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MINUTI

Il-Minuti tal-Laqgħa Nru. 34 li saret fil-21 ta’ Novembru, 2000, ġew konfermati.  
  IĊ-CHAIRPERSON (Onor. Helen D’Amato):  Qabel nibdew bid-diskussjoni, nixtieq ninforma lill-kumitat li rċevejt ittra mingħand Dr. Michael Asciak, membru ta' dan il-kumitat, fejn fiha wera l-interess li dan il-kumitat jiddiskuti r-riżultat tal-kejl tat-tniġġis ta' l-arja f'Malta, kif ukoll il-kawża u s-soluzzjonijiet biex jitnaqqas it-tinġis.  Hawn qbil li wara li neżawrixxu l-issue li qed niddiskutu bħalissa u wara li dan il-kumitat jiddiskuti t-trade schools, jew inkella l-implimentazzjoni tal-kurrikulu minimu nazzjonali, naqbdu dan is-suġġett?  

  L-Onor. Michael Farrugia.

  ONOR. MICHAEL FARRUGIA:   Naħseb li jkun interessanti wkoll jekk  b'mod miftuħ dan il-kumitat jiddiskuti l-marda tal-BSE in vista tal-paniku li jeżisti fil-pajjiż.  U meta qed ngħid "paniku", irrid infisser il-concern li l-poplu Malti għandu dwar il-marda tal-BSE.   Naħseb li jkun interessanti jekk ikollna seduta apposta biex niddiskutu dan is-suġġett ħalli l-poplu Malti jserraħ moħħu dwar is-sitwazzjoni fil-pajjiż.  Nafu li f'diversi pajjiżi Ewropej qed jittieħdu ħafna prekawzjonijiet u f’Malta, minkejja li diġa’ qed nieħdu ċertu prekawzjonijiet, jidher li se jibdew jittieħdu miżuri li huma aktar fil-linja li pajjiżi Ewropej diġa' qed jimplimentaw.  Naħseb li laqgħa bħal din tkun interessanti biex il-poplu Malti jkun jaf x'verament qed isir mill-amministrazzjoni tas-saħħa u mid-dipartiment veterinarju ħalli b'hekk jaċċerta ruħu li din il-problema – jiena inħoss li sa ċertu punt din hija wkoll problema soċjali - ma tkomplix iżżid fir-ritmu tagħha.   Naħseb li laqgħa bħal din tagħti opportunita' lill-gvern u lid-dipartimenti tiegħu jispjegaw x'passi ttieħdu s'issa u x'passi hemm il-ħsieb li jittieħdu ħalli kemm jista' jkun din il-marda tinżamm 'il barra minn pajjiżna sabiex titħares is-saħħa pubblika taċ-ċittadini tagħna. 

  IĊ-CHAIRPERSON:   Hawn min jixtieq jgħaddi xi kumment dwar dak li għadu kif qal Dr. Farrugia?  

  ONOR. DOLORES CRISTINA:  Jien nista' nifhem li minħabba l-concern li hawn Dr. Farrugia jħoss il-ħtieġa li ssir diskussjoni iktar estensiva fuq is-suġġett, pero' sinċerament m'inix ċara fuq kemm hi lok li din id-diskussjoni ssir f'dan il-kumitat.    Safejn naf jien, il-kumitati tal-Kamra qegħdin biex joħolqu guidelines għal politika futura, waqt li d-dipartiment tas-saħħa diġa' ħareġ guidelines fuq din il-kwestjoni.  

  ONOR. MICHAEL FARRUGIA:  Il-guidelines għadhom qegħdin joħorġu.  Infatti, sa ftit ta' żmien ilu konna qed nisimgħu, anke fil-Parlament stess, li jekk iċ-ċanga li tiġi minn barra jkollha ċertifikat li jgħid li dak il-laħam kien free from disease, konna nbaxxu rasna u ngħidu that it is free.  Anzi, kienu qalulna wkoll li m'hemm l-ebda pajjiż iblah li se jibagħtilna ċanga li hija infettata għaliex jagħmel isem ħażin għal pajjiżu, imma aħna nafu x'inhu jiġri ġewwa l-Ewropa, nafu bit-trasferiment ta' ċanga li hemm minn pajjiż għal ieħor.  Jidher li l-pożizzjoni tal-gvern nbidlet fis-sens li issa se jibdew isiru testijiet anke hawn Malta.  Fil-ġurnali llum qegħdin naqraw - għalkemm mhux dejjem trid temmen dak li jingħad fil-ġurnali - li l-gvern bagħat lil xi ħadd barra minn Malta biex jiġi mħarreġ ħalli jkun jista’ jagħmel it-testijiet fuq iċ-ċanga importata sabiex aħna ma nibqgħux naċċettaw b'rasna baxxuta dak li jgħidu ċ-ċertifikati fuq il-laħam importat.  

