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EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT 2009 - 2014

Delegation for relations with the countries of South Asia

DSAS_PV(2013)0529

MINUTES
of the meeting of 29 May 2013, from 09.30 to 11.00

Brussels

The meeting opened at 09.45 on Wednesday, 29 May 2013, with Jean Lambert (Chair) in the 
chair.

1. Adoption of the draft agenda

The agenda was adopted.

2. Adoption of the minutes of 23 April 2013

The minutes were adopted.

3. Announcements by the Chair

The Chair made the following announcements:
"Following the suggestion of EU Ambassador Alexander Spachis, I undertook a visit -at my 
MEP's expenses- to Kathmandu on 6-9 May.
I held meetings with President Yadav, Interim Election Cabinet Chairman Regmi, the leaders of 
key political parties, the Chairmen of the National Human Rights and Election Commissions, EU 
Heads of Missions, the Ambassador of India to Nepal, NGOs working on elections and the 
UNHCR. In reiterating EU support to the process, I stressed that credible, transparent and 
inclusive elections before the end of 2013 are essential to stabilising the political situation, 
restoring democratic institutions, finalising a Constitution and securing a lasting peace.
My visit was well received by the authorities and political actors in Nepal, which considered 
it timely in view of on-going discussions about the electoral process. However, the lack of 
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certainty on the election date is a concern. A postponement of the elections would have a 
number of consequences not only for Nepal, but for the region as a whole. I'm sure that the 
EU will continue its efforts to encourage the authorities and all stake-holders to conduct the 
elections as promised within 2013. I will come back to that issue at our next meeting.
In coordination with DSAS, the following points have been put on the agenda of the 30 May 
session of the AFET Committee:
Pakistan: Debriefing by Michael Gahler on the EU Election Observation Mission to Pakistan;

Well before the Pakistani elections, our colleague Michael Gahler had kindly accepted to 
offer us a debriefing in our Delegation meeting; in agreement with AFET, this will take place 
in the Committee meeting on Thursday. I seize this opportunity to congratulate Mr. Gahler for 
the excellent work he and the EU Observation Mission have done in a challenging context. I 
believe that our Observation Mission has played a significant role in ensuring the success of 
these landmark elections.

Bangladesh: Exchange of views with Dr. Dipu Moni, Foreign Minister of Bangladesh, on 
recent developments in her country.

Again an important and timely visit: following our debate in the plenary last week and the 
adoption of the EP Resolution on "Labour conditions and health and safety standards" 
adopted on 23 May 20131[1], Dr. Moni's visit gives us a chance to assess how best the EU 
can support the effort of the Bangladeshi authorities to address the challenging situation; in 
particular, through the reform of labour laws and the implementation of the Action Plan 
decided between the government, employers, workers and the ILO on 4 May 2013.

I also want to highlight the fact that the Parliament Resolution contains very robust language 
about the responsibility of multi-national companies, notably the European ones. The European 
Parliament has long been supportive of the "Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh". 
Its finalization, on 15 May 2013, between trade unions, NGOs and about 40 multinational textile 
retailers is an important step in the right direction. Moreover, the social responsibility of our 
companies needs to be enforced as a matter of urgency. Paragraph 11 of the Resolution "calls on 
the Commission to actively promote responsible business conduct among EU companies 
operating abroad, with a special focus on ensuring strict compliance with all their legal 
obligations, in particular international standards and rules in the areas of human rights, labour and 
the environment". The European Parliament, which is very pleased by the signing of this Accord, 
will monitor very closely the follow-up to this demand, which has far-reaching implications, for 
the well-being of Bangladeshi workers as well as of all developing countries.

In this House today, let me reiterate my sincere condolences to the victims of the collapse of 
Savar building as well as to all the victims of inhumane working conditions.

Dr. Moni's visit should also offer us a fresh opportunity to better understand how the 
Bangladeshi government assesses and addresses the tense political situation in Bangladesh, 
marred with violence and deep polarization. In particular, it would be important for us to 
discuss with the Foreign Minister how the government is engaging with the parliamentary 
opposition; I would also be interested to hear about the relation between Bangladesh and
Burma regarding the Rohingyas.

