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MINUTES
of the meeting of 26 November 2013, from 15.00 to 16.30

Brussels

The meeting opened at 15.00 on Tuesday 26 November 2013, with Jean Lambert (Chair) in 
the chair.

1. Adoption of the draft agenda

The agenda was adopted with one change, bringing forward point 6 in order for MEP Van der 
Stoep to brief the delegation on the Election Observation in Nepal.

2. Adoption of the minutes of 17 September 2013

The minutes were adopted without any changes.

3. Announcements by the Chair

The Chair made the following announcements:

"Sakharov Prize: Pakistan - Malala ; Bangladesh - Taslima

At our plenary session last week, our House gave a standing ovation to Malala Yousafzai on 
her receipt of the Sakharov Prize for the freedom of thought. This was a very moving moment 
which hopefully, gave encouragement and support to the brave men and women who support 
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equal rights of education for girls in Pakistan, South Asia, and worldwide. On this occasion, 
the Parliament also celebrated the 25th anniversary of the Sakharov Prize and thus invited 
previous prize-winners. Members had the privilege to meet with a wide range of brave and 
extraordinary personalities, including Ms. Taslima Nasreen, who was awarded the Sakharov 
prize back in 1994 and now lives in India, fearing for her own safety in Bangladesh.

Bangladesh

Last week in Strasbourg, the EP adopted a Resolution on the elections in Bangladesh 
expressing its concerns "about the recent outbreaks of violence in Bangladesh". The 
resolution further urged "all political leaders in the country to de-escalate political tensions"
and called "on all relevant stakeholders to respect the outcome of elections which have been 
held freely and fairly".

In the lead up to this Resolution, Ambassador Ismat Jahan took the opportunity to explain the 
situation and clarify her government's position. I thank her for her clear and straightforward 
comments, which have proven very useful. 

Given the importance and timeliness of this EP Resolution, I have also issued on behalf of the 
Delegation, a statement calling on both Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina Wajed and Opposition 
Leader Begum Khaleda Zia to redouble their efforts in order to reach an agreement on an 
interim government.

Last week, 28 Ministers stepped down, including Foreign Minister Dipu Moni, whom we had 
the pleasure to meet in the Parliament a few months ago. I understand that this move is meant 
to pave the way for an interim government.

Yesterday, Chief Election Commissioner Kazi Rakibuddin Ahmad announced the setting of 
the election date for 5 January 2014. Immediately afterwards, the BNP-led 18-party alliance 
launched a countrywide 48-hour road, rail and waterway blockade. Clashes between police 
and protesters turned violent around the country, and at least one person has died in the 
confrontation.

In the face of this worrisome development, I reiterate my call to both the Prime Minister and 
Opposition Leader. I trust and hope that the governing and main opposition parties will step 
down from the path of confrontation, break the current deadlock, and that conditions will be 
met for a deployment of an EU Electoral Observation Mission, as requested by the 
Bangladesh government.

Two more points on Bangladesh:

- as stated in the EP resolution, NGO activists, lawyers, journalists and trade unionists who 
defend civil rights continue to be put under pressure ; in particular, I am concerned by the 
detention of the leaders of 'Odhikar', a prominent human rights organisation;

- Earlier this month, the Bangladeshi parliament adopted the law on the Anti-Corruption 
Commission which now requires the approval by the Government before a civil servant can 
be investigated on grounds of corruption. This is a step backwards, which I regret. I hope that 
the Bangladeshi Parliament will review a law which has the potential to encourage, rather 
than discourage corruption.
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Nepal / South Asian workers

At our plenary session last week, the European Parliament also adopted a Resolution to 
express concern about the situation of migrant workers in Qatar. We called on the Qatari 
authorities to stop detaining individuals for ”running away” from their employers and for the 
speedy adoption of the draft law on domestic workers. I mention this text because of the large 
number of South Asian workers, notably Nepalis, who are currently working in Qatar. Indeed, 
this issue was raised during our Delegation visit to Kathmandu last month."

MEP Phil Bennion explained why ALDE had abstained over the Resolution on Bangladesh: 
the focus should have been on the handing down of 152 death sentences to mutineers.

He concurred with Chair Lambert that the issue of foreign workers in Qatar had a specific 
South Asian significance due to the large number of Indian, Nepali and Bangladeshis workers.

