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MINUTI

Il-Minuti tal-Laqgħa Nru 24 li saret fid-29 ta’ Jannar, 2024 ġew konfermati.

LAQGĦA MAL-VIĊI MINISTRU TAL-AFFARIJIET BARRANIN TAR-REPUBBLIKA TAL-ARMENJA, IS-SUR PARUYR HOVHANNISYAN

THE CHAIRPERSON (Hon. Edward Zammit Lewis): The Hon Paruyr Hovhannisyan.

HON. PARUYR HOVHANNISYAN (Viċi Ministru tal-Affarijiet Barranin tar-Repubblika tal-Armenja): As I mentioned, it’s the first time we organised political consultations with colleagues in the Foreign Ministry and there were many topics discussed. First of all, Malta is chairing the Organization for Security and Co-Operation in Europe (OSCE), so it is actually a safe organisation taking this chairmanship to have an exchange on the OSCE activity. Secondly, now that Armenia has intense relations with the European Union (EU), we even proclaim our European ambition and our interest. 

As I said our visit was first for political consultation, OSCE issues but also on the European Union. Malta is also a strong supporter of deepening of our partnership. The EU is the major partner for the transformation of our country, and since Georgia is a candidate country, the new perspective of the region is now linked very much with the EU. We are interested in moving things forward as much as possible this year. That is the most important topic. 

Regarding the United Nations (UN), Malta is a member of the UN Security Council. There are a number of issues and organisations, like the Council of Europe and some other regional initiatives. We went through different projects on how to activate bilateral tracks. We decided to create an economic council. There are a number of directions; IT, tourism, pharmaceuticals, energy-related issues which have been of interest, and we realised that there is potential that could be used to use contribution from … We don’t have big diasporas like France, USA or Russia, but there is still a small community which could contribute to the development of our bilateral relations. 

Of course, the proximity, starting with the Phoenician time until the Order of the Knights, shows us that the links with Armenia are historical. In the Cathedral the first thing we saw was one of the inscriptions which was written in Armenian. So, the links between Malta and Armenia are common history because of the Ottoman Empire’s time, the Crusades’ period, etc. There are so many links and it’s a treasure to have these historical interactions and to revive them. 

The global agenda is there, Ukraine, Gaza and other issues. Unfortunately, not many positive elements to go further. We went with agreements that could be finalised. One on IT will soon be ready. To arrange the visit of the Foreign Affairs Ministries coming in May, not only as Chairmanship in Office, but also for a bilateral visit. Perhaps also a visit of the Prime Minister. That is what we have been trying to do and, of course the parliamentary dimension. We mentioned how important it is in different organisations. The European Parliament is very attentive to our region. The Parliamentary Assembly and the Council of Europe, the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly, we hosted a plenary session. Exchanges on this level could be activated both to have an active Chair of the Foreign Affairs Committee. I think he would love to come to Malta. And who wouldn’t?! But we also would be very happy to host you on any occasion. That was the agenda of our visit. 

We also shared the challenges to our democracy. We are increasingly seeing a most promising model in our region in different ratings, the fight against corruption, human rights, improvement in different areas, women’s rights, anti-discrimination policies, etc. We always try to make additional efforts, and Armenia is praised more and more. That was the topic of today. Again, I am very happy for this opportunity to meet you to see what we could do to activate our parliamentary ties. The desire from our side is indeed quite large, and we would spare no efforts to activate our parliamentary relations. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you very much Deputy Foreign Minister and Your Excellency Ambassador. It is always a privilege to enhance the parliamentary dimension of our country, and I can assure you that, although we have a bipartisan system in our House of Representatives, this Committee has always tried to adopt a common wavelength with regards to our foreign policy and, I believe, even with regards to Armenia. First of all, as you said, both as Chairperson of the Foreign and European Affairs Committee but also coming from the party supporting the Government in the House of Representatives, I believe that we can enhance a lot our trade relationships with regards to pharmaceuticals, IT, and tourism. I believe that air connectivity is an important pillar and, as a former minister for tourism, I know how important it is to establish ties by facilitating travel routes. 

Those are the lines where we can enhance our trade relationships which till this day due to a lot of reasons have been put aside. We have a very good political relationship which I believe was established in 1993, but we need to enhance the political dimension through more trade relations. As you said, there are very good areas where we can enhance this cooperation. We are very confident as a committee about the enhanced partnership between the Climate Positive Europe Alliance (CPEA) and the European Union. I believe it provides very good parameters for your relationship with the European Union and, in an indirect manner, with all the member states of the Union, including Malta. So that will give Armenia a formal framework within which to work in order to enhance relationships and, obviously, bring rules and way of doing things more in line with the European dimension which will help Armenia in its perspective, both at a European level and internationally, but as you said, it also brings the EU credentials of Armenia vis-à-vis the European Union. 

