MEETING OF THE COMMITTEE ON IMPROVING QUALITY OF LIFE, EXCHANGES BETWEEN CIVIL SOCIETIES AND CULTURE OF THE EURO-MEDITERRANEAN PARLIAMENTARY ASSEMBLY
Rome, 6 November 2006

SUMMARY
On 6 November 2006, the Committee on Improving Quality of Life, Exchanges between Civil Societies and Culture of the Euro-Mediterranean Parliamentary Assembly (EMPA), chaired by the Hon. Tana De Zulueta (Verdi), convened in the Sala della Regina of the Chamber of Deputies in Rome.
The meeting discussed the following: Euro-Mediterranean culture; initiatives for the pooling of experience in the areas of education and new technology; experiences of policies to integrate immigrants in local government; and the protection of marine environments in the Mediterranean area, also in the wake of the recent ecological emergency connected with the Lebanese crisis. 
The meeting was opened by the Speaker of the Italian Chamber of Deputies, Mr Fausto Bertinotti. In welcoming the delegates to the meeting, Mr Bertinotti talked about Italy's commitment to giving the Euro-Mediterranean partnership a parliamentary dimension in which to debate ideas and frame a political programme. The Italian Speaker warned the meeting that the road ahead was long, and spoke of the need for a determined effort to bolster the pillars that support the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership, so as to enhance integration among today’s economies. Economic integration, he declared, can help prevent the current economic processes that are unfolding on a global scale from aggravating inequalities and the already deep social wounds. He also stressed the need to combat fundamentalism in all its forms and to repudiate the prospect of a devastating clash of civilisations that fundamentalism tends to ferment. Dialogue between disparate cultures, civilisations and religions is of the essence, declared Mr Bertinotti, because it is only through mutual knowledge that the two shores of the Mediterranean can narrow the gulf of understanding between them, and develop cultural relations based on reciprocal trust and cooperation. 
After Mr Bertinotti concluded his welcome address, the Chairman of the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee, Mr Lamberto Dini, spoke in acknowledgement of the work done in the previous Parliament by the Committee on Improving Quality of Life, Exchanges between Civil Societies and Culture of the Euro-Mediterranean Parliamentary Assembly, when it was chaired by Senator Mario Greco (Forza Italia).

The next speaker, the Italian Deputy Minister for Foreign Affairs, Mr Ugo Intini, underscored the need to intensify cooperation between Italy and the southern shores of the Mediterranean, promote economic development and build a bridge between Europe on one side and the Arab countries and North-African countries on the other side, with a view to furthering peace in the Middle East as a political achievement and promoting economic and social progress.


The Rt Hon de Zulueta then proceeded to the work of the Committee and the first items of business: the appointment of the Chair and Vice Chairpersons of the Committee, pursuant to the decisions of the EMPA Bureau adopted on 26 February 2006; and the approval of the agenda and the minutes of the previous meeting. Thereafter, the meeting examined the first topic of debate: The search for a Euro-Mediterranean culture: exchange of views and proposals for a shared project.
The floor was given to Miloud Chorfi, Deputy Chairman of the Committee and Member of the People's National Assembly of Algeria. After thanking Senator Greco for the past work done by the Committee, Mr Miloud Chorfi expressed the hope that, with Hon. de Zulueta in the Chair, the Committee would continue to strengthen the bond of partnership between the two shores of the Mediterranean in various sectors (education, culture, new technologies). He identified the four priority objectives of the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership: the free movement of goods, capital, people and services. With respect to the free movement of people, Mr Chorfi lamented that little had been done to date, and advised that clandestine immigration, which had become a problem for Algeria and many other transit countries, was an issue that needed to be discussed.


The Hon de Zulueta suggested that a useful step in the direction of cultural dialogue, which constitutes one of the ambitions of the Committee on Improving Quality of Life, Exchanges between Civil Societies and Culture (the Culture Committee), might be to adopt a fresh perspective. Citing Ambassador Antonio Badini and the Speaker of the People's National Assembly of Egypt, the Rt Hon Ahmed Fathy Sorour, she recalled their innovative and interesting definition of "civilisation". She then noted how the vexed question of Palestine remained the nub of the problem of reconciliation in the Middle East, and invited all participants to take a step forward towards recognising the cultural differences of others. In this regard, she mentioned the existence of two other instruments available to the Culture Committee that might be very effective in realising this goal: the Anna Lindh Euro-Mediterranean Foundation for Dialogue between Cultures and Civilizations and the UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions, approved in Paris in 2005.

