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MINUTI

Il-Minuti ta’ laqgħa Nru 21 li saret nhar l-Erbgħa, 17 ta’ April 2019 ġew ikkonfermati.

PREŻENTAZZJONI TAL-CULTURAL COMPETENCE HANDBOOK AND PROVIDING MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORT TO VICTIMS OF GENDER BASED VIOLENCE MILL-MIGRANT WOMEN ASSOCIATION MALTA.

IĊ-CHAIRMAN (Onor. Etienne Grech): This meeting today is between the Social Affairs Committee and the Family Affairs Committee of the Parliament of Malta. Thanks to the Honourable Claudette Buttigieg today we have with us the Migrant Women Association Malta. In fact we have Ms Hiba Wazaz and Ms Diana Tudorancea. I am sorry if I pronounced your surname wrongly but sometimes foreigners also pronounce my surname wrong. Even Buttigieg is a bit difficult to pronounce by foreign people. If I am not mistaken there is a Maltese descendent in the United States whose surname is Buttigieg and he is in the runners up for the presidential elections. 

Today you are going to give us a power point presentation on the cultural competence handbook and providing mental health support to victims of gender-based violence.  So, you can start right away and then you can overlap as you wish. I just want to remind you that this session is being streamed live on the Parliament’s website and so the media may scrutinise you. When you finish the presentation the Members here will ask you some questions on the subject. Miss Diana Tudorancea, the floor is yours. 

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA (Mental Health Officer, Migrant Women Association Malta): First of all I would like to thank you for having us today. I am a Mental Health Officer with the Migrant Women Association Malta. I am a counsellor by profession, and since 2017 I have been spearheading the service we are about to present today. Together with my colleague Hiba Wazaz, we are involved in co-ordinating the project called “Better Future”, which provides mental health support to women survivors of gender-based violence. I would like to bring to your attention our work and the story of our clients as well as ours. The presentation you are about to see today represents a summary of everything that we have learnt along the way. 

During our experience we have learnt that gender-based violence is not a partisan issue, it is not a liberal or conservative notion, but it is rather one of the challenges of today’s world. Sexual and gender-based violence is one of the most wide spread forms of human rights abuses. It has a negative impact on all genders, but it has a disproportionate effect on women. Gender-based violence is an act of aggression against the oppressed, the disadvantaged, and the underprivileged. In times of peace, gender-based violence usually manifests itself as domestic violence, sexual harassment and other acts of assault. However, in societies where gender imbalance is bigger, like for example in conflict zones and in displacement, we see gender-based violence being weaponized and used to terrorise and instil fear. In displacement, men and women become most vulnerable to this type of human rights abuse. We know this because we have witnessed it as well!  

MS HIBA WAZAZ (Project Coordinator, Migrant Women Association Malta): In our work we help people forced into displacement because of war, natural disasters or simply because it is impossible for them to live in their own country safely. But what is displacement? It is never an easy step in one’s life. Displacement happens when the only way out you have is to make a perilous journey through unsafe countries, by unsafe means, towards an unknown destination. Displacement is when all this unknown and dangerous is still safer than your home. Such a journey does not leave you without scars. If you are lucky you end up with an unsolvable melancholy, missing your roots while knowing they have been ripped off. If you are among the unlucky ones, you get robbed, trafficked, enslaved, raped ... And if you get another type of luck you will end up dead! 

Once you arrive to a safe country you have to face numerous new challenges and a new journey has yet to begin. The first thing you are told is that you are an illegal. You get a number instead of your name, an A4 paper to define your identity, a room instead of a home. You know no one, nothing, and you have nowhere to go. You must figure things out by yourself. You do not know who to trust, as many have taken advantage of your vulnerability during your journey. In short you are uprooted from your community and you feel dehumanized. 

This dehumanization comes from your history, but it is reinforced by the way some people treat you, by the way they talk about you and not to you. Dehumanization even goes on when you do not get understood and you do not understand what is going on. It happens when you are stuck in a situation where you cannot work legally to pay for a home, and at the same time you are in a container with people you do not know, where the food is barely edible, and you have no visible solution. You might have chosen to be here, but your other option was to die in a way or another. You do not understand why you are not given a chance by a country that potentially has a lot of possibilities! So as politicians, how can you better help these unlucky humans? 

