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LAQGĦA MAR-RAPPREŻENTANT SPEĊJALI TAS-SEGRETARJU ĠENERALI TAL-ĠNUS MAGĦQUDA GĦALL-VJOLENZA KONTRA T-TFAL, DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID

THE CHAIRPERSON (Hon. Carmelo Abela, Chairperson for the Family Affairs Committee): Good afternoon, we can start officially this meeting. We have two committees here - we have some Members who are not present - the Family Affairs Committee which I chair and the Social Affairs Committee that is chaired by my colleague the Hon. Katya De Giovanni. On my left we have the Hon. Paula Mifsud Bonnici who represents the Opposition and the Hon. Romilda Zarb who is from the Government side. 

I would like to welcome you, Your Excellency. It is a pleasure for us to have this meeting with you. We would also like to welcome your delegation. This is an important topic for us as we are going to discuss children, and we will give you a brief about the discussions we have in our respective Committees. As I said, I chair the Family Affairs Committee, and during this Legislature we started our discussion on inflation which has an impact on families, including children and their wellbeing. 

Following that discussion, we discussed the provision of free childcare, which as we know it started from 2014 here in Malta, and the benefits of that provision were that we saw a substantial increase of women either returning or entering for the first time the labour market. We discussed that topic from other perspectives, not only from the economic side but also from the educational and care side, and the effects on the family, including the children. 

At the moment, my committee is also discussing parental alienation, a subject that I thought was going to be easy or less challenging, but it appears that we have a number of challenges, and the meetings are becoming even more interesting. I know that in line with the sustainable development goals, and for a period of time I was responsible when I was a minister in the Office of the Prime Minister. When I was Foreign Affairs Minister, I went to New York to give a … (off mic) I think that you are informed more than I am!
DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID (Special Representative of the UN Secretary General on Violence against Children): I’m following what the countries are doing. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: I will not say more then! So, in line with the SDGs, we are talking about the dignity of all children and the right for all children to live a happy life as is stated by the UN, and I say especially that they have a right to live their childhood. I think that in all societies we have to see whether we are allowing all children to live their childhood as maybe we used to live it or enjoy it. So, I believe that this is the responsibility of all of us, irrespective of our responsibilities. We’ll have a discussion about this but before giving the floor to Your Excellency, I would like my colleague to make her opening remarks. Then we will listen to what you have to say and afterwards all of us present can make our comments and questions. 

The Hon. Katya De Giovanni. 

HON. KATYA DE GIOVANNI (Chairperson for the Social Affairs Committee): Your Excellency, besides being the Chairperson for the Social Affairs Committee, I am also a Member of the Family Affairs Committee, so I have a double role here. With regards to the Social Affairs Committee, we have discussed research in primary education and not childcare. At the moment we are discussing mental health and, in fact, yesterday Hon. Romilda Zarb and Hon. Paula Mifsud Bonnici were also present, and we were discussing with the Commissioner for Mental Health the statistics about mental health. This discussion will be continued in the coming weeks. 

We have also discussed pensions and pensioners and we have also invited the Commissioner for Persons with Disabilities. In my case, my journey in politics is not so long, not as long as that of the Hon. Abela’s for sure, because I have been in politics for two years now, and maybe two years campaigning before I was elected. So, you will not find a lot of information about me. A point that intrigued me, since I am a psychologist, when I was doing my research in preparation for this meeting was the difficulty that we find across cultures in defining what is domestic violence. In fact, in certain cultures, it might mean one thing and in other cultures it might be more laxed. I think awareness about domestic violence is also crucial, especially the emotional part of domestic violence because we tend to think domestic violence as being very physical, whereas we know, even through research, that emotional violence is very pervasive and it can also harm people indefinitely. 

I would like to hear some suggestions on how Malta, may be tiny Malta but it has a lot of resources and a very big heart because we are very committed to this subject, can contribute to eradicate domestic violence when it comes to adults, and consequently if we do our utmost to mitigate domestic violence between adults, especially when children are present, we are eradicating violence among children and also avoiding that adults serve as negative role models to the children who will eventually grow up and become adults in the future. Thank you. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Your Excellency, the floor is yours. (Interruptions) We’ll express our reactions afterwards, so we’ll give you time to tell us all that you wish to tell us.