MEP Bennion had been in Sri Lanka one month after the EP Delegation visit, which he 
unfortunately could not join. He had then noted that not only opposition politicians, but also 
some close to the government, favoured an independent inquiry into alleged war crimes to 
complement the domestic military inquiry. They opined that the government should not be too 
worried because apart from some rogue elements, few wrongdoings had been committed by 
the government side.

He also stressed the fact that the follow-up on these issues should be done in liaison with 
DROI, the Human Rights Sub-Committee.

4. Exchange of views on the elections in Nepal

Daniel van der Stoep (NI, NL), who led the short-term observers' team offered a debriefing 
about the EU Election Observation Mission (EOM) led by Eva Joly. The EOM assessed the
elections positively which registered a record turnout (71%) in spite of calls for boycott and 
rumours of threats on several polling stations. Considering the short timeframe it had to 
organise the election, the Elections Commission had done a very good job. Specific actions 
had been taken to enable people living in remote mountainous areas to cast their ballot. 
During the election, no complaint was registered. 

This said, the political process itself was marred. Despite a law stating that parties running in
a large number of constituencies should have at least 20% women as candidates, women's 
representation was decreasing. Moreover, some parties, such had the UCPN (Maoist) had 
evicted outgoing women MPs. 

The UCPN (Maoist), which came third behind the Nepali Congress and the CPN (Unified 
Marxist Leninist), had rejected the results. But the EU, India and USA were pressing the 
defeated party to accept the people's choice and join the Constituent Assembly.

The Nepalese Chargé d'Affaires Mr. Kumar Raj Kharel thanked the EU for its cooperation 
and support and concurred with the findings of the EOM: the election had been well 
organized and its conduct had been peaceful. He recalled that, out of 601 seats for the 
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Constituent Assembly, 240 were elected directly, 335 proportionally and 26 appointed by the 
Council of Ministers. For these 26 seats, parties should try to achieve consensus; this may 
help bring back defeated parties into the political fold. Although the results were still 
provisional, no party had gained a majority and the new government should be a coalition 
aimed at furthering the peace and reconciliation process.

The EEAS thanked the EP for its involvement in the election process. The EU was indeed 
working with Nepalese and international partners to help all parties accept the results and join 
the constitutional process. The drafting of the Constitution would be the focus of attention
during the months to come, as well as the local elections to be held next year.

5. Exchange of views with Arthur Shears, Chief Technical Advisor of the EU 
funded TVET

The floor was given to Mr. Arthur Shears, who is the Chief Technical Advisor in the 
Bangladesh ILO office for the EU-funded Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
project. Mr. Shears provided a brief presentation about his activities. The purpose of the 
TVET project was to ensure the country’s competitiveness in the global labour market and 
ensuring decent work for all, including underprivileged groups, which are traditionally under-
represented in skills training.

The ILO has been working for 5 years in Bangladesh on projects funded by the EU. Despite 
the complex situation in the country, many positive developments had occurred over the past 
years, when more than 200 projects focusing on workers' skills had been launched.

Concerning policy and legislation, the ILO was working with the government and private 
sector providers. Mr. Shears underlined the importance of involving industry in the process in 
order to develop skills matching its needs. He concluded by thanking the EU for its support 
and called for a continuation of the project.

6. Debriefing on the delegation mission to Bhutan and Nepal 

Bhutan

Chair Lambert firstly thanked the EU Delegation in India and the Bhutanese Embassy in 
Brussels for facilitating an excellent programme.  The delegation was warmly welcomed and 
received at the highest possible level - King, Speaker, Prime Minister, all cabinet ministers 
and an inter-Parliamentary meeting which was organised although the Parliament was not 
formally in session. The delegation also met with civil society and press in the capital 
Thimphu.

Moreover, a two day field visit allowed the delegation to meet and discuss with local 
authorities in one of the 20 Dzongakhs (districts) and visit the oldest of Bhutan's existing 
three hydropower stations at Chhukha. This allowed Members to better understand the 
importance of the drive to develop hydropower as an energy, and income, source for Bhutan.  
It also afforded the opportunity to have a presentation on the national Disaster Risk Reduction 
project and its implementation.  This project, supported by ECHO is already in its second 
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phase.  The delegation saw the plan being put into action at a school in Paro during a mock 
earthquake drill.

The Bhutanese Ambassador thanked Chair Lambert and the Delegation for their mission and 
excellent understanding of the challenges the country was facing. Underlining the importance 
of relations with the EU, he stated that with the phasing out of bilateral assistance from 
Denmark and the Netherlands, development assistance from the EU assumed even greater 
importance.