I hope all DSAS members will be able to participate to these two important discussions this 
Thursday in AFET.

                                               
1[1] on labour conditions and health and safety standards following the recent factory fires and building collapse 
in Bangladesh (2013/2638(RSP)
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Lastly, please note that H.E. Ahmed Saleem, the Secretary General of SAARC, the South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation, is currently visiting Brussels to attend the Third Inter-
regional Dialogue on Democracy hosted by President Barroso. Unfortunately, his busy schedule 
could not permit a time to call on the European Parliament. I regret that a visit was not possible as
this would have been one good way to encourage democratic developments and boost inter-
regional cooperation to foster exchanges between EU and SAARC parliamentarians."

4. Exchange of views with a visiting delegation of the EU-Sri Lanka Parliamentary 
Friendship Association

On behalf of the South Asia Delegation and of the EP as a whole, Chair Lambert extended a 
warm welcome to Deputy Speaker Chandima Weerakkody, Hon. Muthu Sivalingam, Deputy 
Minister of Economic Development, Hon. Sudath Neranjan Wickremasinghe, Hon. 
Eran Wickramaratne, as well as to Mr. Neil Iddawala, Deputy Secretary-General of 
Parliament, and Ambassador P. M. Amza1.

The Chair recalled the good exchange she had had with Mr. Weerakkody when he hosted a dinner 
for the DSAS Delegation Bureau, on the occasion of its mission to Sri Lanka a year ago. At the 
time, she had made the point that it would be good if Sri Lankan MPs could also come and visit 
Europe, so as to know each other better, to dispel misperceptions and help reset the relationship.

Chair Lambert then stated the following:
"I could witness, year after year, mission after mission, Sri Lanka has made important 
progress since the end of the war in 2009, in particular as regards the resettlement of 
internally displaced persons. The island-nation has also greatly improved its infrastructure, as 
we could see with the reopening of the Northern rail track announced last week. Sri Lanka 
also enjoys strong economic growth.

This said, there are still on-going problems in Sri Lanka -for example, the mass protests 
against the electricity price hikes. I hope we can discuss them today in a very open and candid 
way. Only a frank and open dialogue, can help us develop a better understanding of each 
other. As Deputy Speaker Weerakkody knows well, I've always been in favour of constructive 
engagement, through direct contacts.
And indeed, my fellow MEPs & I will welcome difficult questions or comments from your 
side. No one is above criticism, and certainly not Europe. As you know, the EU is going 
through difficult times. The world financial crisis has triggered immense social & political 
problems, and all our societies are under immense stress. 
At a time when societies all over the world are struggling, it is more important than ever to 
strive for fruitful exchanges between countries and to bring societies closer together. In this 
respect, let me point out the current negotiations we have amongst EU institutions about the 
new Partnership Instrument and the Erasmus Mundus programme, from which the EU-Sri 
Lankan relations will hopefully be able to profit in the future.

As far as our bilateral relations are concerned, let me also please point out to two concrete 
steps from the EU side:

                                               
1 MP Sunil Hadunneththi, who was also part of the visiting delegation, could not attend the meeting for personal 
reasons
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- the EU (EEAS/Commission) suggestion to hold a meeting of the EU-Sri Lankan Joint 
Commission;

- our EP Delegation visit to Sri Lanka this coming July, for which I hope you are in a 
position to confirm your agreement.

Our discussion today could also serve as a stepping stone for these two upcoming encounters".