  Naħseb li waħda mill-affarijiet l-aktar importanti li rridu nagħmlu hija li nserrħu moħħ in-nies billi ngħidulhom b'mod ċar jekk jeżistix periklu jew le u x'passi qegħdin jittieħdu biex inżommu 'l bogħod minn din il-problema, u mhux biss mil-lat ta' saħħa pubblika imma anke mill-aspett agrikolu, eċċ. Uħud mill-affarijiet li lili qed jinkwetawni hija l-problema li qed jgħidu li qed jiltaqgħu magħha diversi produtturi taċ-ċanga,  u l-kwesjtoni ta' importazzjoni.  Jien nixtieq li l-poplu tagħna jkun aktar informat għax irridu nammettu li fil-pajjiż hawn concern kbira dwar x'inhu jiġri madwarna.  Illum il-gazzetti kollha qegħdin jiffokaw u jagħtu importanza lil din il-problema.  Il-ġurnalisti jwasslu l-informazzjoni li jkollhom u allura huwa ferm importanti li jkollna first hand information ħalli l-concern li teżisti u li donnu qed tikber, titrażżan.  Nista' ngħidilkom li f'kull dar li dħalt fiha llum, iltqajt ma' persuni li ġennewni bil-mistoqsijiet li għamluli u allura naħseb li huwa dmir ta' dan il-kumitat li kemm jista' jkun iserraħ moħħ il-poplu Malti.

  ONOR. DOLORES CRISTINA: Jien ma tantx nemmen kulma naqra fil-ġurnali, pero' l-Ħadd li għadda kelli l-preżenza tal-Ministru Louis Deguara fuq programm tar-radju li jien nippreżenta u matul il-programm, il-Ministru spjega eżattament x'se tkun l-policy tal-gvern għall-ġimgħat li ġejjin, inkluż it-testijiet li se jibdew isiru hawn Malta.  L-unika mistoqsija li qed nagħmel hija jekk hijiex il-funzjoni ta' dan il-kumitat li jiddiskuti  issue ta’ dan it-tip u issue li hija immedjata. Ma nafx meta d-diskussjoni se ssir u ma nafx kemm minn dan il-kumitat, minn bejn dawn l-erba' ħitan, se toħroġ il-possibbilta' li nserrħu moħħ il-poplu tagħna, b’mod partikolari meta lanqas biss hawn ġurnalist preżenti.

  ONOR. MICHAEL FARRUGIA:  Veru li m'hawnx ġurnalisti preżenti u dan il-fatt jinkwetani għax jista' jinftiehem li addictive behaviour m'hijiex se tagħmel xi headline news u allura l-ġurnalisti m’għandhomx għalfejn jiġu jsegwu d-diskussjoni. Pero' mill-banda l-oħra, kieku kellna niddiskutu l-kwestjoni tal-BSE, probabbli hawnhekk naraw numru ta' ġurnalisti biex isegwu d-diskussjoni għax forsi għalihom is-suġġett tal-BSE huwa aktar newsworthy. Din hija l-ironija tal-ħajja. Sfortunatament, ħafna drabi l-prijoritajiet tal-ħajja ma jkunux qegħdin jingħataw kif suppost.  Jiġi rapportat biss dak li jiġri fil-Parlament għax forsi hemmhekk jista' jingħad xi ħaġa li tista' tagħmel xi headline news, waqt li imbagħad affarijiet ta’ natura soċjali mhux dejjem jingħataw daqshekk importanza.  

  Jien inħoss li dan is-suġġett jaqa' fl-ambitu ta' saħħa pubblika u għaldaqstant għandu jiġi diskuss f'dan il-kumitat. Fl-opinjoni tiegħi, din il-problema ma tridx tħares lejha biss mil-lat kummerċjali imma anke mil-lat ta' saħħa pubblika.  Irridu nserrħu moħħ il-poplu tagħna li dak li qiegħed isir, qed isir b'pass imgħaġġel u fl-interess ta' kulħadd.

  IĊ-CHAIRPERSON:  L-Onor. Michael Asciak.

  ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  Jien m'għandix dubju li l-Onor. Michael Farrugia sinċerament jixtieq li ssir diskussjoni li sserraħ moħħ il-poplu, pero' ma nafx kemm diskussjoni f'dan il-kumitat tista' twassal biex jintlaħaq l-għan li qed isemmi l-Onor. Membru għas-sempliċi raġuni li wisq probabbli, sakemm niġu biex niddiskutu s-suġġett, ikun għadda ż-żmien akut u nkunu dħalna fiż-żmien kroniku.  Barra minn hekk, jien inħoss li f'dan l-istadju l-problema hija pjuttost waħda veterinarja.  L-ewwelnett s'issa, għall-grazzja t'Alla hawn Malta ma kellna l-ebda każ ta' v.Creutzfeldt–Jakob disease u fl-opinjoni tiegħi, il-miżuri li qed jieħu l-gvern huma pożittivi.  Illum stess qrajna fil-gazzetti li l-veterinarju ewlieni tal-gvern stqarr li m'hi se tiġi importata l-ebda ċanga li tkun ‘il fuq minn tmintax-il xahar u kif qal l-Onor. Farrugia intbagħat technician barra minn Malta biex iċ-ċanga importata tiġi ttestjata. Għaldaqstant fl-opinjoni tiegħi ma nħossx li fiċ-ċirkostanzi hemm xi urġenza biex niddiskutu dan is-suġġett darba l-gvern iddikjara li qed jieħu l-passi neċessarji fuq iċ-ċanga importata, jiġifieri li qed tittieħed in konsiderazzjoni l-eta' taċ-ċanga importata u qed isiru testijiet kemm fuq iċ-ċanga importata u kemm fuq il-merħliet Maltin. 

