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Theft
I must first apologise for the lack of photographs in this newsletter but my camera was stolen from my luggage en route between Brussels and Manchester, complete with full memory card! Hopefully normal service will be resumed next month.

The Financial Crisis
There has been much "angst" amongst MEPs about the current economic problems of some Member States. Talk to a German about Greece and the response is unprintable! But there is a reluctant realisation amongst the countries in the Euro-Zone - not the UK, of course - that, if that currency is to be maintained, then all must rally round. Austerity and budget cuts are the rage in Europe but no one likes them and always blames someone else. The Greeks hark back to German actions in WW2 - some seventy years ago - and the Germans are wholly convinced that Greece is full of feckless, free-spending tax-evaders wanting to live off German tax-payers' money. And the future health of the € is important to British interests even though, thankfully, we retain the pound.
Budget Secrets?
One of the proposals emanating from the EU, consequent upon the fiscal reductions and damaged economics, is that Member States' Budget plans should be shown to the Commission and Council of Ministers before they are promulgated in each country. This is wholly unacceptable to us in Britain where the contents of the Budget are revealed only to the House of Commons before anyone else. I am glad that the Prime Minister has put his foot down on that daft idea!

Iceland

I am the "Shadow Rapporteur" (Group Spokesman!) on the proposed accession of Iceland to the European Union and have been involved in tortuous  and careful negotiations about the contents of the Parliamentary motion. Every group is keen to agree to a consensus of broad support which lays down points of concern in a "friendly" way. For example, Britain and Ireland have serious issues over fishing rights, stock conservation and processing. Iceland wants 25% of northern waters mackerel - a substantial increase in its present share - as a 'quid pro quo' for other concessions and this would be a body blow to our fishermen. So there is much to iron out before Iceland joins the EU - and her people are yet to be consulted or to agree.

Gaza (1)
I had a fascinating and productive meeting recently with the Egyptian Ambassador to the EU. We discussed the particular problem of Gaza and his message was simply a plea to the EU and the European Parliament to stop mouthing platitudes and do something to resolve the impasse. I told him that was an endemic problem of the EU/EP and that sometimes it is a relief that nothing is done! However, he is right in this instance and I have written to our new Foreign Secretary along these lines.
Gaza (2)

On the same subject, some of the Turkish flotilla that tried to break the Israeli embargo on Gaza visited the Parliament last week and I had the opportunity to question them on their preparations and motives. Undoubtedly, some of them were strident activists - nothing wrong with that if it is a cause you hold dear - but many were making a genuine legal case. Why is Israel allowed to occupy Gaza, blockade all its access points, board vessels in international waters and generally behave like pirates? What the Occupying Power is doing flies in the face of legal precedent and UN resolutions and it must be stopped.

Coeliacs

I have had some letters from sufferers with Coeliac disease - a severe allergy to gluten in food - about proposed new labelling requirements. I do know a little about this illness as my daughter has it quite badly. Any gluten - in bread, pasta, sauces etc - brings her out in a bloody rash and is both painful and unsightly. She has to know whether a food product contains, or is prepared with, gluten, a very common ingredient of many foods. But too much bureaucracy in the labelling will just put off restauranteurs and publicans and they will simply cease to offer a gluten-free option. So a balance has to be struck and we are doing what we can to get it right.

Iran

The Iranian Foreign Minister visited the Foreign Affairs Committee recently and for bare-faced cheek, he really took the biscuit! Under severe and relentless questioning from all MEPs he denied everything and admitted nothing. Any problems were caused by the West, particularly the USA and UK, the opposition was funded by the CIA and MI6, there was no proposal to build nuclear weapons and security forces had not killed, injured or imprisoned anyone. It was a complete charade and waste of time but it certainly confirmed us all in our collective judgement that Iran is a bad case!
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