
PV\861735EN.doc PE460.097v01-00

EN United in diversity EN

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT 2009 - 2014

Delegation for relations with the countries of South Asia

DSAS_PV (2011)0322

MINUTES
of the meeting of Tuesday, 22 March 2011, 15.00 to 16.00

BRUSSELS

The meeting opened at 15:04 on Tuesday, 22 March 2011, with Ms Jean Lambert (Chair) 
in the chair.

1. Adoption of the draft agenda

The agenda was adopted.

2. Adoption of the minutes of the meetings of 1 December 2010 and 25 January 2011 

The minutes were adopted.

3. Announcements by the Chair

The situation in Pakistan is still a source of concern; following the assassination of 
Minister Bhatti, the EP Plenary adopted in early March an emergency resolution which 
condemned this heinous act and repeated the call to reform the "blasphemy laws". While 
there was a worry that the murder of Minister Bhatti could be misinterpreted as a sign of a 
generalised persecution of the Christians in the country, the Plenary did not take this 
position.

On the contrary, it was noted that there has been broad public condemnation of Mr Bhatti's 
murder across the political divide and across the religious and ethnic spectrum of 
Pakistan's society. Without underestimating the complexity of the issue, the hope is that 
this consensus could therefore lead the National Assembly of Pakistan to take steps to 
address the abuses often seen as a result of these laws.

This issue, as well as other ones affecting Pakistan are expected to be raised in the 
framework of a workshop organised by the Committee on Foreign Affairs jointly with the  
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Delegation under the heading "What perspectives for democracy and stability in Pakistan" 
on Wednesday 30 March, at 16:30.

Despite these tragic events, it should be mentioned that the EP policy to assist Pakistan and 
provide "trade not aid" remains a priority, as shown by the recent adoption in INTA of the 
report on unilateral trade concessions to the country. It is obvious, therefore, that there will 
be many points to discuss with legislators from Pakistan in the next Interparliamentary 
Meeting -- which is taking place, at the request of the National Assembly of Pakistan, in 
Brussels, on Tuesday 19 April.

4. Exchange of views on the 6th EP/Sri Lanka Interparliamentary Meeting and the 
3rd EP/Maldives Interparliamentary Meeting  

The Chair stressed that the 3rd EP / Maldives Interparliamentary meeting took place on 20 
and 21st February, and the 6th EP / Sri Lanka IPM followed on 22/26 February. The very 
intensive programme that was followed on this occasion is included in the Dossier; as all 
will be able to see, the 7-Member Working Group had a (very) early start on many 
occasions due to the field-trips which were organised in both countries.

This dense schedule was however necessary in order for the Delegation to grasp a better 
idea of the situation in the places visited; it is also worth it to point out that this was the 
first mission taking place in these countries during this legislature, and the occasion to 
renew contact with the -newly elected, as well- parliaments in both the Maldives and Sri 
Lanka. 

The report on this mission will be distributed and discussed at the next meeting on April 
12th. The EP Delegation would like already to extend its gratitude to the diplomatic 
authorities of both countries for the facilitation provided by their authorities in making this 
mission frutiful; many thanks are also due to the services of the European External Action 
Service and the EU Delegation in Colombo.

The Chair furthermore shared with Members some preliminary conclusions:

Maldives

 The Delegation is indebted to Parliamentarians as well as President Nasheed and Vice 
President Waheed for the talks we had with them on climate change issues and on the 
development difficulties faced by the country following LDC graduation to Middle-
Income country status.

 These talks were frank and open. Especially on LDC graduation and the future of 
EU/Maldives trade relations, we shared with our interlocutors possible ways to develop 
our ties. While the Maldivian side raised with the parliamentarians the possibilities 
arising from GSP+ in the future, the Delegation also explained that this meant ratifying 
and implementing a number of international conventions.

 When it comes to EU / Maldives development cooperation, there is a number of 
challenges ahead since it clearly appeared that the way EU assistance has been offered 
has not met entirely with Maldivian expectations. 
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 The Maldives remains a young democracy, and, especially in the current context of a 
difficult "cohabitation" between the President and the elected Majlis, it would be 
surprising to see a process entirely devoid of any hurdles: all parties are trying to find 
common ground. The possibility of an EU Electoral Observation Mission was raised by 
the Maldivian side -- a prospect which the EP Delegation would support.

Sri Lanka

 In a nutshell the feeling of the EP Delegation was that this visit was productive, and 
that Members were able to meet a very wide range of people -- key Ministers, MPs 
from both Government and Opposition, Members of political parties close to the
Minorities, International NGOs and NGOs.

 The Delegation was also able to travel to Jaffna and Vavuniya, talk directly with the 
displaced who still live in formerly conflict zones, and see how EU projects are really 
helping people on the ground - be it by demining or rebuilding permanent or semi-
permanent housing for the IDPs.

 The EP Delegation heard about detailed plans of the Government to rebuild the North
and felt that there certainly have been very positive moves, e.g. in providing basic 
services such as education opportunities and healthcare. 

 These developments, however, must also affect the heart, not just the head. In other 
words, minorities, and especially the Tamil minority, need to be actively included in 
the very devising of these development schemes -and more generally, in the overall 
decision making process: it is important to win the peace- in order for this to be a 
lasting, and inclusive, peace.

 The role the military continues to play in the North was also an issue tackled, 
especially on the relationship between the military and NGOs; in this respect, prior 
army clearance of the beneficiaries of some NGO projects was assessed as being 
problematic. The role of the military in the North was raised with both Minister 
Rajapakse and Defence Secretary Rajapakse, and the EP delegation received 
assurances that the relationship between the military and NGOs was an issue being 
addressed. 

