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I. Opening the subject: Introduction   

Since 2007, the EuroArab Forum is committed to 
promoting a better understanding between Europe and 
the Arab World. Our vision is to establish an open 
platform for dialogue in Brussels where participants can 
meet and discuss relevant issues to them. Therefore, 
on a regular and sustained basis we organize events 
with keynote speakers on a broad variety of issues that 
include political, social, economic, religious and cultural 
aspects of relations between Europe and the Arab 
World.  

In Arab societies, the European Union is quite often 
perceived as an economic power with only limited 
political influence. And to many people in - and outside 
- the EU the Union’s approach to the Arab World 
remains – to say the least – unclear. The upcoming 
European Parliament (EP) election campaign might 
therefore be a good opportunity to engage in a 
discussion about relations of the EU and the Arab 
World.  

Thus, we organized this public event and invited two 
distinguished speakers from the biggest two parties in 
the EP, Mr. McMillan-Scott and Mr. Swoboda (from the 
conservative and the progressive group respectively), 
in an endeavour to spark an interesting and clarifying 
debate about the status of EU’s past and future visions 
for the Arab World.  

II. Opening the debate: A conservative and a 
progressive perspective   

Before opening the floor for questions from the 
participants, the chairman, Mr. Fridhi, posed the 
following set of two questions to the MEPs to start the 
debate off:  

1. How do you view the decision of the International 
Criminal Court's Pre-Trial Chamber to issue an arrest 
warrant against Sudan's President Omar Hassan Al-
Bashir in connection with alleged crimes against 
humanity and war crimes in Darfur? And what is your 
response to the opposition of Saudi Arabia to the ICC 
decision?  

2. What are the prospects for the peace process? What 
policy should the EU adopt? What is your advice on 
how to deal with Hamas and Hezbollah?  

On the first question concerning the ICC decision 
against President Al-Bashir and the Saudi reaction to it, 
both Mr. McMillan-Scott and Mr. Swoboda supported 
the court’s decision. McMillan-Scott elaborated that in 

the 21st-century the age of impunity should be over. As 

a sceptic of double standards, he thinks that every 
country including China and the Arab countries should 
be subject to the ICC and international laws without 
exceptions. He also advocated increasing the Arab 
publics’ awareness of the ICC judgment in order for the 
populations to exert some pressure on their 
governments to accept the courts decision.  

Similarly, Swoboda reminded us that the EU does not 
accept members who are not signatories to the ICC. 
However, he shared his concern that sometimes going 
legal might create an obstacle to negotiate a solution. 
Yet he still thinks that all parties have an obligation to 
protect the civilian population and to respect the basic 
human rights as well as the general principles of 
humanitarian law. But he expressed his disappointment 
at the neighbouring countries that do not interfere to 
improve the situation; while out of fear for their own 
interests tend to hinder the progress of the ICC. The 
EU, in his opinion, cannot interfere sometimes in these 
cases because of its colonial past, and so the 
neighbouring countries should take that role and do 
what is right to stop further human suffering.  

Answering the second question about the peace 
process and how to deal with Hamas and Hezbollah, 
McMillan-Scott said that the EP declared the first and 
the second Palestinian elections (in 1996 and 2006 
respectively) free and faire. He added that his earlier 
view that “Israel is the only democracy in the region” 
has changed and he believes that it is essential for the 
international community to deal with the winners of free 
and fare elections. He also stressed that Israel needs 
to recognize the basic principles agreed upon in 1993 
(such as halting of settlements, return of refugees, East 
Jerusalem as capital for the Palestinians), and he 
noted that even Olmert returned to these themes lately. 
Moreover, he was vocal about the need for the EU to 
“stop delaying its engagement and get a grip on 
reality”, as he sees that the EU can play a bigger role in 
the peace process. When it comes to Hezbollah, he 
said that although the EU is not involved with this 
group, he is personally not opposed to talking to 
everyone. He is opposed to blacklisting anyone, 
because people can change. Still he stressed that he is 
not an optimist and he recognizes that some groups 
are using terrorism as a mean to reach their objective, 
which he considers unacceptable.  

Swoboda, posited that the international community 
wanted elections in the Palestinian Territory and they 
did not object to Hamas running, so now that Hamas 
won we have to accept the result even if they are not 
what we had expected. To him not all of Hamas' 
supporters are terrorists, but the EU just followed the 
whims of the Unite States and Israel on that issue. As 
for Hezbollah he said he does not like their ideology, 
but “we have to speak to all factions”. He, for example, 
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is also wary about Lieberman’s ideology but it does not 
mean he will not talk to him, as long as one has been 
elected, we should respect that. For him the more 
important question to ask is: why has that person or 
group been elected? He thinks that the internal 
problems of the Palestinian Authority (PA), and the fact 
that Israel never gave a chance to Arafat - and the 
following PA did not manage to bring something 
concert to its people - are what helped Hamas win the 
elections.  

III. Opening the floor: Discussion and Q&A 

On that note the chairman opened the floor for 
participants to ask their questions.  

1. With the economic crisis looming large what is your 
groups’ policy towards the Arab immigrants within 
Europe? Could you briefly elaborate on how your 
groups intend to tackle problems such as xenophobia 
and rise of extreme right-wing parties that could affect 
Euro-Arab minorities?  

McMillan-Scott shared his deep concerns about this 
issue. He noted that the UK, where he comes from, 
specifically has very large immigrant population. He 
fears that with the economic crisis sweeping Europe 
xenophobia and racism will also be on the rise, which is 
reflected in the rise of extreme right-wing parties across 
the EU. What the parliamentarians can do is to help 
find ways to sustain those people who lost their 
financial securities in order to try and limit the negative 
effects of the situation.  