  ONOR. MICHAEL FARRUGIA:  Jidher li n-naħa tal-gvern ma tantx hija disposta li dan il-kumitat jiddiskuti dan is-suġġett.  Jien u l-membri l-oħra ta' l-Oppożizzjoni m'għandna l-ebda problema li niltaqgħu f'seduta apposta, jekk hemm bżonn anke din il-ġimgħa stess, biex niddiskutu dan is-suġġett.  Fl-opinjoni tiegħi, din hija kwestjoni ta' saħħa pubblika.

  ONOR. JEAN PIERRE FARRUGIA:  Nifhem il-punt ta' l-Onor. Cristina u ta' l-Onor. Asciak li forsi dan il-kumitat huwa aktar geared biex jippjana għal affarijiet futuri milli għal affarijiet ta' issa, imma x'hemm fil-guidelines maħruġa mill-gvern li inti jew l-Oppożizzjoni taħsbu li għadhom inċajprin, li għadhom m'humiex tajbin biżżejjed?  Jekk nidħlu iktar fid-dettall u naraw li f'ċertu aspetti hemm nuqqas ta' kjarezza, allura jien inħoss li l-Oppożizzjoni għandha kull dritt li tuża dan il-kumitat biex tiddiskuti s-suġġett fil-preżenza ta' esperti, eċċ., imma nixtieq li jkun iktar spjegat x'qed jinkwieta lill-Oppożizzjoni wara l-press release li nħarġet mill-gvern.

  ONOR. MICHAEL FARRUGIA:  Jien inħares lejn din il-problema bħala waħda ta' saħħa pubblika u s'issa konna biss qed naċċettaw verabtim iċ-ċertifikati li kienu qed jintbagħtu maċ-ċanga importata.  Naf li qed jiġu mħarrġa nies sabiex jagħmlu t-testijiet, għallinqas hekk qrajt fil-ġurnali, imma diskussjoni f'dan il-kumitat tagħti opportunita’ lill-uffiċjali nkarigati fid-dipartimenti tal-gvern biex juru pubblikament li qed jerfgħu r-responsabbilta' u permezz tal-mistoqsijiet li jsiru, tagħtihom l-opportunita' jispjegaw lill-poplu Malti dak kollu li qed isir min-naħa tal-gvern.  Naf li din hija kwestjoni akuta u għalhekk qed niddikjara li aħna lesti niltaqgħu f'xi ġurnata matul din il-ġimgħa stess ħalli niddiskutu s-suġġett u mhux noqogħdu nistennew sakemm nispiċċaw id-diskussjoni dwar l-addictive behaviour u xi suġġett ieħor barra s-suġġett interessanti li ssuġġerixxa li għandna niddiskutu Dr. Michael Asciak.  Jekk noqogħdu nistennew sakemm nikkonkludu d-diskussjoni fuq dawn is-suġġetti kollha, altru milli jkun tard wisq.  Jien inħoss li din il problema għandha tiġi diskussa b'mod apert f'dan il-kumitat.  Bħalma nafu, fl-Ewropa din il-problema wasslet għar-riżenja ta' diversi ministri minkejja li diġa' kienu qed jittieħdu l-passi kollha neċessarji.  Kif diġa' għedt, din hija problema ta' saħħa pubblika u wasslet għar-riżenja ta' ministri li kellhom x'jaqsmu kemm mal-qasam tas-saħħa u kemm mal-qasam agrikolu.  Nixtieq inkunu nafu li d-dipartimenti tal-gvern qed jieħdu bis-serjeta' l-passi neċessarji u fejn mhux qed jittieħdu, jew hemm dubji li mhux qed jittieħdu bis-serjeta' biżżejjed, nagħmlu pressjoni pubblika, u jekk hemm bzonn anke pressjoni parlamentari - wara kollox dan il-kumitat huwa wieħed parlamentari - biex l-affarijiet isiru bl-aħjar mod possibbli għall-ġid tal-poplu tagħna.

  Jien m'għandix kummenti oħra xi nżid ma' dak li diġa' għedt.  Dak li għedt, għedtu in bona fide.  M'għandi l-ebda ħsieb li nieħu xi vantaġġ minn fuqu u sempliċement għedtu għax konċernat ħafna dwar dak kollu li qed jingħad barra fit-triq.  Lilna t-tobba qed isirulna ħafna mistoqsijiet, fosthom jistax jittiekel laħam, ċikkulata jew ġobon, jistax  jinxtorob ħalib, eċċ.  Dan kollu juri li l-poplu Malti jinsab fi stat ta' paniku u proprju għal din ir-raġuni, jien, b'mod sinċier, qajjimt dan il-punt.  Nirringrazzjakom u mhux beħsiebni nitkellem iktar fuq dan is-suġġett.

  IĊ-CHAIRPERSON:  Jien napprezza l-interess li qed turu fuq dan is-suġġett.  Naf li din il-problema qed tippreokkupa lil ħafna nies, pero' wara li smajt dak kollu li kellkom xi tgħidu, jien inħoss li l-idea hija li f'dan l-istadju ma jiltaqax kumitat ad hoc biex jiddiskuti din il-materja.  Minkejja dan, jien inħoss li għandna nwasslu l-preokkupazzjonijiet u l-ħsebijiet tal-membri ta' dan il-kumitat billi nibagħtu t-transcript ta' dak li ntqtal f'din il-kamra lill-Onor. Deguara bħala l-ministru responsabbli mis-saħħa u lill-Onor. Ninu Zammit bħala l-ministru responsabbli mill-agrikoltura biex ikunu jafu kif jaħsbuha l-membri ta' dan il-kumitat.


