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Colleagues,

I am addressing you today as Vice-President of the European Parliament, a body which represents almost 500 million citizens from 27 Member States, but I do so in a personal capacity. 
I am, however, Vice-President responsible for the EuroMed Parliamentary Assembly which uniquely embraces both the Palestine Legislative Council and the Knesset.  So I am pleased that this conference includes Knesset and Israeli representatives.  

In 2005 and 2006 I chaired the largest-ever parliamentary observer missions - 30 MEPS - to the Palestinian presidential and parliamentary elections: I do not feel that the democratic process has been well-served since then by the international community's response to technically perfect elections.
It is also worth noting that I am related to Colonel T. E. Lawrence (of Arabia), and share his ability to be a friend to both the Jewish and the Palestinian people.  I am also a patron of the BBC World Service Trust and endorse the motto: 'Nation shall speak peace unto Nation'. 
Any conference dealing with the Middle East is bound to arouse sensitivities - and this is no different.  I and my colleagues regret that some news organizations have published reports labelling today's conference - on the 40th anniversary of Israel's military occupation of Palestine - as 'anti-Israel'.    

Today marks the opening of my inquiry for the EuroMed Parliamentary Assembly into the role of parliaments in the Middle East peace process.  I am not anti-Israel or anti-Palestine, but I am pro-democracy and pro-dialogue.  

I take as my starting point elements of a Likud-PLO memorandum reportedly endorsed almost exactly 20 years ago by Ehud Olmert, then a young member of the Knesset, and whose aspirations for a peace settlement I share.  They were broadcast by the BBC as part of a documentary in 1998.
I invite those present from the Knesset today to seek the full document, dated August 25 1987, from which I now quote, as well as records of any relevant government discussions at the time: 

"MEMORANDUM

...The PLO is the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, and has the mandate and the authority to negotiate with the Israeli government, while the state of Israel, on the other hand, has the legitimate right to exist within safe and recognised borders.
We agree to the following:

There are to be two separate phases of negotiations...leading to the establishment of an interim agreement; the second phase leading to a final settlement.

The interim settlement will include the establishment of a Palestinian entity in the territories held by Israel since June 1967, with an administrative capital in the Arab parts of Jerusalem.

In due time, Israel will declare its recognition of the PLO, while the PLO will declare its recognition of the state of Israel.

Israel will announce and actualize a freeze on all settlement activity during the first phase of negotiations...the PLO will announce and actualize a freeze on all acts of violence."
Let me assure you that the European Parliament is entirely committed to contributing to the agreed establishment of just such a lasting peace settlement which would be based on the legitimate existence of the State of Israel in safe borders as well as on the existence of a Palestinian State in safe borders, those of 1967.
This year we are celebrating the 50th anniversary of the signing of the Treaties of Rome and more than 50 years of peace, stability, prosperity and progress for our citizens.  
I underline this because we in the European Parliament see it as our responsibility to advocate our values outside the Union’s borders: indeed, the promotion of democracy, human rights, the rule of law and fundamental freedoms is a treaty obligation.

As the founder of our EU Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights, an increasing proportion of which is devoted to the Arab world, I am looking forward to the development of democracy outwards from Israel and Palestine to other countries in the region.

Next year, in 2008, we will together celebrate the 60th anniversary of the creation of the State of Israel. Is it not now time to satisfy the people’s desire for a peaceful life founded on security and respect for their fellow human beings, a desire which for so many people was one reason for returning to the Promised Land?

Following the 1993 Oslo Accords, we dared to hope that a genuine step had finally been taken on the road to peace; that reconciliation, dialogue and the power of reason would prevail. Last summer, however, the region was once again in flames, once again many innocent people have fallen victim to violence; two children were killed by artillery last night in troubled Gaza. 
Last summer's events have fundamentally altered international perceptions of Israel and its neighbours.  Now, the US is once again preparing to slip away, leaving an unreliable Iran to pursue its appalling agenda in the region.


So we Europeans must encourage all moves designed to build trust and bring the objective of a two-state solution closer. There has been too much suffering in the Middle East; too many opportunities have been missed. 

Too much attention has been paid to the process of peace - and too little to the product.

A conference always represents the start of negotiations, not the end. Nobody is left isolated and mutual trust is built between all partners.  What we must do here is to underline the parliamentary and civil society dimension of that process.

Would it not be possible for Israel, the Palestinians and the Middle East Quartet plus the Arab League as a full partner to consider together the format and procedures for and the substance of such a conference? 


To my mind there is no better way of negotiating on peace and security, on future developments and on the peaceful co-existence of Israel and a Palestinian State, within secure borders, without violence and on the basis of good-neighbourly relations, than at a conference. 
I firmly believe that a Palestinian State with sustainable borders would also bring Israeli citizens greater security and stability.  The fact that their barrier now almost encircles Bethlehem and Jerusalem is not propitious for peace.


Please allow me, at this point, to address a matter which is particularly important for us as parliamentarians: the Euro-Mediterranean Parliamentary Assembly brings together Members of the European Parliament, the parliaments of the EU Member States and the parliaments of those Mediterranean states which do not belong to the European Union – in other words, the countries of North Africa and the Middle East.

It is an important process, because the combination of countries involved makes it unique. However, it is not a Euro-Arab club, but rather an extraordinary forum for encouraging the intercultural dialogue which can help to bring about better mutual understanding. 
All of us parliamentarians who are working to achieve that objective in the context of the Euro-Mediterranean partnership process should ask ourselves repeatedly what more we can do in order to foster dialogue between cultures, mutual respect and the unconditional protection of human dignity.


Today, violence and terror, walls and exclusion too often stand in the way of the ideal I am advocating. Are we doing enough to bring societies together? What more can we Europeans do in this respect. 

For 2008, the Year of Intercultural Dialogue, I support European Parliament President Hans-Gert Poettering's proposal made in the Knesset to bring young people from Israel and Palestine, the Arab States and the countries of the European Union together, at the European Parliament. 
However, today I should also like to emphasise Mr Poettering's suggestion made on July 3rd to a Socialist conference here in Brussels for a new European Parliament approach to the Middle East and I speak as the longest-serving member of our Foreign Affairs Committee.

He said: "from all the European Parliament political groups and official bodies, the relevant committees and inter-parliamentary delegations, as well as the Euromed Parliamentary Assembly, have come an abundance of good ideas and long-lasting evidence of good will. 

"We must endeavour to ensure that this multitude of ideas and the high level of commitment are not used up in one-off measures, thereby diminishing the impact of the European Parliament’s power. On the contrary, it should be our common concern to channel and combine our efforts in the interests of this issue.

"In connection with this I would like to mention a letter from several Members of our Parliament requesting the creation of a special European Parliament structure to deal specifically with these questions. 

"I would have nothing against, for instance, the proposal to form a working group, headed by a Vice-President within the framework of either the Committee on Foreign Affairs or the Bureau, to focus specifically on this topic."
Next Thursday, the European Parliament's political group leaders will once again debate this proposal.  I hope that they will come to a robust conclusion, which meets the political demands of our time.
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