The Rt Hon de Zulueta then gave the floor to the writer Predrag Matvejevic’, who, after reviewing the reasons for the essential failure of the European Union's Mediterranean policy, returned to the question of the danger inherent in the concept of a "clash of cultures", which has been all too often invoked in the aftermath of 11 September 2001. Mr Matvejevic’ argued that cultures do not clash, but alienated cultures that have been transformed into ideologies do. In as much as they function as ideologies, however, they are no longer cultures. He then indicated that to overcome conflicts, what was needed was for people to be able to share a differentiated vision, rather than try to build an alternative inter-Mediterranean culture.

The Chair then gave the floor to Hon. Khaled Fouad Allam, who focused on the question of responsibility for the failure of different cultures to find common ground. He declared that even though we all form pieces of history, and unhealthy pieces at that, we remain incapable of forging a common historical memory. He argued that until we succeed in linking history to a common historical memory, the Euro-Mediterranean project will remain no more than a dream, not a constructive programme nor a real plan. Mr Allam then proposed the creation of a "Euro-Mediterranean College" that would draw its students from among the Euro-Mediterranean countries, and develop a programme for giving practical effect to the Euro-Mediterranean ideal. He also proposed the creation of a Museum of the European heritage of the Arabic and Islamic world.

The next speaker was Moni Ovadia, cosmopolitan writer and artist, who, referring to his experiences as a Sephardi Jew, stressed the importance of granting recognition to other people. It is crucial that Europe be inclusive. Europe, he said, must appreciate and acknowledge its Semitic element, be it Jewish or Arabic. Only through such awareness, argued Mr Ovadia, can Europe play a central role in the resolution of the tragic Israeli-Palestinian question, which is critical both for the future of the Euro-Mediterranean area and for the future of mankind.
After a short break, the meeting resumed with a contribution from Professor Isabella Camera d'Afflitto, who argued that literature was an effective means for teaching us about other people. Referring to the scant and superficial knowledge of the West concerning its Mediterranean neighbours, she remarked on the difficulty of contemporary Arab writers in becoming known in Italy. Even if their works have been translated, they are not widely enough distributed to attract a large readership. Professor Camera d'Afflitto also observed, however, that young people in Italian universities are becoming increasingly interested in Arabic language and culture. Unfortunately, she continued, the available resources and instruments are not sufficient to support a cultural policy that has great potential to foster mutual knowledge and therefore further the process of integration.

The next speaker was Professor Majid El Houssi of the Università Ca' Foscari of Venice, who explored the incapacity of European culture to measure itself against other cultures without resorting to the principle of exclusiveness, whereby other cultures are treated as having a clear alternative between either assimilating with the European model or else entering into bitter conflict with it. In the case of the second alternative, the result is cultural alienation and exclusion. Professor El Houssi argued that there was nothing casual in the way in which the highly civilised Europe of Goethe and Beethoven also nurtured the spirit of Auschwitz, a historical tragedy but also a symbol of all the forms of intolerance towards any other culture. 
Professor Antonino Pellitteri of the University of Palermo delivered an interesting overview of the concept of Islam and drew attention to its open-ended character. Islam is a receptacle capable of containing elements of many cultures, including cultures related to both monotheistic religions and non-monotheistic beliefs. He emphasised how important it is for universities and young people to be involved in exchange programmes, because young people have a real potential to bridge cultural divides. 
Following the speeches, the floor was open to debate and contributions were made by: Mr Bernard Deflesselles, of the National Assembly of France; Mr Ghanem Abu Rabie, of the House of Representatives of Jordan; Ms Beatrice Patrie and Mr Carlos Carnero of the European Parliament; Mr Mohamed Samir Abdellah of the Senate of Tunisia; Mr Hasan Khreishi of the Legislative Council of Palestine; Mr Abdelkader Laassouli and Mr Lahcen Hasnaoui of the House of Representatives  of Morocco; Mr Ibtsam Mikhail of the People's Assembly of Egypt; Mr Ronit Tirosh of the Knesset of Israel; Mr Aurelio Juri of the National Assembly of Slovenia. 