SERVIZZI FIL-QASAM TA' L-ADDICTIVE BEHAVIOUR
Id-diskussjoni rriżumiet mill-21 ta' Novembru, 2000.
  IĊ-CHAIRPERSON:  Nixtieq issa nistieden lir-rappreżentant ta’ Gamblers Anonymous jagħti l-veduti tiegħu dwar addictive behaviour għar-rigward ta’ gambling.  (Interruzzjonijiet)  Mr Chetcuti.  

  IS-SUR JOE CHETCUTI: Nixtieq ikolli ċans nirrispondi għal xi mistoqsijiet li kienu saruli mill-membri tal-kumitat fl-aħħar laqgħa peress li dakinhar ma kellix ċans nirrispondihom minħabba li kienet intalbet votazzjoni fil-Kamra tad-Deputati u għaldaqstant id-diskussjoni kellha tiġi interrotta.  

  IĊ-CHAIRPERSON:  Mingħalija li kont ikkonkludejt l-intervent tiegħek. Baqagħlek xi punti li xtaqt tressaq?  

  IS-SUR JOE CHETCUTI:  Iva.

  IĊ-CHAIRPERSON:  Ħalli l-ewwel insejjaħ lir-rappreżentant ta' Gamblers Anonymous jagħmel il-preżentazzjoni tiegħu, imbagħad warajh insejjaħ lilek.

  Before you start with your presentation, I would like to inform you that everything that is said here is being recorded and the transcript of this meeting will be available to the public.

  If you would like to ask your assistant to accompany you, he would be more than welcome.

  MARIO (Segretarju, Gamblers Anonymous): I appreciate that mad cow disease is a serious disease and I do not want to belittle the consequences of anybody who suffers from it, but in Malta there are many people who suffer from another very serious disease, which is that of compulsive gambling and which does not get quite the same press coverage as mad cow disease.  I represent Gamblers Anonymous and I am its  secretary, while my colleague here represents the family support group, Gam Anon.

  I would like to make it clear that Gamblers Anonymous is like Alcoholics Anonymous and other support anonymous groups and so if anybody is going to report anything, I would prefer that they just use my first  name Mario rather than my whole name, though it is not terribly important.  As a group, we are not anti-gambling per se.  We are there to support and help people who have a compulsive gambling problem and therefore we strictly address ourselves to people who want to get better rather than to other problems relating to gambling.  We are not talking about occasional gambling but about gambling which is a progressive disease with all the normal problems associated with diseases.   Besides being progressive, it is a terminal illness.  Many people actually attempt suicide not only because of their financial problems but because most compulsive gamblers are also compulsive liars and so they get themselves into a terrible state where their whole family disintegrates.  It is a terminal illness, a very very serious illness, in the same way as is drug addiction and alcohol addiction.  In other countries, gambling is given exactly the same treatment as drug and alcohol abuse and in the UK and America most treatment centres deal not only with drug and alcohol abuse but also with compulsive gambling and eating disorders which are all felt to be inter-related to one another. Unfortunately, in Malta, the facilities that have been set up so far have not really been able to cope with gambling which does have some special idiosyncrasies.

  One of the biggest problems of compulsive gambling is that a lot of practitioners do not recognise gambling as a disease.  To our knowledge, psychiatrists and doctors have not really had any success in curing this disease.  We have not met anybody who has been for psychiatric services and ceased to gamble.  Therefore, their progressive illness which is a family illness, deteriorates them more and more.  The seriousness of this disease, also in Malta, is probably much greater than most people realise.  Addictive diseases typically affect between 4% and 7% of the population depending on who you read and which country you are in and so on, but certainly, gambling is not a minimal disease here in Malta.  So even if you take a conservative figure of 4% of the population who are likely to be affected by compulsive gambling, you will be talking about a very substantial number of say, 15,000 people.  And of course, these are the primary sufferers and do not include the families who are also affected.  So if you look into the number of people who are directly affected, you will find that you are actually talking about tens of thousands of people in Malta.

  The cost on the community, never mind the disease itself, is of course very vast.  With gambling you get the usual social problems where people do not go to work because of their preoccupation with gambling and if they do go to work, a huge number of compulsive gamblers, because of their financial difficulties and because they need money to continue to gamble, cease to be honest people.  In many instances they become either petty criminals, stealing from their employer or from their families, or do other things which they should not do.  We are aware of several people who are in prison for drug related offences when in fact they were not in any way involved with drugs but were involved with gambling and they pushed drugs to get the money to pursue their gambling disease.

