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[Luc Frieden]
Ladies and gentlemen, Dir Dammen an Dir Hären, dear Prime Minister, welkom in Luxembourg.
Phrases en flamand
It's really a meeting among friends, because the historic ties between our two countries are very deep.
Et vous savez que chaque jour il y a de nombreux belges qui viennent vivre et travailler avec nous.
Nous avons une très grande communauté de belges qui vivent au Luxembourg. Il y a des milliers de belges qui viennent travailler au Luxembourg. Et je voudrais exprimer ici toute notre reconnaissance pour l'excellente coopération que nous avons avec la Belgique et avec tous ceux qui chaque jour font partie de notre société luxembourgeoise.
Il y a également beaucoup de luxembourgeois qui habitent en Belgique. Je voudrais remercier la Belgique aussi pour l'accueil des étudiants luxembourgeois en Belgique. C'est ça l'amitié, c'est ça la vie quotidienne de nos concitoyens et notre objectif est de renforcer cette amitié à travers des actions concrètes.
This is a quite special meeting. It's called "Gäichel 13". I've myself, in my previous capacities, attended some of these meetings. It's very rare that several ministers of a government join the ministers of another government. This has happened in the past between Belgium and Luxembourg, and it actually only happens between Belgium and Luxembourg. So this shows the deepness of our cooperation.
The prime minister and I had a long and very useful discussion already this morning bilaterally. We discussed a lot of European issues where it is extremely important that we coordinate our positions within the European Union. The European Union, you know, that has 27 members and it's very good if the Benelux countries and Belgian and Luxembourg in Benelux have already a more united view.
So, we discussed of course the geopolitical situation. We are of course concerned about the situation that is unfolding in the Middle East. We talked about Ukraine and the implications for freedom and security in Europe. But all that leads us to the fact that we need to cooperate more closely even in the future.
We are already cooperating a lot and want to deepen that in the area of internal security, external security. Our police forces work very well together; our armed forces work together. And that is extremely important to keep that also like that in the future. We have in terms of defence, you know the "bataillon binational de reconnaissance", which is a quite unique way of showing how armies in Europe can cooperate. We have the A400M aircraft that we operate together with Belgium. These are just examples where it is important that um countries like Belgium and Luxembourg that are so aligned, so united on values and principles also on a daily basis work closely together.
That's also why we want to strengthen the cooperation in the satellite area when it comes to defence. GovSat-2, you know, the new satellite that we decided to launch and that I announced last year. We will also work together with Belgium in using this satellite capacities.
There are many other areas where we have to work together. Energy you know this is extremely important that is a county like Luxembourg where most of the energy is imported that you have good relations with your neighbours. So that the energy can be transported to Luxembourg. But also the energetic transition: we want to go to more renewables, you have to work with your neighbours and friends. And that's also why our ministers met also in bilateral meetings this morning. We will join them in a few minutes from now, where we will further deepen those areas of cooperation.
So we can do a lot together. This is a unique partnership. This is a unique friendship, between Belgium and Luxembourg and I also want to thank Prime Minister De Wever for the very good cooperation that we have. Before each European Council, we discuss together by the way also always with our Dutch colleague. And I realize each time when we go into the meeting, we are very well prepared, very often, almost always, aligned on everything and that makes our voice stronger in the European Council. We are more efficient like that and so I also wanted to thank you as a person for your friendship, dear Bart, and thank you for being here today in Luxembourg to deepen the cooperation and friendship between our two countries. Thank you.
[Bart De Wever]
Merci villmools Luc. Dir Dammen an Dir Häre vun der Press, ech si frou hei ze sinn.
Was that understandable?
[Luc Frieden]
That was perfect.
[Bart de Wever]
Okay. Thank you.
[Luc Frieden]
That is as far as my Dutch...
[Bart De Wever]
That's as far as my "Lëtzebuergesch" goes on, unfortunately.
You already said everything, Luc, I'm going to repeat a lot of what you said. But it's good, if you say the same thing without preparing it. It means that you are truly aligned. And these Gäichel summits are important to strengthen that privileged partnership with which exists between our two countries rooted in trust, shared interests and a common European vision focused on the future.