At the conclusion of the session, delegates resolved – as part of the policy-setting activities that the Committee is called upon to perform - to urge governments and parliaments to take concrete and rapid action towards founding a "University of the Mediterranean", an idea originally mooted by the EMPA.  
The first period of the afternoon session was dedicated to “Experiences of policies for the integration of immigrants in local government." 

Chairwoman de Zulueta – speaking at the opening of the session - announced that to obtain a panoptic vision of the issue and enhance the policies for the integration of immigrants, it would be useful to approach the theme by seeking points of view other than those already expressed at previous meetings. She suggested that the delegates might consider certain instances of Italian efforts to encourage the participation of foreigners in political life and in the organization of civil society. 

The next to speak was a member of the Government of the Region of Tuscany, Mr Gianni Salvadori, who heads the Department for Immigration Affairs of the Region. Mr Salvatori gave a sketch of Tuscany's experience of encouraging participation in the political and institutional life of the Region, Municipalities and Provinces by immigrant citizens and on the role of the "Assistant Foreign Councillor" (Consigliere Aggiunto), i.e. a person directly elected by foreign immigrants resident in a given municipality, and endowed with advisory powers. He also described the experience of the Municipal and Provincial Consultative Bodies (Consulte) in Tuscany. He observed that the real weakness of the solution was that neither the Councillors nor the Consultative Bodies have much power, being unable to determine the decisions taken by members of the local government executive. He explained that the ultimate aim was to ensure the full integration of immigrants by enfranchising resident aliens for local government elections, so that they might enjoy their full residential citizenship rights. 
After Mr Salvadori's speech, the Chair, Mrs de Zulueta, noted that while Italy had ratified the Strasbourg Convention, it had not adopted the clause granting local government voting rights to long-term foreign residents. It was an omission to be corrected, she declared. 


The next speaker was Franca Eckert Coen, appointed by the Mayor of Rome as the person responsible for the City's multiethnic and intercultural policies. She described the measures put in place by the City of Rome for the integration of the migrant population, and mentioned: the election of 23 Assistant Foreign Councillor to the City Council and local boroughs, the institution of a special Consultative Body  of Communities made up of thirty foreign nationals, a Consultative Body of women in politics dedicated to the most marginalized groups. Ms Coen said it was important that inter-religious dialogue should be carried on through a public body rather than by the majority religion, and recalled that the City of Rome had signed protocols of understanding with various religious faiths. To give all sides a voice and representation, she explained, the City of Rome had set up a Consultative Body of Religions and, for secular persons, a Consultative Body for Freedom of Thought and Secularism in Institutions. 

The next speaker was Mr Aziz Darif, an Assistant Foreign Councillor with the City Council of Rome. He spoke of his experience in becoming spokesman for the African community of the city and his commitment to defending the basic rights of resident aliens, and to guaranteeing the best possible conditions for foreign workers. Mr Darif said the institution of elections for Assistant Foreign Councillors has considerable civic value, because it has afforded a new sense of belonging among the non-native population, and forged a connection between City Hall, local boroughs and foreign residents. Mr Darif admitted that the absence of any real say in the decision-making process was a critical weakness of the post he held, but suggested the institution of the post was but the first phase of a complex process leading to the deeper integration of the foreign community in the political life not just of Rome, but of all Italy. 
After the scheduled speeches, the debate was opened to the floor, and the meeting heard from Mr Nicos Cleanthous, member of the House of Representatives (Vouli Antiprosopon) of Cyprus; Mr Agostinho Gonçalves, of the Assembly of the Republic (Assembleia da República) of Portugal; Ms Fatma Pehlivan, of the Senate of Belgium; Mr Mahmoud Karoui, of the Chamber of Deputies of Tunisia; Mr Ibtsam Mikhail of the People's Assembly of Egypt; Mr Hasan Khreishi of the Legislative Council of Palestine; and Ms Martine Stein-Mergen, of the Chamber of Deputies of Luxemburg.