  A study carried out in America quite a few years ago where about 2,000 people in American penitentiaries were studied, revealed that 50% of the inmates had a compulsive gambling problem.  As I have said, we as a group are not only there to try and alleviate the difficulties of those that are able to admit they have a problem.  Unfortunately, it is only a small proportion of them who admit they have a problem and want to do something about it. Nevertheless, there is a sufficient number of compulsive gamblers who would like to do something if there were treatment facilities available in Malta.  The real problem is that although Gamblers Anonymous can help quite a lot of people, very often, the severity of their disease by the time they have come to their rock bottom, as we call it, is such that they often need residential help and residential care of a specialist nature.  It is not that places like San Blas and Aġenzija sedqa are not doing their job, but unfortunately, it is very difficult to get to the root of the problems of a compulsive gambler.  One of the major problems of compulsive gamblers is that they are not realists.  They are not able to fully come to terms with leading a practical life.  They live in a fantasy world and therefore a lot of work is required to get them to come to terms with reality.  Sending them to overseas establishments, apart from the cost involved, is not entirely satisfactory because a large proportion of the people who suffer from this disease in Malta, do not speak sufficiently good English so are not able to express themselves and gain the benefit from that unless it could be a Maltese clinic or residence.  I think that is something that we ultimately need to look into and this is something the government - when I say ''government'' I am not being politically divided but I mean whoever is in power - has to set up.  Maybe it could be set up under the Aġenzija sedqa umbrella but I think there does need to be some additional funding.  I think the return to the community, the return to the country by having such facilities will  in the end be more than compensated for, because if you manage to keep people out of prison, if you manage to stop the various severe rife family problems - never mind all the social usury problems that go with this - you will have more people who are being productive in employment and so on.  Of course, it is of little use trying to solve the economic and social problems unless the people do admit that thay have a gambling problem and will actually deal with it and this is why it is so critical.  

  Gambling is not just another addictive disease.  The fact is that there is a big gambling problem here in Malta. As you well know, there is not only the legal gambling but also the illegal gambling.  However, I have to say that as far as Gamblers Anonymous is concerned, we are not interested as to where the people are gambling, whether it is in a legal format or not.  It is still compulsive gambling and the consequences are still very, very serious to the sick people concerned.

  I would like to touch a little bit more on the family side because this is perhaps the most awful part of the problem.  The compulsive gambler walks through life in a chaotic sort of way -  I know, I am one of them, or rather I have been an active one and  happily I am not active any more - but the consequences on the family are terrible. I am talking about actual cases here in Malta where wives and children come home and do not know, not only whether the family silver will be there but whether things like the washing machine, sewing machine and television have disappeared and gone.  As many of you must be aware, the threatening consequences of the debts incurred  and the usury - there was a case reported in the press recently  - is just the tip of the iceberg.  The threats that go on are horrendous and some women who get caught up as the primary sufferers, will turn to prostitution or selling drugs or what have you, purely to get the money to meet their gambling commitments.  Of course, they do not always borrow money just to repay their debts, but they borrow money to continue gambling.  I think many people assume that a compulsive gambler borrows money from Peter to repay Paul; they don't.  They borrow more money to go on gambling and to hell with Paul!  We have had people come to Gamblers Anonymous who were in debt well in excess of six figures.  I am talking about very large sums of money but of course, the problems of the people in debt for horrific sums of money are not more serious than those of the people who are in debt for  Lm1,000 or Lm500 if they cannot repay it. The fear that goes with this completely locks up these families.  I cannot describe what goes on.  They become totally unable to function.  Apart from being dysfunctional families in the medical sense of the word, they just go from worse to worse.

  Perhaps the most sad part of it is that when  people who are suffering from drugs, alcohol or any other anti-social behaviour like wife bashing, go to a priest, a friend or anybody else, they will understand it as a disease and get some sympathy, some help, some guidance, and so on, but unfortunately, with compulsive gambling this is not the reaction received in most quarters, if I can put it that way.   When people go to a parish priest or a doctor or school teacher or anybody whom they think can help, their first reaction would sometimes be to ask ''why doesn't he stop or try to get rid of this vice?''  The straight answer is that he cannot just get rid of this problem  because he is actually wrapped up in it. Gambling is just as difficult  an addiction as any other addiction.

  I think this addiction needs the acceptance by everybody in a much broader sense.   This is a disease.  I do not want to get into semantics, into what is a disease  and what is an illness, but it is certainly a progressive mental deterioration and it really does need outside help.  Compulsive gamblers cannot stop gambling alone.  They cannot stop gambling without any outside help.  

  I have prepared some points on compulsive gambling problems in Malta which I would like to distribute to you before you ask any  questions.

  IĊ-CHAIRPERSON:  Thank you Mario.  I will respect your desire to be called by your first name and you will be listed in our documents as Mario.  Are there any comments or questions?  Dr. Asciak.

  ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:  The paper you have just distributed to us is very interesting and as you know, usury, which is related to compulsive gambling, is being considered, but a point that you have mentioned and which interests me, is the aspect of having a residential centre.

  Would you think it would be a good idea - I am just shooting in the air - that instead of having a residential centre solely for gamblers, we could make use of an already established residential centre for other addictions?  

  Another question I would like to put to you is whether there is a cross addiction between gambling and other forms of addictive behaviour such as alcohol or drug abuse.

  IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Before you answer, I would like to put another question which is very similar and related.

  You said that gambling and drugs seem to be associated, that people who are gamblers will get involved in drugs in order to support their gambling difficulties and it is possible that while they are meddling in drugs, they will also take drugs.  What is the relation that you have with Agenzija sedqa, Caritas and OASI who are primarily taking care of people with addictive behaviour related to drugs and alcohol?  What are you doing in order to share experiences with these organisations which deal with people who abuse drugs and alcohol?

  Hon. Cristina would like to put another question.

  ONOR. DOLORES CRISTINA:  My question probably takes another line of thought.  I have been reading the eight points listed in the paper distributed, under the heading ''What can government do to help?'', and I see no preventive strategy mentioned whatsoever.  The points you list are all curative.  We must just take this as an illness and provide a structure to offset the illness, but somehow, in all other addictive behaviour, we have discussed preventive programmes where children or young adults are concerned.  I see none of this in this paper.  Why?  Is it absolutely impossible to have preventive programmes against gambling?

  IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: You mentioned the survey that was done abroad and said that 4% is a conservative guestimate.  Has anything which is more than a guestimate been undertaken?  What do you propose could be done in order to have, not exactly a perfect picture of the situation because we know it is impossible to have a perfect picture of the situation, but at least a close print of what the situation is?

  I am afraid we have to interrupt the discussion for a few minutes because of a call for quorum in the House.  This interruption will give you time to prepare your answers.  
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  MARIO:   The anonymous group is not a programme for anti-drink or anti-drugs or anti whatever it may be, but it is a programme for living.  It is a 12 step recovery programme which is used by all the anonymous units like GA and Gam Anon, AA, Al-Anon, NA and N-Anon, amongst others. So there is a very strong inter-relation between the various addictions, including eating disorders like anorexia, bulimia and so on.   Believe it or not, over exercising is also another strange thing because of the endorphines but I do not want to get side tracked.   There is a common relationship.

  As to the question of our relationship with other organisations, yes, there is a fringe relationship between GA and Caritas.   Caritas has always been very kind to us and listened to us and we have even used their premises for holding meetings. But in government surveys and questionnaires regarding drug and alcohol addictions, that have been done in schools,  we have only managed to get three or four questions on gambling.   There have not been sufficient questions about gambling.  There need to be a separate questionnaire that deals solely with the gambling problem.  Perhaps the compulsive gambling addiction turns to bite at a later age than drug addiction.  In other words, it does not always become fully blown, if I can put it that way, until later, when adolescents become grown up. Many people do not necessarily  start gambling at school.   Of course, many of them do start gambling at school but a school questionnaire in itself is not sufficient to highlight the problem and to get the numbers.   

  The short answer to your question about any actual statistics, is no. Leaving out for the moment, the Gam Anon side, I can say that in the last eleven years since we started we have seen several hundred people passing through our doors and as I have said, that is really only the tip of the iceberg. I am not saying there are 100,000, or anything like that, that are affected, but if there are 20,000, 30,000 or 40,000 who are affected, it still means that there is a very large number of primary sufferers.   Of course, if you include the whole family, you will see that you are really talking about a substantial proportion of the population.   That is my guestimate of the situation.

  To come back to the Aġenzija sedqa and Caritas issue, last March, we, together with Caritas, organised a seminar with a Danish specialist who runs a residential recovery unit in Denmark.   To answer perhaps part of Dr. Asciak's question, in Denmark they do have a general unit which deals with alcohol, drugs and other addictions, but interestingly, even they have opted to weed out the gambling addiction and take that as a separate unit.  They have a Ludomania Department which offers help to compulsive gamblers.  They have a unit with 24 bed which deals solely with compulsive gambling. In the UK, compulsive gambling is dealt with in the same centres as drug and alcohol abuse and this is so because in the UK they are still suffering, as we are here in Malta, from accepting the seriousness of the gambling problem.  Now, with the billions of pounds that are being invested each week in the lottery in the UK, the problem is becoming much more serious and more generally recognised, and moreso with the advent of the internet where all sorts of different websites are offering gambling.  If you go onto a pawn site, you will be offered  gambling.  The casinos will back almost any site whether it is about knitting or cooking.  Once you are on a site, you will suddenly find one of these little things which flash up and immediately you are guided to a gambling site. And of course, in its wisdom, Malta, as an offshore facility, and I am not saying there is anything wrong with that, is now  hosting quite lot of these websites. I do think that we need to work closer with sedqa and Caritas and I think it is quite possible that in Malta we could have a joint residential facility rather than a specialist one,  but it would need some specialists to also focus on the gambling side.  

  The answer  to  Hon. Cristina’s question about prevention, is that we don’t really run a preventive anti-gambling programme.  I think that in a way, it would be a bit critical with government publicising lotteries, scratch cards, Tiritombla and casinos, to have an anti-gambling campaign. There is so much media publicity in favour of gambling and pressure to gamble, that it is quite difficult to have another campaign running simultaneously campaigning against buying a lottery ticket, etc. I cannot quite see that happening. The Public Lotto Department, and I say this quite nicely, has offered us money to publicise the awareness of Gamblers Anonymous and Gam Anon.   For obvious reasons we had to not accept this offer from the Lotto Department, not least because the department wanted to have their name on the literature that went out.  We did not quite think that that was part of playing ball.  I do not think you can have direct preventive campaigns the way that you can for drugs, alcohol  and so on.   I am not in any way concerned about the number of illegal gambling machines because if they do not gamble on those machines, they would simply gamble on something else.   I do not think that in itself, that is a solution.   I do think you could have a far greater awareness of the fact that compulsive gambling is a problem.  I think that teachers, doctors, lawyers and the police, and in particular the legislative body, need to be more aware and need to  understand that this is not some casual habit, something that is going on in a garage, but that many of the participants, probably most of them, are suffering from a serious problem.  I am not saying what the solution is but I think an awareness of the seriousness of the gambling problem in Malta cannot be over emphasised.

  ONOR. RITA LAW:  In your experience, can you tell us how hard it is for someone who has had this problem to find a job?