It's no coincidence that Luxembourg was my first official visit abroad as Prime Minister. It underlines how close and important we consider this relationship. So today is about that cooperation at the bilateral level, at the Benelux level but also at the European level.
There are a lot of challenges, and I think we are mostly aligned. We are moderate countries, small moderate I would say, countries who have very often naturally the same vision on where Europe should go. And if we seek that cooperation, it is also always uh to seek the benefit for our citizens.
Our cooperation goes further than what we traditionally call foreign cooperation. We have about 50,000 countrymen who are cross border workers, who daily commute to Luxembourg, who telework from home. We've discussed about this, how we should do that and organize that. And we also have 25,000 countrymen living here in Luxembourg permanently. So our relationship is much more than just bilateral between two countries that consider their relationship as something of "foreign" origin.
It is also domestic. We share the same priorities at the European level. We talk a lot about competitiveness and, we know why, about resilience in the union, a deeper and more integrated internal market for persons, for goods, for services, for capital, for innovation and also for energy. And that last aspect of course we talked a lot about in the pre-meeting, as you can imagine, these are challenging times.
We talked about a strong Schengen area and a good functioning of the Schengen area. We share that interest of course and also about a balanced EU budget for the future.
Internationally Belgium and Luxembourg stand firmly for a rules-based international order and effective multilateralism. It's important to underline it. The world is not really going in that direction, but we think it is important.
We are also positioning the Benelux as a laboratory for innovation, notably in automated driving where we are trying to cooperate with Luxembourg on concrete projects. On cyber security, artificial intelligence, quantum technologies and that all will contribute of course to Europe's open strategic autonomy.
As a sign of the strong relationship, we reinforced our shared commitment for growth. Once again, last Friday, in a joint video message with Rob Jetten, Luc and myself for the Benelux Parliament. I think, and I'm very serious, that we have an opportunity to take the lead in Europe. Europe will have to evolve, and this is the moment for countries like ours to lead by example. Integrated markets, closer cooperation, it comes natural to us. We were, as Benelux, the front-runner of what became the European Union. We should try to do so again, and it all starts by strong bilateral cooperation in a number of areas.
We talked about modernization of the Luxembourg Brussels rail link. We are very pro and we will try to get it done as quickly as possible.
The deepening, Luc talked about it, about our cooperation in security and defence including a binational reconnaissance battalion, the joint use of the A400M aircraft and coordinated participation in NATO and EU missions.
Today, Mr. Francken and Minister Backes signed a declaration of intent on the GovSat-2. As you mentioned, I think is a very nice and important cooperation.
Our close coordination in consular affairs also has proven its value particularly in the context of the Middle East crisis where we worked together to repatriate our citizens safely two weeks ago. And it was total chaos, but we did it and we did it very quickly and very efficiently, and we did it together. Belgium and Luxembourg share that tradition working together in a longstanding cooperation.
Also, we have a long-standing energy cooperation, and this of course will be of the essence, both bilaterally, as within frameworks such as the Benelux, the Pentalateral Energy Forum and the North Seas Energy Cooperation. Even in today's very turbulent energy context. We will have to continue to work closely together and keep our focus on the shared challenges. It is a cooperation that builds on complementary strengths. Belgium's expertise in natural gas security of supply and offshore renewable energy on the one hand and Luxembourg's experience in innovating innovative financing solutions and its strong commitment to the offshore ambitions of the North Seas energy countries.
Both countries also cooperate closely on the development of emerging technologies, including hydrogen and carbon capture and storage. In the coming months, Benelux Corporation is expected to continue playing an important role in generating solutions and new ideas to inform European level discussions on energy prices and security of supply.
And that was it for me
[Luc Frieden]
Any questions?
[Journalist]
Hi, my name is François Aulner for RTL.
Well, I'll just pick one question for now. Maybe the colleagues want to ask more questions, but you mentioned the Luxembourg-Brussels connection. It's an older discussion, older than I am, I think, and I'm not that young anymore. Can you tell us more about the dates, about when will we see construction of another line or a faster line and more details about that project? Thank you very much.