Then, as you very well said, there is the regional dimension of the Council of Europe, which is not to be underestimated, and where the emphasis is more on human rights, democracy and rule of law which is very important both for the Council of Europe and for the European Union. Then there is the OSCE, where at the moment our Foreign Affairs Minister is the chairperson, and in my opinion that provides a wider dimension than the Council of Europe, but it is important and, as you said, Armenia is playing its role as well. Then on an international level there is the United Nations which will help Armenia in its international mission within the international community. 

Then there are the obvious challenges with regards to territorial integrity and to the normalisation of certain processes which I will not delve in detail, but I’m sure they are a big priority for Armenia and even for the region, for Europe and I stress, I’m mentioning the South Caucasus, but our priority from a European perspective is that there is more stability, more certainty and peace. Malta has a similar priority in the Mediterranean, which is also a political melting pot with different challenges for us. I believe I have scraped through, not discussed, because there is a lot to discuss, but I will open the floor to my colleagues who may wish to intervene. 

The Hon. Beppe Fenech Adami. 

HON. BEPPE FENECH ADAMI: Good afternoon, I come from the party in Opposition and I’m the spokesperson for the foreign affairs. Welcome to this Committee. I think I might share a lot with what the Chairperson said about this matter. One of the areas where Government and Opposition converge is actually in terms of international relations with third countries, our relationship with the European Union and our participation in the international fora and platforms, which we proudly occupy every now and then. 

I followed what you said and what the priorities of your country are. I reiterate that as a member of the Council of Europe, today there is a registered progress in terms of implementation and respect of fundamental human rights. I’ve been a member of the Council of Europe for a number of years, and I could witness firsthand the progress and the positive feedback and response we were getting from Armenia with regards to the safeguard of fundamental human rights. Obviously, the regional conflict very much dominates the Council of Europe where I attend on a regular basis, and we witnessed the situation as it developed last December, when preoccupations and worries were expressed by your country with regards to the possible influx of refugees who had more or less left the territory in question and is now returning back to their country. What is the situation with regards to the influx of and to the returned Armenians in the country and what is the situation on the ground in that regard? 

Obviously, we believe that such conflicts … And, unfortunately, the world is plagued with conflicts at the moment, from the Ukraine to the Middle East, so the differences which still exist in your region take the back burner when certain bigger conflicts come to the fore. So, I would like to ask what the situation at the moment is in terms of the negotiations to a final settlement on the issue. Thank you. 

MR PARUYR HOVHANNISYAN: I mentioned the whole agenda, but of course the dominating topic was to inform colleagues and the Foreign Affairs Ministry about the situation from our perspective. Since the ceasefire in November 2020 Armenia has been actively trying to engage in different formats to ensure peaceful settlement. The government went to the snap elections in 2021 with one motto; the establishment of peace in the region, and people voted predominately after a catastrophic result over the war in 2020. I don’t remember another case when the government would still win, but for these reasons people have been sick and tired of conflicts, of consequences and people’s desire to finally establish peace was prevailing. 

And that is why we engage very actively, especially last year with the US mediation where we had two rounds in Washington, one week in April and the second week in July. We almost accomplished a peace treaty which is a simple treaty, basic principles of settlement, known formulas which exist in the UN charter and the OSCE documents. Then with EU mediation by the European Council President Charles Michel another aspect has been agreed. So, we thought that we were finally arriving to a conclusion but then, in September - we believe it was more Russian’s encouragement to Azerbaijan - Azerbaijan implemented military operations in Nagorno-Karabakh to ethnical cleansing after three millennia of living there. One would imagine that Armenia would stop peace negotiations. Nevertheless, we decided to decouple these issues and still go ahead with the negotiations. 

In Granada the principles were prepared. The three major principles are very simple. The first is to restore the integrity of both countries. The second is borders in accordance with the Alma-Ata Declaration with regards to state borders. The third is the opening of communications. Azerbaijan wants to have an impeded access with its enclave Nakhichevan whilst Armenia wants all borders to be opened because these were blocked since the conflict started. The idea was to have serenity under these transportation routes but under the serenity of each state because Russia wanted to have its special forces stationed on this so-called corridor. We don’t want a corridor. We want a free arrangement for transportation routes but under Armenian serenity. The same for Azerbaijan and other players. Each communication should be under control of the state. These are simple principles. It’s been agreed in Granada. 

Unfortunately, the President of Azerbaijan and the President of Turkey did not attend, so there was a stalemate in the negotiations. Then they declared snap elections and Germany stepped in, and there was a meeting in Berlin and before it in Munich. So, the negotiations are back on track. Now we’ll try to exercise all possible efforts to reach this settlement, and this position of the European Union is crucial. 