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: Mr Chairperson, first of all I want to tell you many thanks. I am the Special Representative of the UN Secretary General on Violence against Children, and my mandate is global advocacy, independent mandate to push the agenda of ending all forms of violence, exploitation, abuse, trafficking – and it’s huge - against all children in the world. Just to let you know it’s very tiresome because we are not one hundred or 1,000 people to do that work, but we are only 10 people! However, that is not the issue. 

I want to remind you that this mandate was established 15 years ago, and it was established after the global study, and Malta was part of it, on violence against children. If I’m not mistaken it was in 2006, and it had many recommendations. The mandate was established to follow-up the implementation of the recommendations. I can tell you that the recommendations are still relevant, and many countries are lagging behind them. After you had the Agenda 2030, and currently we only have six years left to achieve that agenda … And in the Agenda 2030 you have some SDGs that are related to violence, gender-based violence under SDG5, child marriage, FGM, domestic violence, intimate partner violence, etc. You also have violence within schools under SDG4, and you have child labour under SDG8 and SDG16.2 which is related to all forms of violence, trafficking and torture, ill treatment, homicide, detention, etc. So, it is huge. 

Since five years all the global study was done on children deprived of liberty, and I’m sharing this study. This is about children and the administration of justice to use detention as a last resort. At the same time, it is about detention of children for migration purposes and it’s about children in institutions because they are either disabled or they have problems, or they have behavioural disorders, or displacements in institutions because it’s a deprivation of liberty, and also children deprived of liberty – it’s not the case in your country – because of counterterrorism on security grounds. And I am following all these things. 

I am here in Malta since Tuesday morning, and I was using this opportunity to attend the child conference organised by the Malta Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society organised by Her Emeritus Marie Louise Coleiro Preca, using the opportunity to meet key stakeholders to have a better understanding of what is going on in Malta, but also to push the agenda and to see what needs to be done differently … and how can we cooperate together to move ahead. I had the pleasure of meeting the Prime Minister, the Minister responsible for social policy, the Minister responsible for finance, the Commissioner for Children, the Minister responsible for education and the Minister responsible for justice. Today I am meeting with you because for me the Parliamentarians have a big role to play. What I am expecting from this meeting … And to be very frank with you, this is an interactive debate because I’m not going to do a report on the country, but I will be doing a synthesis report based on what I heard, and also on how we can move forward in a concrete manner. This will be shared with all the stakeholders I met. 

To react to your first two points, I have to say the family affairs and the social affairs are interlinked. Child protection and wellbeing is a big problem because it is cross-sectoral, and this makes it more difficult because we need to know who is doing what and who is accountable for what. This is very important because it is not only working together, but it’s a collective responsibility, it is a collective work, but it is shared responsibility, and we need to define it. I think it is also the role of the Parliament in that regard. 

I totally agree with you that inflation, social disparities, social exclusion and poverty are a real huge driver for exclusion and for all forms of violence – this is clear - and also for security and social cohesion. This is very well documented, you don’t have to wait for me to tell you this, you know it better than me. The big risk is to be very careful when you have inflation and fiscal adjustments to ensure that the social sector with a big “S” … Because here I’m not speaking only about social benefits but also about social services, and it is very important that the access to social services is really maintained as a priority and as a lifesaving service. During the pandemic we saw it in a very big manner, so I think it is important. 

Regarding free childcare and regarding its benefit, I totally agree with you that it’s about economic empowerment, it’s moving people from survival, from begging for assistance to becoming more responsible, feeling better in their mindset, and also feeling empowered and yes, it has an impact on education, on health and on their development. This is clear and it’s established, so we need to push this agenda. I will come back to parent alienation further on because we have many discussions with the Minister responsible for justice, the Prime Minister, etc. 

