. Today, Malta is playing a very important part in the European Security Council. Malta has been a very important player, and we always try to increase our relevance. 

My colleague’s - the Hon. Mario de Marco - father was a great advocate of Malta and of our international relations, and I am sure that the Hon. de Marco will elaborate more on that point. We want to keep that momentum and obviously, where we can help Kosovo, subject as well to adhering with the screening process of the Acquis Communautaire, in which process you are doing very well, we will do so. I agree that we will remain strong supporters of Kosovo. Thank you very much for this opportunity.

I now invite the Hon. Mario de Marco to make his comments. 

HON. MARIO DE MARCO: What the Chairperson said very much said it all. First of all, thank you for being here today because it has been very interesting listening to you. The point I wanted to add was that we have always firmly believed in a Euro-Mediterranean policy, which is one of the reasons why traditionally Malta, through the decades and irrespective of which party was in government, always believed in having a strong relationship with the Balkan States. Obviously, the history and security of the Balkan States were always of keen interest to us because we firmly believe that you cannot have peace and security within Europe without peace in the Mediterranean and vice versa. We have seen this throughout the political history within Europe. 

We have seen the problem of turmoil in the Balkan States, and how it affected Europe, and we have seen how insecurity within Europe ultimately can also affect the Mediterranean region. So yes, we firmly believe in the promotion of dialogue, not only within the Balkan States but also within Europe and the Balkan States, including Kosovo, which is the reason why Malta was one of the first countries to recognise Kosovo, as my colleague rightly pointed out, going back to 2011, when the Nationalist Party was in government and then it was followed up by the Labour Party in government. So, irrespective of which party is in government in Malta, there is a totally uniform consensus that we want to keep strong relationships with Kosovo whilst at the same time keeping strong relationships with the other Balkan States. We believe in your aspiration towards the European Union membership, and the fact that you now have a candidacy status is important. 

MS LENDITA HAXHITASIM: We have potential candidacy. 

HON. MARIO DE MARCO: Yes, in fact you have to start from there. The Council of Europe is an extremely important institution. For us, during the pre-EU period, the Council of Europe was the most important forum, so our advice is to do whatever you can do from the Council of Europe. I won’t say it plays second to the European Union because ultimately, it’s the political dialogue that goes beyond; it’s parallel. The European Court of Human Rights (ECHR), which is a forum of the Council of Europe and not of the European Union, is also very important and it is still very relevant today. 

The Hon. Zammit Lewis and I share the common fact that we were both ministers for tourism and obviously we are aware that tourism is a great promoter of culture and dialogue between people, so if somehow, we can improve the connectivity with Kosovo, that will help with dialogue, it will help with trade and it will help with understanding. Therefore, this is not purely a promotion of a leisure activity, but it’s a promoter of political dialogue, understanding, economic dialogue and economic activity. So, I fully adhere to what Hon. Zammit Lewis is rightly promoting because it helps to facilitate, but ultimately, we both share the vision of a larger Europe.

We see what is happening in Ukraine and we have also seen that ultimately membership and growth of the EU, despite its administrative bureaucratic problems, helps dialogue and helps stability. If there’s one thing which the EU has really achieved is stability amongst the member states. Sometimes we grumble about the EU and about its bureaucracy. In fact, the reality is that the larger it grows, the more bureaucratic it can become. However, there is an underlying achievement of the EU which we tend to take for granted, which is the stability it brings and the possibility of dialogue around the table on an equality basis, irrespective of the largeness of the member state concerned. Malta and Kosovo probably share a relatively small population, but at the end of the day the relevance that EU membership gives is that around that table, whether it’s Germany, France or Malta who is discussing, we both have equal voices, so that has helped us tremendously.

We wish you well, but at the same time it’s not an easy and a short process. It’s a long process that will test your perseverance, but at the end of the day it is certainly worth it. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Do you wish to add anything, Your Excellency? 
MS LENDITA HAXHITASIM: Thank you for your comments. I really appreciate your demonstration of continuous support, which is very much appreciated among all our institutions.

I would like to underline that last year we had political consultations with you, and we renewed the framework of collaboration, which foresees many of these segments of cultural collaboration. I am a strong believer that connectivity between people is very important and that it should start from the grassroots. When diplomacy is strong, that helps also their leaders to be more decisive. We were isolated for so long, maybe also because some EU countries had some prejudices or remained with that historical memory of Kosovar refugees. By the way, we do appreciate that Malta helped a lot at that time. The last 25 years were mainly peaceful since the war has ended and it could be very interesting and very important for us if Kosovo could be coronated with the membership of the Council of Europe in view of the fact that this year it is celebrating the 75th anniversary because we will be the only European country that is lacking in this puzzle of democracies.

With regard to trade, I agree that not much can be done. Our respective Chambers of Commerce have some contacts, and they also have some MOUs. We tried to bring some of our representatives here, and I know that there is a dialogue. We actually do share a common sector which is too small, but in a way, I think that like trade, the ICT sector is also very strong. Somehow, we have become a natural hub for startups because our population is very young. In fact, 75% of our population is under 35 years of age, so education is very important. 

Also, our government is doing everything to bring back all the people that have studied abroad. Actually, half of our government are from our diaspora, and we are developing some strategies which are quite interesting. Certainly, we would like to share and consult with you about the involvement of the diaspora in decision-making. Last November we have just started an “Ulpiana forum”, which we will be structuring it into a more stable forum. We will have different countries coming to contribute and offering some training because our diaspora is very important for us. They are not only contributing with their remittances, but even before the war, when our autonomy was abolished by the Milosevic’s regime, we managed to survive thanks to our diaspora. I form part of the generation that wasn’t allowed to study in our own language. We did then create this inhouse parallel structure of education and somehow, having on our shoulder all these hard experiences, which at the end concluded with a war, we cannot forget how much we owe to our own people. So, for this reason we will continue to work hard and to try to nourish this bilateral relationship.