As Migrant Women Association Malta, through our project “Better Future” we decided to go and visit displaced people in open centres and where they live. Our goal is to offer psychological counselling to victims of sex and gender-based violence. However, we realised that to achieve this goal the way is not as short as it seems. Being able to identify and reach out to people with such traumas is difficult in any context. It is even harder when you add cultural and language barriers. We first conducted group sessions, willing to open topics as gender specific challenges and violence. But we faced many difficulties. The first one being that women we talked to had so many daily life issues that they were unable to go beyond and talk about mental health or violence. The topics raised where always about lack of money, the impossibility to work, the papers and the amount of time needed to get any kind of answer, the lack of support towards being able to walk on the path of integration.    

Another difficulty for us was the multilingualism of the women attending and this did not allow a productive group discussion. To guarantee a quiet atmosphere for the sessions, we engaged volunteers to look after the children and offer them an opportunity to play. By doing so we observed how much unschooled children are striving to have normal playtime and toys to play with.  

During these scattered group sessions, we realized that the most meaningful conversations happened among very small groups or on one-on-one settings. Thus, we decided to change our outreach to less formal visits, focusing on humanization and trust building. By doing so we also abolished what I will call the classroom effect.  Although we came with as open a mind as possible, planning very interactive sessions, yet we suffered from the classroom effect. We came to talk about a certain topic, being the experts who wanted to share their knowledge with people they assumed knew less on the topic. This approach, although not intentionally, already created a gap, a barrier. 

So instead, we decided to be as neutral as possible, more listening than talking, providing our psychological support for the daily struggles, explaining our services.  We also ended up solving some issues that were pending, most often due to lack of communication caused by language barrier. You see that it is very easy to create a gap between unprivileged and privileged people, whether intentionally, by not giving them opportunities and access to services, or unintentionally, simply by showing our privileges, as it happens to me every time I mention I have a Swiss passport. 

Yes, by just mentioning that I was lucky at birth to get a “good” passport, I literally feel the gap that is created. This gap is the core of all the problems arising. This gap in privileges is a main obstacle for mutual understanding and peaceful cohabitation.  We must all, whether as service providers, policy makers, authorities, but also as citizens, we must do all what is in our power to build, reinforce and protect the bridge between us privileged and them who were less lucky. In fact, luck is all what separates us from them.  

That is what we do through our project, we build a bridge, stone by stone, in giving opportunities to displaced persons to have simple, natural human interactions, to talk about something else than the never-ending story of papers, to feel that we are alike, humans struggling through life’s obstacles. We rehumanize. We show, one baby step after the other, that, although we cannot solve bigger problems, we are worth the trust on a personal level, on a psychological level. Building this trust is essential. As service providers or authorities, we might think it is not our role to work on this trust, since we have done nothing wrong. But displaced persons might well have lost their trust in humanity! And we must understand and respect that. We must feel that. And we must restore it, one little act - attitude, word, look, smile - after the other.  

Let me share with you one of my personal experiences that helped us rethink our outreach method. We were conducting a session on resilience. Resilience in one sentence is the capacity to recover quickly from difficulties. Scientists have studied it and found ways to improve it. We were trying to explain the options people have for improvement. My colleagues were asking me to interpret “resilience”, a word that definitely does not exist in Arabic. So, I found myself, as a privileged person, trying to explain how to recover from difficulties to persons that lived hardships I could not even imagine. This is a very simple example which explains the complexity of cultural differences, and, more to our concern, cultural mediation.  

The cultural mediator is an essential part of the bridge building process. They mitigate differences, on both sides, explaining to newcomers society rules they might miss, and to service providers how to better understand and serve. By doing so, the cultural mediator offers a first step towards integration. The cultural mediator also offers to vulnerable people the opportunity to talk in their mother tongue, in a fluent, natural way. It gives back a simple, personal human relationship, blends of community. This means fulfilling two very important human needs; communication and belonging.  

Cultural mediator goes with interpreter, not translator. Because the work in a multicultural context is not to translate blindly the language as it can be done for instructions. It is to interpret, to give insights about how a word can be understood by someone of another cultural background. It is to help service providers make their ideas reach their clients. It is to understand the sensitivities of each community and to prevent a breach in trust when the service provider is not aware of these sensitivities.