The Chair, Ms de Zulueta, then presented the final item on the agenda, namely the debate on the protection of the marine environment in the Mediterranean region, also in the aftermath of the recent ecological emergencies connected with the Lebanese crisis. As the Chair explained, the item was added to the agenda at the request of the Bureau of the EMPA to afford room for debate, within the context of the discussion of environmental affairs, of the pollution crisis caused by the conflict between Israel and Lebanon – the so-called Black Tide, as well as the enormous environmental damage to the Lebanese coastline resulting from the Israeli bombing of an oil depot. The Chair then gave the floor to Professor Silvestro Greco, Extraordinary Commissioner of ICRAM, an Italian Institute for Applied Scientific and Technological Marine Research, which, in collaboration with the Italian Environmental Agency, set up a joint task force that was sent to Lebanon to deal with the pollution emergency. 
Professor Greco gave a general outline of the situation of the Mediterranean Sea, which, he warned, is in a critical state, owing to the pollution caused by shipping and to the fact that 70% of the total population of the countries of the Mediterranean rim live within 50 kilometres of the seaboard. The environmental emergency caused by the attack on Lebanon has affected a protected marine area. The extent of the damage, however, is hard to assess. Indeed, Professor Greco drew attention to the fact that it is impossible to provide a clear picture of the general health of the Mediterranean Sea, nor of its fishing stocks, which form a shared resource. The lack of funding means that current research projects deal with limited areas of the Mediterranean only, and action is therefore highly localised. Professor Greco also pointed out that the Mediterranean area encompasses very different political and structural environments. Of the countries around the Mediterranean basin, five, all EU members, follow one set of rules, while 17 non-EU countries follow other rules. What is needed is a supra-national joint authority, accepted by all countries, that could also oversee resource management and deal with pollution problems. The only way forward, he argued, is for the countries to adopt conventions enabling a shared approach to be taken to shared problems. Professor Greco concluded his talk with an appeal for a joint initiative capable of responding effectively to the increasingly frequent signs of distress from the Mediterranean Sea.
The Chair then referred to a study done by the European Commission that shows how the declining health of the Mediterranean affects all the countries on the rim, or, in other words, the 140 million people living on the seaboard. The environmental health of the Mediterranean also has implications for long-term economic development, the achievement of environmental sustainability and the protection of biodiversity. Ms de Zulueta reminded delegates that two instruments already exist for the recovery of the Mediterranean: the Barcelona Convention and the Horizon 2020 project. She noted that funding is a prerequisite for the achievement of the objectives of the Convention and Horizon 2020, and called for a joint commitment to give political priority to these objectives. 


Professor Greco spoke of the programmes planned for the protection of the Mediterranean, some of which are supplied with considerable funding. Even so, he noted, no plan for the Mediterranean involving all the relevant countries has ever been successfully put into effect, because no plan has yet taken full account of the complexities of the situation. In so small a basin as the Mediterranean, the absence of a single piece of data is enough to prevent the emergence of a comprehensive view. 

The contributors to the ensuing debate were Mr Aurelio Juri, of the National Assembly of Slovenia; Mr Rodoula Zissi, a member of the Hellenic Parliament (Vouli ton Ellinon) of Greece; Mr Ibtsam Mikhail of the People's Assembly of Egypt; Mr Elazar Cohen, Counsellor of the Israeli Embassy; Ms Beatrice Patrie of the European Parliament; Mr Hasan Khreishi, a member of the Legislative Council of Palestine. 
Ms Francesca Assennato, of the Agency for Environmental Protection and Technical Services of Italy (APAT) then spoke of bilateral cooperation programmes for the management of emergencies. 
At the conclusion of the meeting, delegates approved a motion put by the Chair to convene again in Rome on Monday 26 February 2007.
Mr Mahmoud Karoui, Member of the Chamber of Deputies of Tunisia, asked the Chair for the issues of the Euro-Mediterranean University and the exchange and transfer of new technologies to be put on the agenda of the meeting.