The Government’s position is clear, which is that this should be done by all means. There is no other alternative but to establish peace, and that is what we are trying to work on constantly. We shared with our Maltese colleagues what the possible assistance could be as Chairmanship in Office in the UN Security Council and as an EU member. I think we have a good opportunity this year to achieve the settlement, and peace is the only thing which is needed for that region. There is an immense potential from the energy connectivity, transportation and historical ties. Our desire and objective is to achieve peace as soon as possible and our governments spend no efforts to achieve it. 

HON. CARMELO MIFSUD BONNICI: One of the biggest preoccupations is this conflict in Ukraine. What way forward do you see as a country, what lines are you following and what are the prospects of peace in this conflict? 

MR PARUYR HOVHANNISYAN: That was also a topic to discuss. You know how much that dominates the whole environment, especially now that the region is closer to the area of conflict. For us it is an additional sensitivity because we have a significant Armenian community in Ukraine and in Russia, and of course the worry about our co-patriots is also a serious subject. At the same time, we are very sensitive to all humanitarian consequences of the war, being ourselves victims of humanitarian hardship. We always have been calling for peace. We are not formally a neutral country like Malta. We wish we could be because that would probably help us, but our position is always guided by the exclusion of use of force as a way of solving the issues and attention to the humanitarian aspect, with respect for international norms. This issue, of course, has an impact on us, on our economy and on other aspects.

Armenia, because of its geographical location and traditional links with countries of the region, obviously suffers as a result of that. We also had an impact of some migrants, even refugees, and the situation there is different. The situation is getting more complicated from a humanitarian point of view, and we really hope that there will still be a chance to finally conduct negotiations and to achieve peace, which is badly needed. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: The Hon. Alex Borg has just joined us. Thank you very much. You gave us a very good overview, and we asked the most important questions about the region, about the South Caucasus and also about Europe, which I’m sure are a priority for you and a priority for Malta as well. Thank you very much. 

MR PARUYR HOVHANNISYAN: Thank you once again. Our colleagues from Parliament will definitely be in touch with you and would be happy to organise an additional visit to discuss it on parliamentary level. We would be happy to host you on a nice occasion. We are both democracies, and we are both parliamentary republics and we participate in a number of joint actions like the summit for democracy, which is happening this week. This time it would be in South Korea but it’s being held virtually. Again, the common agenda could be collaborated very quickly. We also have friendship groups in our parliament, and we are very willing to take certain measures to activate these relations. Again, the cultural and historical proximity of the people is amazing, I always discover additional facts, and we believe that parliament has a big role here, so I’m also thankful for you to host us here. That was an important part of this visit, and we look forward to continuing our close collaboration. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you very much.


KORRISPONDENZA

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Waslu quddiem il-Kumitat tliet ittri li se nressaqhom għall-attenzjoni tagħkom. L-ewwel waħda hija note verbal mill-Ambaxxata tal-Ukrajna, li għandha s-sede tagħha ġewwa l-Italja. Il-Kumitat qed jieħu konjizzjoni ta’ din l-ittra però, ovvjament, trid tiġi approfondita u dibattuta mill-istess Kumitat.  

It-tieni ittra indirizzata lil dan il-Kumitat ġejja mill-Ambaxxatur tal-Iżrael Zeev Boker. L-istess il-Kumitat qiegħed jieħu konjizzjoni ta’ din l-ittra u se jkun hemm approfondiment tagħha f’dan il-Kumitat. 

It-tielet u l-aħħar ittra li ġiet għall-attenzjoni ta’ dan il-Kumitat ġiet mibgħuta mill-Ministru Ian Borg. Il-Kumitat qed jieħu konjizzjoni ta’ din l-ittra, u qed jirreferi għall-punti one u two tal-istess ittra, u jirringrazzja lill-Ministru li dawn inbidlu fuq suġġerimenti li saru mill-istess Kumitat meta saret il-preżentazzjoni inkonnessjoni ma’ the Individual Tailored Partnership Programme, l-ITPP, li se tidħol fih Malta. Għalhekk il-Kumitat qiegħed jaqbel ma’ dawn l-emendi għax kien il-Kumitat stess li ssuġġerixxiehom. 

Il-Kumitat qed jirreferi għall-aħħar paragrafu ta’ din l-ittra u filwaqt li jifhem li Malta se tidħol f’dan il-programm li d-durata tiegħu kienet diġà bdiet, għall-programm li jmiss li skont din l-ittra the new programme in period jibda fl-2025, qed jitlob li l-Gvern u l-Ministru jġib għall-attenzjoni ta’ dan il-ftehim fi żmien utli. U qabel ma jkun se jiġi varat dan il-programm il-ġdid għandu jkun hemm l-iskrutinju opportun tal-Parlament Malti u ta’ dan il-Kumitat. Nirringrazzjakom.  

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