Employing trained and experienced interpreters for all services is a must, because they make the life of everyone easier. They allow the client to express their issues, and point of view on the problem or its origin. They facilitate communication. Requesting the client himself to find a family member or a friend for translation poses a real problem as this usually interferes with confidentiality and as it will disadvantage yet more the ones already suffering from a lack of support and community. If interpreters are a must for general services, it is simply impossible to treat mental health issues without them. 

A newcomer might have a limited proficiency in the service provider’s language and already manage themselves for simple matters. But opening about one’s traumatic experiences or complex emotional and psychological difficulties is different. It requires a more fluid, more natural expression. And only an interpreter can allow this to happen. Their work is again more than being a living translation machine. They must show cultural and emotional awareness and sensitivity. They must be the voice of the client, like an echo. They must respect the rhythm on both sides.  

The interpreter also introduces a new element, a new dynamic. In a counselling context, a third party will modify the traditional setting of a private session. Emotional and subjective elements on the part of the interpreter could interfere with communication. Besides, the interpreter is at the frontline, and receives all the emotional burden of a conversation. And this can affect them, so they need support in such cases. All the above-mentioned points show how important it is for the service providers to offer, from their end, an efficient service of well-trained interpreters, which is unfortunately not the case nowadays. I have experienced it just before yesterday with a client. She had a meeting with her lawyer - the person who is going to defend her – but she had no interpreter with her! The lawyer told her that she could bring one with her but where is she supposed to find an interpreter on her own?! So, she went without an interpreter.  Would you like to go to your lawyer without understanding what is happening? Between Maltese and Arabic we tried to understand each other! It is not possible to keep it like this.  

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: I would like to add that this client is trying to escape from her abusive brother and from gender discrimination in her home country, and to her being able to express this to a lawyer could actually have an impact on her asylum claim because at the moment, as it stands, her claim might be rejected and she might be sent back to a highly abusive situation where she is at risk because of her gender. And because she cannot communicate the fact that she is running away from something and that her country is considered safe, she may not meet any of the criteria for asylum, without an interpreter.  

MS HIBA WAZAZ: At our level, we offered the above, for one year now, thanks to the Julia Taft Fund the American Embassy granted us. The fund allowed us to function as a very small team, composed of only volunteers, interns and part-timers having another full-time job. But displacement and sex and gender-based violence are vast and more than such a small team is needed to tackle the challenge. Our efforts showed a lot of results, measured by numbers, but also by smiles and endless thanks from our clients and recognition from other stakeholders. We want to keep doing what we did, and we want to do more!  

ONOR. CLAUDETTE BUTTIGIEG: I would like to point out – because you are seeing some Members walking in and out of the Committee room – that some of the Members of this Committee have other work in the Plenary and so they have to leave this room. So, they are not doing this to be disrespectful to your presentation. Maybe you can try and condense your message so that the Members can understand better what you are saying. It is good that you are giving us this background and as you know, I have already heard you talking about today’s subject and so I know that you have some really good examples to give. For example, what you have just said about what you see in your work is a good example and I think that is one of the reasons why I told you to come here because I know that you are doing very good work. 

So, can you tell us what your organisation needs to continue doing the work you are doing because this is fundamental work. From what I heard you say at your presentation at the American Embassy, I think that it would be horrific if we had to let your work stop! And that is what is being risked here! Perhaps you should explain to us that part so that the Members of this Committee will understand you. There are some Members of this Committee who are not present because in the Plenary there is the discussion related to Social Housing and they had to be there. However, they will be able to hear the recording of your presentation. So perhaps you could bring up these points because I would like the Members present to understand.  

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: First of all allow me to distribute these papers because they are the product of our work so far. I will try and follow your advice by condensing the structure of our project, which has been praised. I went to Greece to present this project as the best practice and it has been considered the best practice by the Council of Europe, so I believe the structure would be very important to point it out. 

In essence Better Future, with its limited resources, has focused on three main issues; it is the first specialised sexual and gender-based violence counselling service in Malta and it is targeted at the female and refugee and migrant community. It is based on creating a client-centred approach, so our job is to go where the client is and that is exactly what we are doing. At the same time we are creating data management and confidentiality. We want to create a data management system where we support identified survivors, so they can access the Maltese services and the redress they might need from other legal forms or from the mental health centre point. And we want to create a multi-agency response. 