 Some EU -and EP- concerns, largely on human rights issues, are well known; many of 
them were raised directly with Minister GL Peiris, giving concrete examples where 
Members felt redress was needed - e.g. on long term arbitrary detentions. The EP 
Delegation appreciated, in turn, the openness shown by the Minister and was informed 
of the Interim Recommendations of the Lessons Learned and Reconciliation 
Commission. These were generally judged as positive ones: the Delegation would 
therefore call for their swift implementation, and expects that the final report of the 
LLRC will be public.

 MEPs also witnessed the National Assembly proceedings upon debating the extension 
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of the State of Emergency, and appreciated the diversity of points of view which were 
expressed; a recurrent extension, in the view of the EP Delegation, is not the way 
forward for lasting peace to be secured - and this advice was shared in frank 
discussions with Sri Lankan legislators.

 The EP Delegation is especially encouraged by the fact that the Sri Lankan parliament 
created prior to this mission a formal counterpart body in the form of an 'EU 
Parliamentary Friendship Association" ; the EP Delegation believes this form of 
engagement is the way forward. From this point of view, it is certainly hoped that the 
fruitful talks held with the Sri Lankan parliamentary delegation will be continued in 
Brussels or Strasbourg.

Taking the floor, Quaestor Geringer de Oedenberg warmly thanked all that have been 
involved in planning the programme of the visit, with an emphasis on the efforts deployed 
by the Secretariat; while the mission was extremely dense, it was "superbly organised" and 
provided Members with an "excellent overview" of the political situation and the 
challenges faced in both countries.

Ambassador-designate Didi welcomed the fact that the mission had taken place as planned 
and that meetings had been a success. He noted that, on a variety of cooperation issues, a 
"mutual road" had to be found, but noted that the latest communication on this precise 
topic from the EU Delegation in Colombo, with details on the IInd tranche for assistance, 
was very encouraging.

Ambassador Aryasinha hoped that the programme followed by the EP Delegation, and 
which "allowed you to see yourselves [the situation]" would enlighten also "other parts of 
this Parliament"; in this context, it was a positive development that the EP / Sri Lanka 
Interparliamentary meeting took place smoothly, and it was furthermore hoped that this 
would set a pattern to be continued in the future.

5. Exchange of views on the 4th EP/Bhutan Interparliamentary Meeting

The Chair reminded that the initial plan was for a joint mission to Pakistan and Bhutan to 
take place this April; since, however, Pakistani parliamentarians would pay a visit to the 
EP one week earlier, it seemed more logical to focus during the outgoing mission on 
Bhutan exclusively. The logistics of a mission to Bhutan being a challenge, the Chair 
underlined the need for the Working Group to pay a special attention to this aspect and 
fully cooperate with the Secretariat in all preparatory aspects.

The programme in Bhutan was still being fine-tuned, but of course an Interparliamentary 
meeting was foreseen with the directly elected MPs of the National Assembly, and many 
meetings with many key ministers, as well as an audience with His Majesty the King, were 
being requested. The mission would also see a special emphasis on field trips, in order to 
see concrete projects which the EU has been supporting, and which largely focus on the 
Agricultural and Livestock sectors, with a good governance dimension. This would likely 
entail a field-trip to the south (Tisrang District).
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Taking the floor on behalf of the EEAS, and answering to some questions from Members 
(M. Mann), Deputy Head of Unit Rensje Teerink presented the latest state-of-play of 
EU/Bhutan relations. She emphasized this was a very opportune time to visit the country, 
with local elections taking place, three years after the very first National Assembly 
elections of 2008 ; this would therefore be a good opportunity to possibly discuss with the 
Bhutan Election Commission on the follow-up of the recommendations made by the 2008 
EU Election Observation Mission.

Ms Teerink also added it would be useful if the Delegation could take stock of the follow 
up to the commitments adopted at the 16th SAARC Summit in Thimphu in 2010, such as 
the creation of a SAARC Social Fund and plans to tackle poverty and climate change (as 
represented in the Summit's slogan 'Towards a Happy and Green South Asia'). It was also 
important to discuss about the "people in the camps" in eastern Nepal, especially since the 
EU contributed more than € 30 million to their maintenance via ECHO; while among the 
original 117,000 people, more than 41,000 have now been resettled to third countries 
(mainly to the US), some 17,000 have expressed a wish to return to Bhutan. 

On this last point, Councillor Chozom from the Bhutanese Embassy stated that the 
Kingdom of Bhutan was grateful to the new host countries and remained bound by its 
standing agreements with Nepal, but was in no position to act unilaterally. M. Dhital, from 
the Embassy of Nepal, presented Kathmandu's views on the matter, adding that "many of 
the refugees wished to go back to their homeland" and that Bhutan "should extend 
happiness to this group as well", referring to Bhutan's famous 'Gross National Happiness' 
approach. Ms Chozom concluded this short exchange of views by reminding that the term 
"refugees" was, in itself, contested, while underlining that Bhutan was ready to engage "at 
any time" with Nepal on the issue, on the basis of the harmonized positions agreed by both 
countries in order to classify the 4 categories of "people in the camps".

These being said, Ms Chozom stressed that her country was grateful for EU assistance 
since 1985 on a variety of cooperation projects, from renewable energy to trade facilitation 
and EU support of democratisation, and that a draft programme was currently being 
worked on by the Bhutanese authorities, in close coordination with the EP Secretariat.

6. Any other business

Quaestor Geringer informed Members of the invitation addressed to all Members and 
representatives of the diplomatic community to engage in the work of a new NGO on 
Asian affairs under the auspices of former MEP Paolo Casaca, to be launched on the same 
day in the premises of the EP.

7. Date and place of the next meeting

Next meeting is scheduled to take place next 12 April at 15h00.

The meeting closed at 15:58
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