***

The overriding theme of the discussions was clearly the desire of the RGoB (Royal 
Government of Bhutan) to reach out to the EU and ask for capacity building assistance to 
consolidate their fledgling democratic institutions, over and above the EU development aid 
they already receive.  

All interlocutors acknowledged and stressed their appreciation of the EU development aid 
which is visibly helping poverty reduction, however stressed their desire to stand alone and be 
independent of such aid by 2020. Various ministers asked the delegation to intervene with the 
EIB for Bhutan to be considered as a country eligible for loans.

The recently elected government (13 July) saw a reversal of the first ever election in 2008 
with the then 2 member opposition becoming the governing party with 32 members.  The 
previously governing party thus became the opposition with15 members.  The Prime Minister, 
who had been one of the previous two opposition members, told the delegation that his 
current functions were not "as much fun" as before.

The new Government will carry on the concept of all policies having to meet at least 75% of 
the 4 pillars and 9 domains of "Gross National Happiness". 

Although tourism is an essential income resource, numbers will continue to be restricted in 
order to avoid the "backpacker" tourists who flock to Nepal.  It is hoped to extend niche agro 
tourism into the countryside away from the two main towns of Timphu and Paro, although 
major infrastructure work (hotels, roads) will have to be undertaken to allow better access to 
the rest of the country.

The delegation noted a very strong desire to keep the clean, pristine "Himalayan paradise" 
environment intact.  The new government wishes Thimphu to become the first "electric car 
only capital".  They will be actively encouraging car manufacturers to use Thimphu as a base 
for R&D for the development of the commercialisation of electric cars.  

Although the constitution stipulates that 60% of the land should remain under forestation, the 
government and opposition both feel that the figure should be higher and measures should be 
taken to reduce sustenance farmers' dependence on firewood for heat and cooking.

On the Bhutanese refugees in Nepal, the delegation noted with regret that the Prime Minister 
no longer referred to "refugees" instead using the term "people in camps".  A plea was made 
to allow some, mainly elderly, refugees to return to Bhutan on humanitarian grounds. The PM 
further remarked that the lack of an interlocutor in Nepal was slowing up the process of 
scrutinising the citizenship claims of the refugees in Nepal, and promised to follow up after 
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the elections in Nepal have taken place, and the government and Parliament is, once again, 
functioning.

Chair Lambert reminded that, on Thursday, 28 November, the South Asia Delegation would 
meet the official Bhutanese delegation coming to Brussels for the EU-Bhutan Biennial 
Consultations. She expressed hope that Members, especially those who had participated to the
mission to Bhutan would have the opportunity to come and greet them.

Nepal

The very intense whistle stop visit (1 1/2 days) starting immediately upon arrival at the airport 
and continuing throughout until departure for the airport, allowed the two member delegation 
to see for themselves the preparations for the long awaited elections of 19 November 2013. 
The well prepared programme -thanks to the EU Delegation in Nepal, and the Nepalese 
Embassy in Brussels- allowed the two member delegation to have discussions on the one hand 
with the chair of the Interim Council, the foreign and home affairs minister and election 
commissioner on the preparations and readiness for the elections of 19 November, and on the 
other hand with NGOs who will observe the elections and the EU election observation core 
team.  

The other theme of meetings with NGOs and UNHCR was the resettlement of Bhutanese 
refugees in camps in Nepal.  The delegation visited an IOM transit centre which prepares the 
refugees for their journeys to, and life in, the resettlement countries.

***

The delegation met with the head of the CPN-M party, who is leading the boycott of 33 
parties of the election.  Notwithstanding this boycott, 122 parties have registered candidates, 
and as the electoral commissioner mentioned, the ballot paper "resembles a bath towel".  The 
system is a mix of First Past The Post and proportional representation, and a further 26 seats 
will be allocated with possibly some CPN-M members being offered up to half of these in 
order to include them in the democratic process and constitution negotiations that will follow.  
The leader of the party, Mr Mohan Baidhya, has publicly said his party will be carrying out a 
non-violent boycott, however this message does not seem to have filtered down to the cadres 
on the ground in the villages, with cases of arson and pressure cooker bombs reported.  
Furthermore, a 10 day "bandh" or general strike has been announced, although this could be 
reduced to 5 days or 1 day, which risks making the turnout for the polls rather low and may 
call the legitimacy of the election into question.  The overriding view is that the election 
WILL take place and that the electoral commission is ready.  There has been a delay in the 
production and distribution of voter IDs and it is not yet decided what other ID will allow 
individuals to vote, and whether that information will be reliably relayed to the populace and 
to the staff at the polling stations. The civic education programme on how to vote has, by all 
accounts, been very successful.