Basically, our efforts will be to bring this team together, to put the client at the very heart of our activity and to bring in all the experts together to work on a particular case.  Out of these partners that you can see on this slide we have a particularly good relationship with AWAS. Mr Farrugia was kind enough to sign a memorandum of understanding just yesterday in data management and with the Mental Health Malta to whom we provide consultation. As I said the project is built on three pillars; outreach which is what Ms Wazaz was describing earlier, humanizing women and trying to identify whether they have survived gender-based violence. From my experience they all have suffered from this type of violence. At first it was quite daunting to realize that almost all the women in the centres would have experienced an act of gender-based violence in their life.

ONOR. CLAUDETTE BUTTIGIEG: Can we just emphasize this because I do not think that we are realizing what is going on here! We have migrant women here in Malta, and it was not their choice to come here in the first place, and before they arrived here, they passed through horrific experiences! At the American Embassy, during your conference, you told me that you are meeting these kinds of victims right here in Malta. So, I think it is important to highlight that whenever we see migrants coming in Malta and are told that some of them are pregnant, the chances are that they have experienced this type of violence. 
  
MS HIBA WAZAZ: Basically gender-based violence is any form of aggression against a person because of her gender. This could have happened in her home country, as a form of domestic violence, or as female genital mutilation or as sexual assault.  Especially in conflict areas this is used as a weapon of war! Then there is the migration phase, where women tend to be extremely vulnerable and where they could end up being trafficked or exploited. For example, this happens quite a lot in the Libyan prisons. In fact, we have prepared another case study – it is different from the one we mentioned at the Embassy - which illustrates just this, and usually by the time the women arrive in Malta, they would have experienced multiple complex types of traumas throughout their journey.

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: I have seen a couple of films about this situation and I was really horrified. In fact, you have people from less developed countries being fooled by criminals who tell them that they will find them jobs in a wealthier country but when they take them they steal their passports and force them into prostitution. Do you have any experience of this situation happening in Malta? 

MS HIBA WAZAZ: We focused much of our activities on the open centres but we have knowledge of domestic maids being brought from India or Pakistan, mostly from Bangladesh, and some employers withhold their passports. I am not saying that the perpetrator is necessarily Maltese, but these women are brought here with a promise of a job and they withhold their passports here. And then either the violence happens inside the household where they are kept or when they are being trafficked. So, for example, they could withhold their passport and then ask for certain favours in exchange for giving them back their passport. However they never give them back the passport and the woman ends up being entrapped in that household. 

There is also a form of trafficking related to smuggling. Naturally smuggling and human trafficking are two different things. Smuggling is with consent, even though it is a criminal act. Smuggling is with consent and it is across border, but it can easily turn into trafficking. So a woman who is desperate to cross to Malta will find a smuggler and the smuggler would ask her to give him her passport but he does not smuggle her and she will end up being sold into prostitution.  

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: In this film I saw, which was based on a true story, these women are smuggled and promised a job in a richer country. I am not saying that these women are brought here but I am not sure what happens really in Malta. But instead of being given a normal job these women are placed in prostitution. And although prostitution is an inhumane thing, these women are happy about it because it is better for them then returning back home where they suffered from domestic violence, poverty, drugs, etc.  

MS HIBA WAZAZ: I would like to explain something about choice. We are privileged here and so we totally forget that these people who are forced into prostitution in a more developed country have no choice at all! They only have a choice between dying in a way or another. If you get prostituted, you die inside. If you stay in your country and you cannot feed your children, you die inside. So, I do not think that we should compare which is worse, but we should tackle the problem and offer solutions … (Interruptions) The choice is between death or death because back home they cannot live and they cannot feed their children but with prostitution it is also a kind of death. I think you agree that there is no choice in prostitution. Even if they say that it is okay, in the end it is not what they wished for themselves, for their lives as mothers or as sisters.