Swoboda said that he agrees that the EP has to fight 
this big issue of xenophobia, racism and rise of 
extreme right-wing parties. He emphasised that the 
most important role the EP has is to educate the 
people to take away their fear of Islam and to stop anti-
Islamism slogans. These slogans are only effective if 
they reach the hearts of the people, and they can only 
do so if the people are anxious. He also brought to our 
attention that a recent survey conducted in France 
showed that there is a rise in despair of young people, 
which could be felt all over Europe. We as MEPs have 
to send them the same message that President Obama 
sends to his people - the one of hope, he said.  

2. With the growing influence of Iran in the region and 
its links with groups like Hamas and Hezbollah that you 
proposed the EU should talk to, how do you envisage 
the EU should deal with Iran, and should it engage with 
it or not?  

McMillan-Scott stressed that despite his views on the 
Iranian regime as brutal, paranoid and absurd, Iran is a 
regional player and hence the EU has to engage with it. 

He also drew the ironic parallel that the EU engages 
with Iran - although the Iranian government has not 
really been elected democratically, since there is no 
free elections as the candidates are not chosen freely – 
yet the international community walked away from 
Hamas that was elected democratically. He said so 
because he had been an election observer during the 
last Palestinian legislative election which was free and 
fair and where the result reflected according to him fully 
the will of the people. Besides this , he argued that not 
even Lebanon is a democracy because it has artificial 
constituents (all 18 of them cantons with each of them 
a mono religious identity), which creates an artificial 
situation that does not really reflect the will of the 
people.  

Swoboda answered that Iran is a proud country, but we 
have to deal with this bad regime. In doing so the EU 
has to set limits in dealing with Iran and we need the 
help of the Arab countries to do so. He added that 
though we respect Iran, it has to respect its neighbours 
and stop trying to change their regimes, as it would not 
want anyone to change its regime. 

3. How do you envisage advancing Euro-Arab relations 
in general? There was recently disagreement between 
the EU and the GCC concerning the inclusion of 
human rights clauses into a free trade agreement. Is it 
more realistic to advance relations on an economic 
level while leaving political issues aside?  

McMillan-Scott highlighted that the first article of the EU 
treaty indicates that the EU should promote the rule of 
law and protect human rights, “we should stick to these 
principles and that includes in countries like Saudi 
Arabia”, he added.  

However, Swoboda replied by asking the following 
question: what do you do in dealing with other 
countries if your principles are not respected? Should 
we then cancel the agreement, he asked. Agreements 
are strong basis for discussion and “in places like 
Saudi Arabia I am not sure we can influence things 
easily, but maybe in other places like Qatar that is 
possible”, he added. The MEP sees Iran as a possible 
centre for stability in the region. Swoboda sees 
Lebanon not as a complete democracy in light of his 
understanding of European democracy concepts. 
Lebanon has many elements of a democracy such as a 
free press, coalition government and a strong civil 
society. He thinks that Europe has to promote human 
rights issues in the Arab World, to have principles and 
stick to them, but he also wants to find practical ways 
to implement these principles. 
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[Mr. McMillan-Scott had to leave at this point as he had 
another meeting, however the discussion continued 
with Mr. Swoboda]  

4. With the change of the US administration there is a 
momentum for change, concerning the Arab Peace 
Initiative that was proposed by the Arab League are 
you going to support it?  

Swoboda reiterated that the EP supports the Arab 
Peace Initiative. However, he also said that by looking 
at the solidarity of the Arab countries towards the 
Palestinian Territory one would start to have doubts. 
Sometimes it is better to not speak about peace but 
more about “no war”. For instance, Syria and Israel are 
not in peace but not in war either. He added also that 
the restrain that Hezbollah exhibited during the Gaza 
war was a good initiative that should be acknowledged.  

5. Concerning the future policy of the EU and the 
Middle East, can you affect the policy of the EU? And 
can you put pressure on the EU to help rebuild Gaza, 
for example?  

Swoboda found it difficult to answer this question 
because he is not about paying less money to Gaza, 
but he is against paying for Gaza if there are no 
guarantees that all the development and infrastructure 
rebuilt will not be destroyed again shortly. At the same 
time, hope is important in Gaza, because without hope 
you bread terrorism, as the youth of Gaza sees no 
development or chances to improve their situation they 
might resort to violence.  

 

IV. Reflection by the EuroArab Forum   

The debate in the European Parliament was interesting 
as it touched upon an array of important topics that 
concerns Euro-Arab relations from the EP perspective. 
However, the diverse yet complicated issues that 
where raised require more than an hour time to answer 
them with some depth. At the end we got the sense 
that there is not a substantial difference between the 
two parties in the EP with regards to the Arab World. If 
there were specific differences between them, they 
were not highlighted clearly. That of course could be 
attributed to the fact that these two political groups are 
internally divided and as a consequence the two MEP 
spoke more for themselves and less so for their 
political groups, be it conservative or progressive. This 
event and the questions from the floor highlighted to us 
several important topics such as for example "transition 
in the Arab World" and "country specific analysis". 
Finally, the event allowed the Euro-Arab audience to 
ask questions relevant to them. The EAF will follow-up 
on the differences of the two main political groups in 
the EP by further engaging politicians on EuroArab 
affairs and its challenges. 

 

Report by the EAF core team  

(written by Rouba Al-Fattal)  

contact: info@euroarab-forum.eu 

 