  MARIO:  Clearly, he will not be getting a job as a financial adviser! (Interruptions). I can tell you that two of the local security firms use a great number of compulsive gamblers.   What their insurance company thinks about that, I do not know, but yes, a person with a gambling problem finds it as  difficult to find employment as someone with a drug problem.  Unfortunately it is critical for compulsive gamblers not to be unemployed because if they have a lot of time on their hands, they will want to fill that time with gambling.  If they are playing reverse roles at home and are looking after the children whilst their partner is out at work, they will have too much time on their hands and the boredom factor is a tremendous incentive for them to try and go back into their fantasy life.  It is this inability to be able to face reality that is so critical and of course low self esteem is desperately common. Whilst gambling is a total  cross-sectional disease and it can manifest itself in the professions, since self esteem is not so low in the professions sector, gambling is more often than not, a working class disease, a manual worker type disease, a lower paid person disease, unless you go to the other extreme where you find people who are using the market place, the stock markets, the property markets and banks. That is another form of compulsive gambling.  Of course, in certain instances; I am not suggesting that every business man is a  compulsive gambler but I was  chief executive of a firm in the UK - I was in that sector of high risk investments -  and I can tell you that there you see  a huge number of compulsive gamblers on the fringes.

  ONOR. MICHAEL ASCIAK:   There is  one question which has always intrigued me; I do not know if you are able to answer it but I am going to put it  to you just the same.  As you know, in Malta, the only legal type of gambling is the public lotto gambling where a lot of money is actually gambled, and any other type of lotto gambling is illegal.  Given the propensity of people to gamble on any issue, I have seen people gambling on which direction a fly will fly off or who will get off the table first, and given that this type of gambling is usually underground - very often not so underground - do you think it is better to reach the compulsive gambler if this activity were to be left underground?  Do you think it will get worse if it were to be legalised?  What I mean to say is, do you think it is better if it were to be left as it is at present?

  MARIO:  I have always been quite outspoken about this.  In my opinion, it makes no sense to make illegal two people having a personal bet together whether it be on football, or whatever, in fact, I think it is highly counter-productive.  I think this adds to the criminal element in Malta.  In other words, I think that strangely enough it would be healthier if you would decriminalise certain betting because it would get rid of the criminal element involved.  I do not think that if certain betting were to be made legal you would actually increase the amount of betting because anybody who wants to have a bet on a local or foreign football match, or wants to do international football pools, is fully able to do so without any problem.  In particular, as I have already said, now that we have the internet.  Anybody who has a credit card can spend whatever he likes on gambling. It is not even necessary to have a foreign bank account.  So in my opinion, I think it is a mistake to make this a criminal act.  It also makes it a place where the usury fraternity, if I could put it that way, tend to congregate. So whether it be dog racing or fights, that sort of thing will always go on but I am not talking about that, I am talking about poker games, football betting and that sort of thing.   In the UK it is mostly legal, and I do not think that if it where to be legal here you will get an increase of this sort of gambling.  On the contrary, I think that it would be to your advantage if you were to remove the criminal element of gambling.   

  ONOR. DOLORES CRISTINA:  Have you as the GA secretary put forward any  suggestions with regards to amendments to the Criminal Code which will be making usury a criminal offence?   Have you put forward any suggestions regarding sentencing, for example?  When you are talking about special legislation to deal quickly with financial separation on community of acquests, what are you talking about? Are you talking about the person who is a gambler, financially legally distinct from the partner who is not the gambler, so that  you will be safeguarding the interest of the non-gambling partner and the children, if there are any? Is that your major concern?

  MARIO:  Yes, it is.   It is not always the compulsive gambler who comes to GA.  You can come to Gam Anon whether your partner admits he has a gambling problem or not. Quite often, a person does not admit that he has a gambling problem and even if he does, he will say that he does not want to do anything about it.   Tough love is sometimes necessary to bring people to their senses and therefore a real separation may perhaps be the best solution, but normally we do not like to advocate that.   We are not trying to break up family units just for the sake of it.   But what we would like to do if there was a proper facility and a rapid facility …  I cannot emphasise the need for speed. The disease is like a curve; in the beginning it is quite gradual but then suddenly it accelerates totally out of control.  That is when you need to be able to deal with it very quickly and to get a legal financial separation so that the assets of the couple are divided in order to safeguard the interests not just of the non-gambling spouse but also the interests of the children and the rest of the family.  Sometimes that would be really of great assistance because the lack of time often means that sufficient pressure, morally or menacing, is brought to bear and they would have to sign jointly something so that the debt could be paid off, or so that we can switch off the interest rate clock or whatever it may be.   If there was a rapid court facility, with perhaps the use of a couple of experienced lawyers - not just lawyers who do not have any work to do because they are not quite competent - to assist them in these areas, it would be a great help.  In other words, what I am saying is that yes, it would be a great help if we were to have a fast court facility for financial separations.

  ONOR. DOLORES CRISTINA:  But I was always under the impression that one partner cannot actually gamble away a matrimonial home.  As far as I know, it is not possible unless both partners agree to it. I am a little confused on this issue.

   MARIO:  Let me try and put it in another way.  If the partners get to the point where they say that they do not want to release the family home, then  they will have to say that they will go for a full separation. Quite often, the only way they can get out of and pay off some of the debts is to do just that.  A typical amount of debt is between Lm5,000 and Lm10,000 which normally they do not have unless they sell the family home  or go through a separation.  If there was a fast track method whereby they could get a financial separation as opposed to a full separation – very often they do not want a full separation - it would be possible for the person to get a loan on his share of the property.