[Bart de Wever]
Well, our mobility minister Crucke is on his way here to talk about exactly that. And I would prefer that he would answer that question because he has prepared it, to the Gäichel summit with the two governments. He came especially for that and other topics of mobility, but that one. And he will probably be better placed to answer you on the timetable of investments and what is concretely in the planning.
[Journalist]
Okay, I apologize. Then I'll ask another question.
I don't know if it's something that you discussed about and, or if it has any need to discuss about it, but there's been talks about Russian assets in your country, and the ones in Luxembourg where we have a procedure with Mr. Fridman. And it's all based, I mean, the defence is basing their arguments on that investor protection agreement between Belgium and Luxembourg. Is there is there any talks about that to change it. Or did you talk about it?
[Bart De Wever]
We didn't talk about this recently, but in the near past we talked about it a lot, as you can imagine in December. We have a Belgian Luxembourg bilateral investment treaty with Russia, which of course, if you would...if you have a situation of immobilized assets, which is central bank money, and frozen assets which belongs to private beneficiaries, that you can be subjected to arbitrage. And we followed on the Fridman case and use that as is an example of the many legal risks that exist when you start touching immobilized or frozen assets. When you start mobilizing that for other use, which has never been done in history before.
And I think we were more or less on the same position in December, that if you consider all those risks and all those consequences, that it was a better choice to go for a loan which we're trying to get organized now, the 90 billion loan, rather than to mobilize immobilized assets. Which would have consequences, also in judicial procedures in Russia, on frozen assets of western origin there. And what the Fridman case concerns, we are also very closely following up on that where it will go, because it's of course not very nice to have a sword of Damocles hanging over your head. It's...
[Journalist]
But change the agreement as...
[Bart De Wever]
But if you would change a BIT, you would still have 18 years of litigation possible after a change over an [inaudible]..So it would not help you with the current case.
What of course would help, is that world leaders would act normally and stop attacking other countries and make sustainable peace treaties that could help us sort out things like frozen or immobilized assets that we never wanted in the first place.
But as we are financial centres, we have some of that money. I think Luxembourg has 10,000 euros in immobilized assets, unfortunately for you, at Clearstream. And we have of course 190 billion of that at Euroclear. Which is in normal conditions very good, that you have a financial centre, but if the world goes crazy it becomes also one of the risks or burdens, that you have to carry.
[Luc Frieden]
Any other questions? Yes.
[Journalist]
Mr. De Wever, you explained that you would like to make the Benelux a laboratory for the European Union.
Do you consider the homeworking arrangement for cross borders workers as one of the elements to be tested in this laboratory? And if the answer is yes, up to how many days could go?
[Bart De Wever]
Two aspects.
One: the laboratory goes further than the bilateral question that we have. I really am convinced that Europe has to make a quantum leap to the one market. We came from the common market, we jumped to the single market. Now we have to jump to the one market. It's what Enrico Letta wrote in his report.
But it will probably take time because Europe is with 27 countries a very complicated treaty and quantum leaps take a lot of time. So I noticed that Ursula von der Leyen also starts talking about the idea of enhanced cooperation. Once there is a cluster of countries that could go further in the integration of their markets, they should be allowed to do so. And we are in a unique position as Benelux. We have article 3 under the 50 of the European treaty, who actually states that the Benelux can integrate faster than the rest of Europe has done.
So in the history, we already did. So we were Schengen before Europe became Schengen. We had a customs union before Europe had a customs union. What I invited my colleagues to debate and I think they're positive.
I also have Rob Jetten on board. I think his reaction was also positive to work at the level of the secretary general of the Benelux, to see can we make a task force who looks at all the barriers that exist between our economies.
What does companies, persons, working in the Benelux prohibit to be successful in the Benelux area? Are there things we can do in recognizing diplomas? Are there things we can do for people who do telework, but live one country work in another country?
I think we need to make a menu on everything that prohibits us to really benefit from the larger Benelux area for goods, for services. We could think of a Benelux passport for service providers.