I think that you need to follow the Agenda 2030 because all states commit to achieve the 17 SDGs, and the 17 SDGs are interlinked, so we cannot achieve one without achieving the other. You have poverty, hunger, climate, gender discrimination, child labour, the labour market policies, violence, justice, birth registration and many other important things. Here I don’t want to forget that it’s not only about birth registration but it’s also about the legal documentation process of refugees, which from what I’ve heard, takes a lot of time. I think it is really important that you follow up on it because each year you have an assessment, and you also have a kind of a ranking of states. So, I think it’s important to use it, that your social vision is embedded in the Agenda 2030, and you have many policies that currently…

The most recent one that I have in mind is the National Child Policy Framework 2024-2030 and you also have child guarantees that will currently be renewed. 

Mental health is a big issue worldwide and it is a big issue here in Malta. It is very difficult that one reports when having a mental issue because of stigma, because of the difficulty of access to services and also because there is no early recognition. You are a psychologist; I am a paediatrician, and we know that you have indirect signs which can help you having an early detection and to act very quickly. You have more and more mental health problems due to socio-economic issues. It is a fact that there are millions of cases among children and parents who feel excluded and disempowered, so I think this is really important work. 

Regarding children with disability this was another issue that we discussed. This is a big lobby and a big fight of H.E., Former President of Malta Marie Louise Coleiro Preca. Regarding the access to services and mainly the access to education, not only physical handicap or disability, but also a sensorial one, because I think you can make it in this country, and we have more and more devices to ensure that you have this social mix. You cannot have parallel systems, so I think it is really important to push this agenda further. 

Regarding domestic violence, all forms of violence have a psychological impact and we never deeply took into account all the psychological and emotional impacts. These are more destroying because they are not seen, and they can have long-lasting impacts. You also have the big issue of many children; it was an issue that was highlighted by all actors. I have not seen numbers or percentages, but it seems that anxiety, despair, self-mutilation and suicide attempts are increasing. We have to be very careful about this because we must react before it is too late.

Regarding peer violence there is a link between intimate-partner violence, gender-based violence and violence against children. And also the impact on children when they are experiencing and witnessing domestic violence and the link between that and the intergenerational cycle of violence, not only domestic violence but also the corporal and physical punishment. Many things can bring this intergenerational cycle that makes it very difficult to control. 

Regarding cross culture, … And coming from Morocco, that is another culture, … You have many people from various cultures, but there is no culture that has to justify violence, and we have to be very careful when we are trying to build policies to use culture to justify, because in many cultures things are changing. The culture is dynamic, but what is important is that you have a real push back and women’s rights. You have more push back. Just to let you know, we are seeing gender discrimination increasing worldwide, and this is really important. We are also seeing this big issue with migrants and refugees worldwide, and this is making it crazy. But we can make change if these people are considered as a part of the society. We also need to make sure that when we are raising awareness and when we are building the services, these are accessible in the language that these people understand because otherwise it will be very difficult, and you will have stigma. You have to make sure that these people can go to report. I know that the Malta Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society did a survey where they listened to all children here who are migrants or refugees regarding how they see these services. Some are not reporting because they fear they will be deported as they are in this transitional period. Temporary protection needs age assessment that takes a long time, and they have to appeal, which sometimes takes years.

You were speaking about peer violence, and one important point that I’ve heard is that all online violence; bullying and cyberbullying need to be addressed. This is very and very important to address. We discussed this with the Minister responsible for education and with the Minister responsible for justice. It is also important to empower children, teachers, counsellors and families to have a better know-how on how to protect themselves better, but at the same time you need strong legislation.

Regarding parental alienation, when I arrived in Malta the Minister responsible for social policy and the Prime Minister were telling me that you are thinking about co-parenting, etc. I will repeat what I told them because recently both in Luxembourg and Andorra this was a big issue, and now also in Malta. It is amazing because they are small countries, each one knowing the other, and apparently the issue was regarding divorce and conflicts. You have this big opposition between the social services and the judge so that dependent children stay with their mother, and the order of justice wants to make sure that they are. The problem for me, and I discussed this a lot, is that we have to be very careful when we decide on how to solve the problem. You have to assess each case and know how to define the best interest of the child. This is very and very subjective because it is very clear what the best interest of the child means. 