Caritas Nepal and UNHCR gave the latest figures on the resettlement of the Bhutanese 
refugees from Bhutan in the 1990's and have been in camps in Nepal ever since.  Only 33,000 
(of 108,000) remain to be resettled and all camps bar 2 have closed.  14,000 have resettlement 
offers in the pipeline and the remaining 18,000 will have from January-March 2014 to 
complete their declarations of interest. It is hoped that the resettlement programme will be 
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wound up by 2016/2017.  Due to the dwindling numbers of refugees, the NGOs working in 
the camps providing schooling and health care are encountering problems to raise sufficient 
funds for the next 2 years.  

The EP Delegation had engaged with refugees waiting to be resettled to the US at a transit 
camp run by the IOM. 

7. Exchange of views on the situation in the Maldives

Chair Lambert recapitulated the main events of the Maldivian electoral saga which seemed to 
have come to an end, at last: whereas the first round of the elections had been held on 9 
September, the second round could only take place on 16 November, with the victory of Mr 
Abdulla Yameen Abdul Gayoom. His second-round contender, former President Mohamed 
Nasheed, had gracefully accepted the results of the poll.

In the meanwhile, the polarized, tense and confused situation had been a serious cause of 
concern for the future of the fragile Maldivian democracy. The delegation has been following 
this situation very closely and issued several statements in order to support the democratic 
process.

High Representative Ashton commented on the 16 November outcome by saying: 'Despite 
repeated delays, the democratic process could finally be brought to a conclusion thanks in 
large part to the efficiency and professionalism of the Elections Commission. The EU 
welcomed the return to constitutional rule and congratulates the Maldivian people on their 
commitment to democracy.

The EU expects all political parties to put personal and ideological rivalries aside and work 
together to confront the serious economic and environmental challenges which the country 
faces.'

Giving the floor to the Maldivian Chargé d'Affaires, Dr. Mohamed Asim, Ms. Lambert
thanked him for having informed the EP in a very clear and timely manner throughout the 
crisis.

Dr. Asim expressed his satisfaction over the election and agreed with all the international 
observers that the election had been free, fair and transparent. He underlined the record 
turnout of 91.4% for the second round, overpassing the first round turnout of 87.2%.

Mr Yameen had secured 51.3% of the vote, compared with 48.6% for ex-President Mohamed 
Nasheed. The President was sworn in office on November 18th, the two former presidents —
Mr. Nasheed and Mr. Maumoon — also attended the swearing in ceremony which could be 
interpreted as a step towards reconciliation. It was also considered as an important step for 
democracy to take root in the country.

In his inaugural speech, the new President referred to himself as the President of all the 
Maldivians: "my government will be result-oriented and bring happiness and prosperity to the 
people1". Priority would be given to improve the economy by taking steps to reduce 

                                               
1 Inaugural speech : http://www.presidencymaldives.gov.mv/Index.aspx?lid=11&dcid=13512
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government expenditure. "We will work to make Maldives a peaceful nation which achieves 
progress, and will work towards an inclusive economy". As a first symbolic gesture, the 
President announced that his own salary would be cut in half.

Dr Asim reminded the delegation that 40% of Maldivian exports were directed to the EU and 
that 50% of the foreign tourists came from Europe. The one-million tourists target for 2012 
was finally reached this year. The country would now work to preserve is attractiveness. 

The EEAS stated that a page had been turned in the country thanks to the democratic 
commitment of the people of the Maldives. The acceptance of the results and the presence of 
the defeated candidates during the swearing-in ceremony illustrated this transition. Still, the 
EEAS underlined that the blurred lines between the political and the judiciary remained a 
matter of concern. In particular, the EU would monitor closely possible judicial actions 
against former President Nasheed, the former Prime Minister and members of the Elections
Commission. The EEAS also announced that it envisaged to deploy a full EU Electoral 
Observation Mission to the 27 March 2014 parliamentary elections.

8. Any other business

No other business.

9. Date and place of the next meeting

The next meeting of the Delegation for relations with South Asia will be announced
electronically.

The meeting closed at 16.30.
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