  ONOR. DOLORES CRISTINA:  I think one should be very wary with this suggestion because you are actually releasing half a matrimonial home to be taken over, to be gambled away, while if it were to  remain complete, belonging to the family, it would be much safer.  So I  would really look into all  the legal implications of what you are suggesting in accordance with Maltese law as issued in 1992.  I am not very clear myself about this issue but I think one should look into all the implications.

  MARIO: I do understand about the community of acquests but I think you do not actually realise what are the pressures that are brought to bear on the other spouse. Since to get a separation takes very long and during that period the couple still has to co-habitate in the same place, what actually transpires is that until they get a separation, they go to the bank and actually sign away the family home. You are not preventing that.   And when we want to legalise debts, which is our only way of coping with the usurer, we, Gamblers Anonymous, can sometimes persuade the usurers to turn off the interest clock if the debts are legalised.  But at that point we would prefer that they could have a separation of assets because we do not believe that one of the spouse should be repaying the gambling debts of the other spouse.  That is very important.   The spouse should not do so, also for the recovery purposes of the individual.   What we do not want is that the debt is repaid immediately. We want the compulsive gambler to repay the debt  slowly because if you clear the debt instantly, all you have done is open the credit lines all over again so that he can go back to gambling. So what is done, is to slow down the repayment process, turn off the interest clock and legalise the debt. If I have not explained myself clearly, I will be happy to repeat myself.  

  To answer your question as to whether I put forward any suggestions regarding sentencing and so on, to Dr. Peter Borg Costanzi and his committee, I have to say that he was invited and he did come along to the three day seminar that I have already referred to where we had people coming over from UK and Denmark, and he had said that he would contact us, but I am afraid we have not heard anything from him since then.

  IĊ-CHAIRPERSON:  I suggest that  you contact him again and see what he has to say. Hon. Jean Pierre Farrugia

  ONOR. JEAN PIERRE FARRUGIA:   I apologise for not being here for the whole meeting but I had another engagement.  As far as I know, when a person tries to get a bank loan, the person’s income is always  taken into account before getting the loan to ensure that that person is able to repay the loan.   Are you satisfied with the loan schemes of the local commercial banks? 

  Another point I would like to make is that in today’s world, it is very easy to know whether one has credit or not, so how can you go to a casino and be allowed to gamble without there being legal provisions to make sure that you do have money to gamble?  I cannot understand how one could gamble something one does not have.  Today there are instant electronic measures to check whether one has credit.

  MARIO:  I will come to the credit card issue in a second. Regarding bank loans, it is not really for me to comment other than to say that I know exactly how mortgages are calculated and as a rule of thumb,  the size of the mortgage is calculated on approximately three times the income.   This is the size of a loan that is normally given.  In some instances, they will go up  to four times the income but that depends on certain factors like overtime, etc.  However, that is a commercial decision taken by banks.   Frankly, if they lend much more than that, the person will not be able to manage the interest so it is pointless to lend more than that. We do not necessarily encourage people to go for bank loans to clear their debts. They often come to us as a family unit and say that they want to go to the bank to get off the threadmill of the usury and typically, the wife asks whether she should agree to sign for a loan of say Lm 15,000 on a house which is worth Lm 60,000, in order to pay the debts. Now even if they have the income and the bank will give them the loan, we do not recommend that the wife should do it.   We would prefer that the usurers themselves get paid at zero interest and we can only do this by legalising the loan and setting up a proper repayment process in exactly the same way as they would have to repay the bank, but at least without having to pay interest.  In most instances, we can manage that,  wearing our GA hat.   As an individual, they probably will not be able to manage it but quite often, when the usurers realise that we are involved, they would accept our proposal.   

  To come back to the credit card and casinos issue, I must say that casinos will not let you use a credit card. You will have to borrow money. The casino would say that if you have a credit card you must have a pin number, so you can go to the hole in the wall and get the money from the credit card. All they want is money. Apart from that,  the laws of England, and I think of Malta as well, do not permit the use of credit cards in casinos. However, I was not talking about casinos but about internet betting. That is quite different.   In that case, you can use credit cards and that is a very different end of the wedge, added to which it is quite dangerous because children can get hold of their parents' credit card numbers and before the parents get the next bank statement, quite a lot of money could have been spent. 

  ONOR. JEAN PIERRE FARRUGIA:  My point was that it is easy to know whether a person has credit or not on his credit card.  At least that would be a safeguard against people who are gambling without actually having any money.   In my opinion, this is the problem.   It is easy to check if a person is bankrupt or does not have any credit.  Do you understand what I mean?  So what I am saying is that it would be healthier if casinos were to access the financial situation of the person before allowing him to gamble.

  MARIO:  Any compulsive gambler worth his salt is quite capable of getting hold  of five or ten different credit cards with substantial credit on each, and I assure you that the consequences there are quite difficult.

  IĊ-CHAIRPERSON:  I am afraid we have another call for quorum in the House and as it is already 8.45 p.m., I think it best that we adjourn today’s meeting.  Before concluding this session, I would like to thank you for your presentation and I propose that we meet again on the 30th January when Mr Chetcuti will have the opportunity to answer to the questions put to him in the last meeting. Thank you.
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