The best interest of the child means making sure that the environment in which the child is going to live is safe, empowering, caring, providing him or her with the education and with all the services needed so he or she can express themselves without fear. This is really important. To start thinking about what is the best way to deal about it, it depends on each case, because if we impose co-parenting … Violence can be done by the mother or by … Some violences are not reported. So, it will be very difficult. Just be very careful when you are discussing. What I was saying to the Prime Minister is that I don’t know what the problem is here, but what will be useful is if you can have a discussion not only about the legislation but, first of all, what the problems are. You can then have a kind of panel formed by social workers, parents, both the father and the mother, and also the children, where they can express themselves in a safe pathway, so you will see where are the problems and the challenges, and you will be the law that will address these challenges and problems. If not, it could be another challenge because there will be those who don’t want co-parenting or others who will want the children for two days, three days or four days! It is not an easy task in many countries. No country did co-parenting till now, but what they are doing is to go in more depth about what is not going well.  

We were also discussing the issue of the child advocate that you have, that normally are independent from both systems, if I’m not wrong, but the problem is also the qualifications. I’ve heard you currently have ten, but how, if you have child advocates that are duly well-trained, they can define clearly, they can really see and help all the protagonists. This is one discussion. I am not telling you “You have to do that”, but I fully understand that it will become more and more difficult. The law has to respond and needs to come up with a solution that can be flexible depending on the situation and not to impose another obstacle or challenge. This is what I am saying because parental alienation is used more and more, and in some cases it’s not parental alienation at all. Recently we did some research on the subject which we can share with you. It is very well done, and it explains all that. So, if we can help, we will do so. I will stop here because I tried to respond to your preliminary questions but, for me, it’s a really interactive debate. Thank you.

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you very much for your interesting remarks. I will now give the floor to the Hon. Paula Mifsud Bonnici and after her the Hon. Romilda Zarb. 

HON. PAULA MIFSUD BONNICI: I have three observations to make. First of all, I thank you for being here. I know that practically you have devoted all your life for the promotion and protection of children’s rights. You mentioned that every year there is an assessment on each country with regards to SDGs, so I wanted to ask you on what level are we here? Do you have our assessment so that we’ll know on what Malta is lagging behind and what are those SDGs where we are doing fine and perhaps reaching our goals? Do you have that information? 

Another consideration is with regards to mental health in children. It’s not a secret anymore that, unfortunately, even suicides in the younger generation the numbers are getting bigger, so possibly we have an issue there. They say prevention is better than cure, so what can be done to prevent children from having problems with their mental health rather than providing them with care when they are already suffering from mental health? 

Another issue on a wider scenario is that we hear a lot about the devastating outbreaks of wars in Israel, Gaza, Russia, Ukraine, etc., where we have a lot of children suffering. Unfortunately, in these conflicts the children are the ones who suffer the most. What are the demands and the calls which we should be making in these regions to make sure that the children are protected? We speak about protecting children at all times, so any urgent humanitarian access should be granted, but what are we practically doing to ensure that all the children in these regions are having a life free of all this abuse and fear? Thank you. 

HON. ROMILDA ZARB: First of all, I would also like to thank you for sparing your time to join us during this Committee because it’s nice to share ideas and to give vision on how we can support our children. One subject that you mentioned which is of importance to me because I was looking at it recently is peer violence. I’m interested in the issue because it’s tackling a new era of violence in our teenagers, and maybe even older or even younger than teenagers, which we need to safeguard. Nowadays they are using social media, and when before we were talking about violence at school, nowadays we are looking at issues when they are at home and still they are suffering from violence when they go back to school. So, I think that we need to look much deeper, we need to gather more information on it, and we would appreciate it if you can give us more information on how this issue is being tackled so that we can also discuss it, even locally, in order to ensure that our children are safeguarded. 