Deputy Speaker Weerakoddy expressed his thanks to Chair Lambert for her welcoming words 
and her commitment to engage with Sri Lanka. Stating that Sri Lanka emerged from 3 
decades of terrorism, he highlighted the results of the '5-R' policy (Resettlement, 
Reconstruction, Rebuilding, Rehabilitation, Reconciliation):

i) Resettlement was almost accomplished, with remaining cases belonging mainly to the 
'old caseload';

ii) Reconstruction of the infrastructure as well as demining was well under way;
iii) Rebuilding: India had promised 50.000 houses; several EU countries also extended 

support. The Deputy Speaker explained that, throughout the conflict, and despite the 
fact that most of the funds fell into terrorists' hands, the government had always paid 
for hospitals, salaries, etc. in the LTTE-held part of the country. In the last stage of the 
war, progress had been very slow because the LTTE used civilians as human shields;

iv) Rehabilitation of ex-LTTE cadres was successful; after completion of vocational 
training, many were now employed in government factories or in the police force;

v) Reconciliation was under way, notably through the implementation of the LRRC [1]
recommendations. The Ministry of National Languages and Social Integration also played 
a pivotal role. Having analyzed the root-causes of past insurgencies, not only from the 
LTTE in the North & the East, but also from the Peoples Liberation Front in the South, 
the government was working hard on the two fronts of social integration & trilingualism 
(Sinhalese, Tamil, English). This national effort had to be undertaken in a holistic way: 
whilst focusing on the North & East, both strands of policies were of concern to all 
citizens and needed to encompass the whole island-nation. They were key to the 
reconciliation process and deserved EU support [2]. Specifically, the EU should promote 
youth politics in the North, where the young generation, which had grown up under the
influence of the LTTE, needed to acquire a civic education so as to be able to genuinely 
choose their representatives.

Elections to the Northern Provincial Council (NPC) - which had not been held since 1989-
would take place in September. There was a strong debate within the coalition government -
which comprised several 'extreme parties'- about the powers devolved to the Provincial 
Councils [3]. It revolved around the 13th amendment, which may be revised.

The Deputy Speaker deplored the fact that the TNA [4] did not accept to sit in the 
Parliamentary Select Committee set up to design a political solution for the North and East 
issue. He urged the friends of Sri Lanka to convince the TNA to revise its position.
Despite the remaining challenges related to political reconciliation, the country was on the 
right track: tourism and foreign investments were on the rise, a second airport and a second 
sea harbour were being built. Economic growth was strong.
                                               
1 Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Commission
2 Germany and Japan were already supporting the trilingual policy
3 notably land & police powers
4 Tamil National Alliance
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Sri Lanka wished to engage with the international community: UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights Navi Pillay would visit Sri Lanka in August 2013, and Colombo would host the 
Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting in November 2013. Foreign visitors should come 
and see by themselves the real situation, without being misled by various parties pursuing vested 
interests.

In that same vein, Sri Lanka also wanted to engage with the EU. The Deputy Speaker wished 
to welcome a DSAS delegation in July and would speak to the Parliament Speaker about it. 
He suggested that the delegation should visit not only the conflict-affected areas, but also 
other parts of the country, so as to get a better grasp of the situation in the whole island. Given 
its economic health, Sri Lanka did not really need the GSP + facility; still, it would be a 
positive gesture on the part of the EU to reintroduce it.

EU development projects were also important at local level. In that respect, Deputy Minister 
Sivalingam explained that his Ceylon Workers' Congress party represented the Indian Estate 
Tamils; historically, they had been a disenfranchised community working in the plantations 
located in the Centre of the island. Foreign projects, notably in the education sector, had 
played an important role for the social and economic development of his community, which 
now enjoyed a much higher education level. Chair Lambert expressed interest in meeting with 
representatives of these people and visiting EU-related projects in that part of the country.
Chair Lambert expressed her appreciation for the detailed overview offered by the Deputy 
Speaker. In particular, she stressed the importance of the visit by Commissioner Navi Pillay
as well as the confirmation of the election date for the Northern Provinvial Council; she hoped 
that the powers of the Council would not be reduced, since this could only hurt the 
reconciliation process.

Responding to Phil Bennion who asked about the possibility to travel around freely, the 
Deputy Speaker assured that there were no check-points and that the delegation could visit
any place it was interested in.
Salvador Sedó i Alabart offered insights into the successful bilingual policy in Catalonia -with 
emphasis on immersion-, which had been recognized by the EU as a model of multi-
lingualism.