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: Do you see any cases - not bad as prostitution – like for example the one we read today on the newspapers? There is a case in court right now about something which happened in 2012, when a number of nurses where needed at the state hospital in Malta, and their agent took a big chunk of the workers’ salaries for himself. Do you come across these stories in your line of work?  
MS HIBA WAZAZ: It is not unusual for us to find employers who exploit their situation as agents but the issue we are trying to bring forth is that women are extremely vulnerable in these situations. And that is why they become targets of abusive employers, of abusive agents and of trafficking because they are in a unique situation and they cannot communicate properly. We have seen women who are paid €3 per hour, which is below the regulated employment rate. For example, they do not know that they should not give up their passports to anybody. We regularly see women who are repetitively offered prostitution. So it is a situation …

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: Do they have a place where they can go to complain?

MS HIBA WAZAZ: No. That is what we are talking about. The women we go to are in the open centres and they do not know who to trust.  

ONOR. CLAUDIO GRECH: Ms Wazaz, first of all thank you for your presentation and I really think that it should be distributed to all the Members of Parliament and not just the Members of this Committee. I really think that it depicts a reality which most people, with their own prejudice, with their own way on how they look at this particular issue, are oblivious to the nature of not just the hardship but as you are saying between the choice of death or death. There is no life in being trafficked, in being abused …   

Secondly, I would like to know what you think we could be doing as Members of Parliament to assist you in your agenda because what you do is invariably, in my opinion, a social service. Your audience may not be Maltese citizens but people who are in this country, and I believe that since they are in this country we have an obligation towards them to make sure that the wealth we boast so much about in this country, and the economic growth that we boast so much about, is actually also shared and made accessible not as a pittance, but as an obligation towards the common good. I really would like to understand what we could do to be of assistance to your agenda and to your cause.

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: Thank you. We agree with you 100%. We believe in the concept of an ordinary life, where they can become taxpaying citizens, where they can be empowered so they could be able to support themselves and continue living their life as any other citizen. We wish to believe that we are providing our service to other Maltese services because in our endeavour for cultural competence, we are striving to make these services and these resources more effective. Now all we can ask at the moment is for some kind of funding, either through the government or through some other department. We do not know the mechanisms which can help us.  

I worked on three potential scenarios which can help us in this project. We would propose to work on two things; one would be assisting Malta in the implementation of the international protocol on ending sexual violence in conflict areas, of which we are signatories since 2014. So, we can assist with the implementation of the data collection. We are also offering the assistance of a minimum of 30 to 40 people, depending on the scenario. And we would also like to continue focusing on capacity building for other services to be able to assist there as well. A lot of our efforts as a service has been oriented also towards the Malta Mental Health or for asylum seekers or Aġenzija Appoġġ, who can also learn from our experiences and can benefit from our training. So much of our efforts have been on three sides. Now in terms of support I made a few options which you can see on the papers we gave you.  

ONOR. ROSIANNE CUTAJAR: Do you benefit from any government services? I know you have mentioned Aġanzija Appoġġ, and I think that both of you can help each other out on these issues, but when there are women who need some kind of help, can they go to government entities to ask for help?  

MS HIBA WAZAZ: The first obstacle is language because interpreters are not offered.  The second obstacle is the cultural competence because a lot of service providers unfortunately do not have the necessary training in cultural competence. And this lack of training breaches the trust, and someone who is already under a lot of pressure, someone who already lived a lot of things, has to be very trustful to be able to get help.  
MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: And if I might add a practical example of one of our cases who is a young woman of 19 years old. This young woman has been assaulted in Libya and she has had something poured in her eyes. Now my suspicion as a counsellor is that the pain she is experiencing right now is due to the trauma and with her mental health rather than her physical health. However, when someone comes in and complains about a physical issue you have to ensure that there is not a physical issue. And so we have to make sure that she goes to a doctor. We assisted this woman by getting in touch with the public health system ourselves and we booked her an appointment and had one of her interpreters go with her.

ONOR. ROSIANNE CUTAJAR: So you are like bridging the needs of these people with the local services. But do you get any funds from the government?  

MS HIBA WAZAZ: At the moment we do not receive anything. 

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: There is government direct funding and if you are a registered NGO there is the Community Chest Fund which helps out certain NGOs. First of all, thank you for coming here and we will do our best to help you. But one has to lobby with the politicians, with the President of Malta and with the embassies. I noticed that you received some help from the American Embassy for your very good work you did. And obviously there is still much work to do. For example, one of them is to try and make classes to teach your members the English language or the Maltese language.   