Recently we are talking a lot about mental health, and peer violence is one of the issues that is going to affect the mental health of our children. It’s going to affect their future as well because when you suffer from peer violence when you’re young, this is going to reflect on the way you are going to behave in the future, when you are going to go out there, even to find a job. We need to safeguard and it’s something that we need to have a correct vision on because even from the educational point of view we need to see how it can be introduced. 

On my part I would continue looking at mental health because recently we were discussing it and it’s important that this item is brought up more. We also need to gather all the information possible. Why are we saying this? Because we need to get different views on how we can support different countries, even larger populations, and to get more experiences because these can help us support other smaller countries so that we can get the correct vision of how our country can get the best for its population. Thank you. 

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: I will start by the Voluntary National Review (VNR). In the Agenda 2030 the countries express their willingness to present the VNR. Malta has only presented it once in 2018! Some countries are presenting it each year, some countries have presented it three times, etc., so it’s up to you to push your country to present this review. I think it’s a key moment because it’s not only about the reporting but it’s about the process because it takes time. It’s a moment when you’re consulting all people; not only the Government but also civil society, communities, even children and parliamentarians, to have a snapshot of where you are. This is very important so that you will see what is working, what is not working, and what were the achievements regarding poverty, … 

Regarding poverty, I know that by 2030 they want to reduce it to 6%, if I’m not wrong, but this is the only number I have, so with regards to hunger and health, including mental health, I do not have an idea. It is a really wonderful moment of review regarding where you are going. This is a strong moment, and I think it will be useful to push that issue, but at the same time you have all the mechanisms in place. You have the CRC, and you have the report of the CRC that was done in 2018, if I’m not wrong, and currently they are using the recommendations of the CRC to move forward. You have also the universal periodic review. I don’t know when they did the last one. 

HON. PAULA MIFSUD BONNICI: In 2024. 

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: So, it was done this year. It is important because here you have huge recommendations for the country. The UPR is an intergovernmental process, the states are providing recommendations to a state, and the states can accept some and can refuse some, but you can ask them why they refuse and when they accept you have to implement. So, use all these mechanisms because they are very important. We can send you the last UPR if you’re up to that, but the VNR it’s up to them. What I am doing is I’m reviewing each year, and I can share with you what we have, and I can also share with you the big reports that are done by the UN regarding the advancement of the Agenda 2030 which will be presented again during the high level political forum. So, I can share with you what we have. 

I am reviewing each year the countries who are presenting their VNR. I’m reaching them, the PR, national authorities, looking at the process and the results and doing the review. And I am using this moment as a strong agenda to advocate more on investing in people and investing in children. This is very important, and I can share it with you. Since 2018 you haven’t presented anything, but at the same time your Prime Minister and all your Government are saying that children are their priority, so I think it's … 

Mental health prevention is necessary, but it is also important that mental health mustn’t be dealt only by the Minister of Health. We have to be very careful because you have all this social culture and economic determinants, and you can surely prevent it if you are detecting very early all the risk factors. We know what are the risk factors; when you have exclusion, violence, lack of opportunities, when you are a victim of violence, gender discrimination, racism, xenophobia, etc. And you have some signs that need to be detected very quickly. So, here is the question: How many psychologists will do it? I’m not sure, but you have social workers, you have people who are close to the communities, and this is very important. This frontline, if they are well-trained in psycho-social approach and backed by psychologists who can help them when they have questions, then they can detect the risk factors very quickly. 