I think you will see more Kosovars here and now it will be easier even for your colleagues to come here even at short notice. Although we do not form part of the Mediterranean directly, we do appreciate when there is a natural opening, and we are included in some forums that usually we will not be included in. Having said that, I think that actually something exceptional happened as we will be hosting the Mediterranean games in 2030 and although we don’t have a seat, we will have a helping hand from our good neighbour Albania, so at least, that segment of the sea games is going to be held there. Unfortunately, I think we cannot participate in the Games of the Small States of Europe (GSSE) because our population is a bit more than one million, but we would love to be included in all these initiatives. We would appreciate if you’ll think about some initiatives that could be opened up to us. Sometimes, not being part of international organisations leaves us a bit behind.

Also working on this fundamental issue for our bilateral recognition; I don’t know about a state that had to pass through this complex and difficult exercise of asking bilateral recognition, and this has been ever since. I form part of the first generation of diplomats. They started in 2008, and I never thought that we would be in 2024 and still asking for them! While I was serving in New York, I have seen that it is so important to be on this table, considering we are not part of the United Nations (UN), and it was really hard to cover it from outside. For this reason, it was so important to talk to friends. You have put on the table some important issues to the UN and priorities for the UN Security Council. For example, women, peace and security are very dear to us, among other issues. We always talk with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to possibly build up the expertise together. This is very important even after you would have the Presidency. I would also like to ask you … Maybe we could talk about this issue whenever you decide to come with your colleagues. You have a great relationship with all the countries that participate in the forums that you participate in. We are not so present in Africa. We even struggle to talk to them, and we certainly need a really strong shuffle in diplomacy that will involve someone to go there but considering all those things that are happening in Kosovo - as I mentioned before - this is something which is not so easy to do. Sometimes we appreciate a helping hand or more expertise from your side or from your close relationship with one or another non-recogniser. I just mentioned one continent, but it can also be others. So, if you can think about some countries that you are really close with … Sometimes just to hear and to be briefed from a friend, it’s really important. So please do consider this. We might reach out about this, and we would appreciate. 

Regarding the trade exchange, we are actually in a good stage. Our agriculture is flourishing, so we can think about that. I was also thinking about suggesting our Minister of Agriculture to visit your Minister because I was hearing from university that there is a struggle to motivate students to study agriculture. I was suggesting proposals out of the box to combine ways of research and different tools with innovation. There are so many options.

Tourism is so natural, and I guess that now it will come. Just for your information, you have very wisely appointed an Honorary Consul in Kosovo who has a touristic company, so we will try to build plans that will include Kosovo and Malta. I am also trying to identify an honorary consul who could be very active. I’m still searching and if you have any proposals, I would be really willing to hear them because at the end of the day that’s also something that could help to bring our two countries together. 

Until we have a direct connection, we can always use Skopje in North Macedonia because there is a direct flight from here, and we have a great highway between Pristina and Skopje. In fact, after only 40 minutes you will be in Pristina, so in a way that could also be recuperated. There is a lot of potential, so we will be looking forward to that. I’m very glad that some things also happened very naturally.

I hope to come back on the 9th of February as there will be a theatre play in Valletta that started through the collaboration of the National Theatre Pristina, Valletta, Parma and Ljubljana. I managed to get EU funds and put up a very ironic, but very interesting play about European show. So, they will be here on 9th February in your theatre, and if you will be free, I’m more than happy to invite you. It is really nice when you see our different fields of culture collaborating because it is so natural. It was really wonderful to meet your representatives. We have great collaboration with your Embassy in Rome, but also here with the Ministry, and we do appreciate this. We will be willing to continue with you and whenever you have something to raise up, please do feel free to contact us. We are only a phone call away until we create a direct flight. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you very much, Your Excellency. I took note of your priorities vis-à-vis Africa, tourism and agriculture, which although it is a small sector due to our size, it is a strategic thing for us and also for our self-sufficiency. On behalf of the Committee, I wish you good luck for the Council of Europe. 

MS LENDITA HAXHITASIM: Thank you so much.

If I may conclude, if it helps or if it’s of interest to you, I could accelerate this invitation from our head of foreign policy in order to open up the invitation for anyone of you who is interested to create a friendship group. I don’t know how long it takes or what are your procedures, but if this helps and if you agree, I would be willing to start immediately. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you. We took note of this invitation.


ĦATRA TA’ CHAIRPERSON FUQ IL-GRUPP TA’ ĦIDMA I

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Jien tkellimt mal-Whip tal-Gvern u konna qed naqblu li dan immexxih jien ukoll, dejjem jekk taqblu. Però jkun hemm persuna min-naħa tal-Gvern u persuna min-naħa tal-Oppożizzjoni. 

IS-SUR IAN PAUL BAJADA (Research Officer II): Il-ħatra hija biss għaċ-Chairperson għax l-oħrajn se jibqgħu l-istess. 

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Tajjeb. Ara jekk taqblux li at this stage mmexxih jien. Tajjeb hekk? (Onor. Membri: Iva) Grazzi lil kulħadd.

Fis-1.26 p.m. il‑Kumitat aġġorna għal data li għandha tiġi komunikata aktar tard. 
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