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: Yes, we do that. The effort and the willingness is there.  The unit we are proposing as “A Better Future” would also have interpreters who could be on loan to other institutions. Now the issue in relation to the funds is that they are specific and if you take a look at this project and the way it is being built you will see that it is very specific because it has been developed by trial and error. So, when we came today and presented this project we knew that probably it is not going to be eligible to get funds immediately from the Malta Community Chest Fund because they have their own requirements. Even in the European Union they have to be built in a certain way as they have specific requirements. And this would mean that we could loose the essential elements of the project because one of the things that was so successful for us was the fact there was a small team working on it and as you said, it was auxiliary to other services and assisting, consulting, going where the women lived and putting interpreters on loan to other services. That created a lot of flexibility and it requires an intimate understanding of our contacts, which is not found anywhere else.

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: Do you have an office?

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: Yes, in Hamrun, next to Aditus.  

ONOR. CLAUDETTE BUTTIGIEG: I would like to clarify something. I think what is important to understand is that this competence handbook is the result of a lot of work, and it was supported by the American Embassy, and that is why I brought this forward to the Committee because my concern is that the work is not finished, and the funding has stopped. So this Committee should do something about it, even by at least creating awareness within the Parliament because these people here are offering a service. We are talking about a small number of people with a huge problem. We heard the examples of women who have been used as a weapon of war and then ending up on our shores. These women have suffered traumatic and violent situations! They were used and raped to spite the other side. These are the realities, and this is not a film or a novel! 

This is reality and these women are amongst us. We cannot just look the other way, but we have to do something about it. And that is the reason I brought these people in front of this Committee. There is a lot of good ground work here and my fear is that we are going to loose it if we are not going to help these people to move forward. They have the backing of a lot of very good professional people, even voluntary work but now they need this basic funding to move forward. Besides they are giving our country a social service. Let us be selfish here; what need does our country have of having a small group of people who are lost in a world of their own and not being able to communicate, with huge mental health problems? And we have a structure of people who can help them, and we are not doing anything about it! What they presented to us is fantastic because we do not need to create anything. They have the experience and the expertise, and so they can help us train our own people.  

When we got the refugees out from Libya in 2011 - I was working in the Ministry of Health - I remember representatives of the American Embassy asking me how our staff knew how to handle the situation and my reply was that we already had that situation before. However this is a completely different situation. Here we are not talking about getting people from one side to the other but we have a smaller group of people with huge problems. These are very vulnerable women. Dr Grech is right because at the end of the day some of these women are exploited even further by being taken into prostitution. Just sitting here and listening about choosing between staying at home and seeing your family die and being killed or going into prostitution is just horrific! Would you really think that is a great choice in life! It is horrific! We cannot sit here and just say which is worse between the one and the other! We would be just shrugging our responsibilities if we had to look the other way. I think that is why our dear friends are here today because they have the expertise, they have the offices, they have the structure and they have everything. They are only lacking in funds. Do we really want this to just finish because they do not have the necessary funds to finish their work?! 

MS HIBA WAZAZ: About funding there is also the issue of the project versus the programme. The funding you get usually is for one year, so you will be happy for a year but after that you will have nothing. What we have should be a continuous programme.

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: Do you have a soft copy of this handbook? My suggestion is that you send it to our Committee Clerk Stephen Grech so that he will send it to the Social Policy Minister on my behalf.   

ONOR. CLAUDETTE BUTTIGIEG: Mr Chairman, I think that we should also take the Hon. Claudio Grech’s suggestion in circulating this handbook with all the Members of Parliament because in my opinion they all should be aware of these realities. You are right that the Minister for Social Policy should know about this and it is good that you are doing it and I thank you for it. But I think that we need to spread it out more. There might be other realities we do not know about. What about education? What is happening in education? What about Gozo? We have a Minister for Gozo. What about everything else? Let us not pigeon hole this problem into one Ministry because this is something which is affecting our society. These people are here with us.    