Another entry point is the hospital. This is very important. Many nurses and physicians, including paediatricians, didn’t recognise signs of … What some countries did was that they included it in the curricula of the nurses and of the teachers because the teacher is also on the frontline, so they would be able to recognise the signs that something is wrong, and they can act very quickly. What is important is to make sure that all these integrated services, including education since early childhood, is safe and inclusive, including online. If we have mental health and sexual health problems embedded, if we have justice when you have a problem, if you have child sensitivity reporting mechanism, if you have gender sensitivity reporting mechanism where you can report safely when you have a problem and you will be protecting yourself and your privacy … It is good to have social protection, like cash benefits, but you also need access to all the services. Most importantly you need to work with the communities, with women, with the leaders of the communities, with children, raising not only awareness but making them become actors of change, not seeing them as … recipients of services because the big risk when we are dealing with culture is that my culture is the best and your culture is the second best, but in each culture it is there to serve on the positive social norms. And I can tell you that this is … I know that you have FGM, I know that you have domestic violence and I know that you have gender discrimination. Gender discrimination is not only from outside. It seems that also here, gender discrimination in Malta exists too, so I think it is really important to deal with it. But the main point is to avoid institutionalising all children who have mental health issues because the big risk is that after putting all these people in institutions, we forget them, so we have to be very careful. We know that many things can be treated outside, but REACH is not only working with children but also working in their environment, so it is very important not to have all these institutions.

You have another issue. We are speaking more and more about children and adolescents with behavioural disorder. I am hearing it a lot. What does behavioural disorder mean? Nobody is able to say, but the problem is that they don’t have an idea about the physiological and psychological development. Pre-adolescence is a moment of testing many things, so we cannot label all of them as behavioural disorders and putting them in schools or centres because we need to deal with them as they are not obeying. They need to express themselves, otherwise they will be losing many things. 

Regarding conflicts, I am very disappointed with the response from Europe as a whole, apart from three or four countries. The European Parliament, the European mechanism and European countries were not able to have a joint strong communication and children are paying a huge tribute. This is unacceptable, and it still continues today. Even the fact that we have double standards, and this was a strong signal sent by Europe and by the United States and their allies because the big issue was when the invasion of Ukraine started. It was awful, but children were the priority. Putin was judged … What is happening in Gaza is not the same, and this is giving a strong signal that the cost of children’s lives do not have the same price. And this makes me have many concerns. The United Nations uses all the mechanisms it has at its disposal. We have a huge number of staff who are killed. They cannot have access to humanitarian aid. And I was seeing this morning that settlement has continued currently in the West Bank officially … And there is a lack of accountability. There is also the problem of the Security Council that is not working. For the future they are trying to review it, but I’m not sure that it will be … We are in a divided world! 

Europe is moving to the right wing and this is an older and bigger issue, so I’m not very optimistic, but I would like to let you know that your Ambassador Vanessa Frazier, who is in New York, did a wonderful job. My God! She was highly speaking, really pushing and making sure that children are not paying a huge tribute using the formal and informal ways. So Malta did it well, but what is important is how you can rely on all the countries, and this is a big thing. We also need to see how within the European Parliament … I’m not sure how the composition will be, but you can use your voices and your connections to push the agenda. You are part of Europe, and you can make it!

Regarding peer violence through social media, but also artificial intelligence (AI) with virtual technology and so on, there are a lot of experiences that I can share with you in this respect. We also have many and many child-friendly versions done by children for children. You have examples in some countries when dealing with violence online … Because violence online is surely not only child-sexual abuse material, it’s not only cyberbullying but it’s also hate speech, it’s discrimination, it’s promotion of suicide, it’s gaming, it’s gambling, theft of identity, etc. But at the same time it’s a wonderful tool to provide services. The problem here is to make sure that in the legislation - and we discussed a lot about this issue with the Minister responsible for justice - you have mandatory regulations against organised crime against children online. It is also very important that the ICT sector reports these cases - because many are not reporting - so as to make sure that you have child safeguarding, as well as to train counsellors, teachers and families in this area. There are many things that already exist to raise awareness about all this, but most importantly we need to involve children as part of the solution. They know very well what is good for them, and the progress made in many schools and in many other places under the leadership of children is marvellous. They had all applications and they are wonderful. We can share with you many things that have been done in this regard. 

