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Translated according to the simultaneous translation
January 18, 2009

Statement by Prime Minister of Italy Silvio Berlusconi
I am very pleased to be here this evening to express my support, together with the other European leaders.  People have already said what we experienced today and the matters we discussed at Sharm el-Sheikh, therefore I will add just one thing – as far as my country and I am concerned, we have always stood beside you.  We feel for the hardships you must face.  Your hardships are our hardships.  You certainly remember that it was the President of the European Union Berlusconi who decided to put Hamas on the list of terrorist organizations.  You certainly remember that Italy always stood beside you, even when Israel was the only democracy in the Middle East.  This is because of our shared values, our aspiration for freedom, our cultures and our free market rules.  

I had the great pleasure to promote the European Council, and despite the geographic distance, one day Israel can be one of the member countries in the European Union.  I am still convinced that it is proper that this happen, and we must continue working to that end.

With regard to the current situation, as in the past, you can count on Italy and my government.  We stand beside you in whatever you do to move the situation forward towards a solution.  Together with President Bush, we supported this foreign policy; we wanted to see if it was possible to reach the longed-for solution in 2008.  Our hope began together with yours.  In the negotiations, the gap with regard to land and territory between you and the Palestinian Authority was only 6%.  A tragedy took place and the task was not completed.  We must try again.  Italy is ready to contribute and support this.  We are prepared to be the primary contributors to a new "Marshall Plan" for the Palestinian economy so that they too can be a contributory party to pushing the Hamas forward so that they will begin to express good will at the negotiation table.

We are also ready to contribute military units, and we have proven this with our 2,500 soldiers along the Lebanese border.  We are ready to continue thusly.  We are also ready to provide humanitarian assistance to the civilian population in Gaza.  Tomorrow the cabinet is to approve the first shipment of medicines and food.  Beginning tomorrow, we will accept injured children who need treatment in our hospitals.  

We will join with all the European countries to ensure that no arms reach Gaza by land or by sea.  We are willing to provide Italian representatives at each of the border crossings and are also prepared to provide you with all the technological means at our disposal, at the highest professional standards.  

When we heard about the renewal of rocket fire which landed on Israeli homes, we truly felt that this was a danger we all faced, a danger threatening the entire Western world, because of our philosophy which advocates freedom and democracy.  Therefore, now that you have declared that all possibilities of attack have been exhausted, and the Hamas has also announced a short ceasefire, perhaps we will finally be able to see a window of opportunity to continue the peace process with the assistance of the Western community.  Italy will always be ready to reach out a helping hand if needed.

Thank you.
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