ONOR. ROSIANNE CUTAJAR: I totally agree with the Hon. Buttigieg, and apart from that I think that there should be serious lobbying at the Government’s level so that before the next budget speech we allocate funds for this particular project. Here we are seeing a whole structure; there is the expertise, you are working hard, the team is not big but you are doing a terrific job in this area. We invest millions of euros each year to help people and there are a number of NGOs who get a lot of funding for their different causes. And I honestly think that this should be one of them and it should also be on top of the agenda. So, I totally agree that we have to circulate your handbook amongst other colleagues and even to the Speaker of the House.  
 
IĊ-CHAIRMAN: On my behalf and on behalf of Hon. Rosianne Cutajar as Chairs to both Committees. 

MS HIBA WAZAZ: I would like to point out that this is not only a migrants issue because their lack of ability to access these services is a problem for the whole society as this is stopping them from becoming an asset to society. In the end migrants are humans like the rest of us.   

ONOR. ROSIANNE CUTAJAR: It is going to be an issue for all women in general around the world … 

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: I would also like to suggest that when you make a presentation you focus on some take-home messages because in my opinion they are better than writing a lot of words. So for example you put four take-home messages that a politician or any other person can see and he understands immediately what you need and so would be able to help you. 

ONOR. ROSIANNE CUTAJAR: Have you calculated how much funds you would need to make this project?

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: Yes, amongst the papers we have given you we did a few different scenarios with the actual funds we would need.  
ONOR. ROSIANNE CUTAJAR: Good. I can see that there are various options and there is also a breakdown of all the services which you would require. I must say that this is very detailed.   

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: I learned from the best. My former boss Mr Mario Farrugia helped me out.  

ONOR. ROSIANNE CUTAJAR: How many active members are there in the Migrant Women Association in Malta?

MS HIBA WAZAZ: At the moment in Migrant Women Association there are 14 volunteers on the four different projects that we have. One is on English lessons with child care, one is on the mental health service and women’s circles … In total we have fourteen but out of these I think that only three or four are in place.

ONOR. ROSIANNE CUTAJAR: Okay. Do you have any Maltese nationals as volunteers?

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: Yes, we have. There is even one employee who is a Maltese national.

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: Women migrants in general who are living in Malta, do they find it difficult to find work here? As we know work is something which gives you dignity and makes you able to pay your bills. Do women migrants have access to education for their children and to the hospitals? 

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: I will start with the hospital issue as it is the most immediate for me. The accessibility is dependent on language barriers and on the transport to arrive at the hospital. 

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: Are they entitled to use the Maltese health system?

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: As long as they are in the centres they can have access to the hospital. But afterwards they have to be taxpayers. We all have to be taxpayers to be able to access free health care. But then there is the issue of when they find themselves in front of the doctor. They might feel uncomfortable disclosing certain problems because there is no interpreter, and even the doctors themselves - in previous research they have identified the same problem - they cannot have a basic conversation with the patient. And sometimes they have the abusive husband in the same room so the patient would not be willing to talk.  

MS HIBA WAZAZ: As for education all children that are of school age are going to public schools.

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: How are they being treated in public schools? Are they mixed with other children and are they given courses in the Maltese language?

MS HIBA WAZAZ: They just go to public schools, so you can imagine at the beginning how much they have to struggle. 

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: If I remember correctly they are given an induction course. Perhaps the Hon. Cutajar can illuminate us on this? 

MS HIBA WAZAZ: That would be from the public schools but I do not know about it. 

ONOR. ROSIANNE CUTAJAR: If they go to public schools I think that they are just put in classes with Maltese nationals …

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: When the Commissioner of Children was speaking in this Committee she told us that they do not leave them together but they try to mix them with the local children. But obviously if they do not speak English or Maltese it will be a problem.  

ONOR. ROSIANNE CUTAJAR: It is one thing if you are one year old or two-year-old and you are growing up learning and it is another thing if you are five years old and you enter in a class where everyone speaks in a language you do not speak.  

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: It also depends on what language they have because if their basic language is Arabic they would not necessarily struggle with Maltese but if they are French speaking or from Somalia they would find it much more difficult to learn.  

MS HIBA WAZAZ: There is also another issue which is the contact the parents have with the school because when they go to speak with the teachers they do not understand each other because they have no common language. So for sure language is a basic issue.  

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: And sometimes they use their children as interpreters.