We could consider a form of...like the 28 regimes, which is Europe is thinking about, we could think about something at the Benelux level.
For the moment it's all pie in the sky, but my invitation is: let's really look at it and make it concrete. And if there are bilateral problems, people from Belgium working in Luxembourg, they start homeworking, it gives a fiscal, problem with taxes...then we should address that.
So I already asked my...I cannot give you a concrete solution yet. I can give you the motivation to reach a solution. I think we should not prohibit modern ways of working across the borders in Benelux. It should be of an evidence that we should do everything for our people and our companies to make the Benelux area one economic space and there's still a lot to be gained from that.
[Luc Frieden]
Le Benelux a toujours été un laboratoire d'innovation et coopération au service de l'intégration européenne et donc, je soutiens tout à fait ce que vient de dire le Premier ministre De Wever. Schengen, effectivement, est un très bon exemple, nous avons essayé certaines choses. Et donc si le Benelux sur certains sujets peut avancer davantage au service des citoyens et des entreprises, je crois que ça vaut la peine de l'étudier. Et donc, c'est évidemment, si nous faisons cette coopération, elle est d'abord conforme au traité, comme vient de le souligner le Premier ministre. Mais au-delà, ça doit toujours être ouvert évidemment aussi à d'autres. Ce n'est pas un club exclusif, nous sommes les voisins de l'Allemagne, de la France, en ce qui concerne le Luxembourg, à côté de la Belgique, donc évidemment, ce n'est pas un club exclusif. Mais le Benelux peut être un laboratoire d'innovation et de coopération. C'est ce que nous avons fait par le passé, c'est ce que nous essayons de faire à l'avenir.
Et je crois aussi la coopération entre nos armées est un autre bon exemple pour montrer qu'on peut coopérer de façon efficace. C'est aussi mieux pour investir l'argent dans des projets communs que d'avoir autant de projets qui s'organisent l'un à côté de l'autre.
Oui, la coopération au Benelux, ça fait du sens.
Last question please, because we have to join the other ministers who are waiting for us to continue our working meeting.
[Journalist]
Since you don't have a lot of time...
Monsieur le Premier ministre, Bart de Wever, je sais que c'est un peu étrange, mais je voudrais vous demander de re-répondre à la question en français...pour la télévision au Luxembourg...je sais que vous parlez quand même bien français.
...en ce qui concerne le laboratoire et comment vous voulez approfondir l'union belgo-luxembourgeoise, concrètement. Notamment comme mon collègue évoquait les "comuters", les transfrontaliers et le télétravail et la fiscalité. Merci
[Bart De Wever]
À Alden Biesen on a eu une rencontre très intéressante avec Enrico Letta, qui a écrit un rapport sur le saut quantique que l'Europe doit faire, le "one market", du "common market" vers le "single market". Maintenant on doit sauter vers le "one market" et ça veut dire qu'on a besoin d'une intégration beaucoup plus accrue du marché européen pour les biens, pour les services, pour l'énergie, pour les capitaux. Et dans l'histoire, le Benelux a déjà joué le rôle d'avant-garde dans l'intégration économique. Et j'ai invité mon collègue Luc et aussi Rob Jetten, le nouveau collègue des Pays-Bas a essayé de jouer ce rôle encore une fois. Et de faire une liste des barrières qui existent dans le Benelux encore pour les gens qui travaillent dans les autres pays et qui voudraient fonder une entreprise qui est active dans les trois pays, et d'essayer d'enlever ces barrières. Et comme Luc a dit, pour moi ce n'est pas une idée limitée au Benelux, si on pouvait séduire d'autres pays à nous suivre, à nous joindre dans cette intégration plus accrue, ce serait, je pense, pour nous une opportunité historique d'être un vrai leader au niveau européen et de montrer la voie vers l'avenir.
[Luc Frieden]
Très bien. Merci, merci à vous tous d'être présents et merci pour ta visite. Et on continue maintenant le travail avec nos ministres
[Bart de Wever]
Oui