Answering Chair Lambert's concerns about reports of communal tensions and attacks against 
mosques, the Deputy Speaker explained that these isolated incidents emanated from a very 
marginal group, which acted probably with foreign help. They had been condemned by all, 
with few exceptions.

Eran Wickramaratne stated that, belonging to the United National Party (UNP), the main 
opposition party, did not mean he could speak on behalf of the whole parliamentary opposition. It 
was unfortunate that other parties, such as the JVP [1] and the TNA, were not present, since this 
would have helped fellow MEPs to get a better idea of the plurality of views within the Sri 
Lankan Parliament. On this point, the Deputy Speaker explained that JVP Member 
Sunil Hadunneththi, was also part of the delegation and present in Brussels. While he had met 
with other MEPs he could not attend the DSAS meeting for personal reasons. As for the TNA, 
this was only due to the restricted size of the delegation: whereas the majority party UPFA and the 
UNP were always represented, the smaller JVP and TNA usually had to rotate among themselves.
Eran Wickramaratne explained that the UNP was launching a dialogue on Constitutional 
reform. After 30 years of incremental growth of Presidential powers, these had become 
                                               
1 Janathā Vimukthi Peramuṇa (People's Liberation Front); a JVP MP was part of the visiting delegation and 
participated to other meeting with MEPs; he could not attend the DSAS meeting for personal reasons
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excessive to the expense of the judicial and legislative branches. The UNP draft aimed at 
curbing Presidential powers and reverse towards the Westminster system, wherein lied Sri 
Lankan democratic roots.

Although it was unfortunate that the TNA refused to participate to the Parliamentary Select 
Committee, its views needed to be heard. On reconciliation, Wickramaratne acknowledged 
that the government had done a lot, but more needed to be done, on three levels: people-to-
people, community level, and political settlement. The UNP was opposed to a revision of the 
13th amendment: such revision should happen, if need be, only through a national dialogue, 
which should include the TNA.

This said, Mr. Wickramaratne urged the EP to look at Sri Lanka not only through the prism of 
the national (Sinhalese/Tamil) question. One way forward was to focus on trade & economic 
relations. He disagreed with the Deputy Speaker about the GSP+: that scheme would help, not 
only for exports, but also to attract FDIs, a higher inflow of which was needed in order to 
sustain the post-conflict growth. He called for discussions with the EU on that point.
Chair Lambert closed the meeting by thanking all participants and expressing hope to meet 
again soon in Sri Lanka.

5. Any other business

No other business.

6. Date and place of the next meeting

The next meeting of the Delegation for relations with South Asia is foreseen to take place on 
June 18, 2013. This will nevertheless be confirmed via email.

The meeting closed at 11.00.
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(VP) = Заместник-председател/Vicepresidente/Místopředseda/Næstformand/Stellvertretender Vorsitzender/Aseesimees/Αντιπρόεδρος/ 
Vice-Chair(wo)man/Vice-Président/Priekšsēdētāja vietnieks/Pirmininko pavaduotojas/Alelnök/Viċi President/Ondervoorzitter/ 
Wiceprzewodniczący/Vice-Presidente/Vicepreşedinte/Podpredseda/Podpredsednik/Varapuheenjohtaja/Vice ordförande

(M) = Член/Miembro/Člen/Medlem./Mitglied/Parlamendiliige/Μέλος/Member/Membre/Membro/Deputāts/Narys/Képviselő/ 
Membru/Lid/Członek/Membro/Membru/Člen/Poslanec/Jäsen/Ledamot

(F) = Длъжностно лице/Funcionario/Úředník/Tjenestemand/Beamter/Ametnik/Υπάλληλος/Official/Fonctionnaire/Funzionario/ 
Ierēdnis/Pareigūnas/Tisztviselő/Uffiċjal/Ambtenaar/Urzędnik/Funcionário/Funcţionar/Úradník/Uradnik/Virkamies/Tjänsteman