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: What about work? Language is a barrier but to get work you will need a work permit and you have to make contact with Identity Malta … 

MS HIBA WAZAZ: Work permits come when they have an answer to their asylum procedure. As long as they do not have the answer whether they are refugees or not they cannot work. 

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: Recently Jobs Plus has issued a new policy which is quite good and which allows women who have fallen victims of domestic violence or human trafficking to apply for a work permit regardless of their status. In fact they are fast tracked. But then again the problem arises when passing that information to the women. In that regard we are trying to organize Jobs Plus sessions in the centres, where we facilitate Jobs Plus when they come to communicate certain things to women. But if the perpetrator of the gender-based violence is in the same room as them … They will have issues with accessing the labour market and when it comes to work permits, due to the absence of systematic language classes, they struggle when it comes to the language, and so they cannot access well paid employment despite having good qualifications! And this is because they cannot communicate properly.

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: You mentioned the language barrier quite often … 

ONOR. ROSIANNE CUTAJAR: Imagine you are in pain and you went to seek health care but you cannot explain what you are feeling to the doctor! That is very frustrating. This also happens to old Maltese people when they go to hospital and they find a foreign doctor.  

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: The difference is that Maltese people will find someone who can translate for them. 

MS HIBA WAZAZ: While for the migrants there is no one to help them.  

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: I read on the newspaper today that 80% of the migrants who came to Malta in the last three or four years have been relocated somewhere else in Europe.  I believe that if they find migrants who speak French they would send them to France and if they know German they will be sent to Germany. So that is taken into consideration as well.  

MS HIBA WAZAZ: Yes, we recognize the process by which relocations happen but we are not at liberty to disclose it because that is a government affair. But we are aware of how it works. However it is not as straight forward as it looks because here we are talking about people who are staying here … I hope I do not get in trouble for saying this but there is no telling who is going to be reallocated. So in that sense investing in language classes might also be worth it or in a team of interpreters that can be used for multiple services.  

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: In the Social Affairs Committee we have a lot of meetings and we already had speakers talking about immigration. And I recall that someone told us that English lessons are given for free to migrants but the migrants do not respond to these lessons. Perhaps it is because the message does not go across to them. I am almost certain that there was somebody who mentioned this and told us that English lessons for immigrants are given but sometimes the message does not reach the migrants and therefore they do not attend.  

MS HIBA WAZAZ: We are working in that domain but we are not aware of this.  

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: If you knew more about the Maltese institutions they could contact you and ask you if you have any members who would like to enrol in English language lessons.

ONOR. ROSIANNE CUTAJAR: We need to be proactive because having an interpreter is one thing but obviously there are so many situations where you cannot have enough interpreters, so if we are proactive and we actually start to teach the language to these children, irrespective of their age, we will be empower them because they will not depend on other people to get their message. 

MS HIBA WAZAZ: Absolutely, but as for what we know, from the people we have met, all the English courses that they are following are run by NGOs. And we are not aware of public English courses specifically for migrants ...

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: At the moment AWAS is working on that part but it has not been done systematically until now. Even we run our own English classes which are dedicated to women. We have a good turnout and that is why we presented the notion of this competence handbook because there is a few steps that need to be taken; like going where the person is. For example women struggle if they have to take a bus and pay for a bus fare for herself and for her five children because she has no one to leave them with. And her allowance would not allow her to spend that kind of money. So if she has small children she cannot go to these courses. If these take place in a specific time of the day she may also not attend because she would be working as a cleaner somewhere. If for example we offer classes with child care we have a good turnout. If we offer classes in the centres we have a good turnout and we have documents with AWAS to prove this. 

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: Do you have any concluding remarks?  

MS DIANA TUDORANCEA: Just that as a small organisation we try to do our best.  We need support from you and we need support from the Maltese government to continue doing our work, to be able to continue creating a systematic approach to the data collection, to continue bridging the migrant women and the Maltese services and to continue in our endeavour to create safe and healthy individuals who in turn will become productive members of society.

IĊ-CHAIRMAN: Thank you. This has been a very interesting discussion between the Migrant Women Association Malta and the Social Affairs and the Family Affairs Committee. I would like to thank you very much for your visit here and I wish you all the best in your good work you are doing. Obviously we will do our bit to try to help you in your very good and important work. Thank you very much.
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