I think I responded to your questions, and now I have two points to make. I’ve heard you speak about the Commissioner for Children. The Commissioner is not an ombudsman because it’s an institution that is not independent regarding international law as it is not compliant with the Paris Principles, and there is the Ministry responsible for social policy. Normally it has to report officially to the Parliament – not only to you -because this is independence. This is very important. It is not an easy task for them, and you are missing. You have a national human rights institution that is generalist, but this is not in line with the standards. The Commissioner has a good relationship with the Ministers, but definitely this is not an ombudsman. If it is an ombudsman for children, it has to be not only compliant with the Paris Principles but also with the general comments 5 and 10 done by CRC – which we can send you too - regarding the representativity of children and the access to children. 

Now I’ll come to the other point I would like to raise. I saw this wonderful Children’s Policy Framework 2024-2030. I know that there were many consultations. I am still waiting to see if it has been budgeted and I want to know what is the role of your Commissioner and of the Parliament on the other side of the implementation of these policies. The budget allocated to these policies ... I just want to know if you have a role because I think you can make a lot of difference as you have a lot of policies. The problem is their implementation, who is implementing what and what is the impact on people, as you highlighted.  

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you very much.

I think we do have our challenges as well, in the sense that you’ve mentioned a lot of things that are happening, but maybe they are happening under different Ministries which are not that much coordinated. That is what I gathered from your comments.

Do you think that it is advisable to have children’s rights in general under one ministry, irrespective of the responsibilities of different ministries, or is it better that things remain the same, but are done with more coordination? 

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: What is important is to translate this in concrete services. It is not having another policy, to be very frank, and we have already discussed with the ministries responsible for planning and budget … Just to let you know, violence against children costs 5% of the national GDP. It’s huge! The impact of violence against children - and we will send you all the relative material because we did a lot of work in this regard – which is both physiological and psychological, costs USD$393 billion per year. So, I can tell you that it’s not only human rights and moral interactive, but it is also about human capital, and it makes economic sense. What I am suggesting here is that when a policy is done you have to make sure that the budget is clearly established and the responsibilities are clear. 

At the same time when a policy is adopted, you have to ask yourselves where are you in the implementation and what are the gaps that you have. These are the questions which you can put because if not … I’m not telling you to ask to see the analysis and the policies together again but for example, you have the House of children. It had integrated services to avoid children going … But it’s up to the judge. Some judges go, but some judges don’t want to go, so I think what is important is to say: “We have this integrated institution. Why isn’t it working?” I think you have some pieces you can react on. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Regarding the question about the Eurochild Convention and the report, I’m seeing the press release issued by the Office of the Prime Minister here, and it seems that there was a number of submissions that were sent. In fact, it is stating here that there were 200 submissions from children and 35 additional submissions from stakeholders in the field. I don’t think that formally Parliament or any Committee was approached about this. I think neither your committee, nor my committee or any other committee was consulted officially as a Parliament. I don’t think that happened. 

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: The Prime Minister delivered a speech today. I think he was speaking about the advisory forum and also about the vote for 16-year-olds. This is what he was speaking about, and not on the Children’s Policy Framework. I talked with the Minister responsible for social policy, and he told me that there is a wide consultation, but I cannot tell you. 

THE CHAIPRERSON: So, basically, the responsible ministry is the one responsible for social policy? 

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: There is also the Ministry for Justice. (Off mic)
THE CHAIRPERSON: Yes, but the thing is that actually I didn’t see this Policy Framework. I didn’t read the document, but I’m pretty sure that it mentions other ministries and responsibilities. 

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: (Off mic) 

THE CHAIRPERSON: I think that we have various documents. The issue is always to have those documents implemented. I’m also speaking from experience. I spent more than seven years as a foreign affairs minister, and previously I was also the minister for home affairs, so when it comes to migrants etc., I know something about that too and during my time we changed the policy, especially when it comes to family and children, so as not to leave anyone in detention. So, we made some changes there. I don’t know exactly what happened afterwards or what is happening at the moment, but I think the policy is still the same. It’s maybe how it is being implemented ... So I think that at some point in time, either my Committee or your Committee, we need to discuss this policy framework as well or we can do it jointly. If you want to add something, please feel free to add whatever you wish. 

IS-SINJURA MARIANNE MASSA (Malta Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society): I just want to clarify that the policy is in the hands of the Minister responsible for social policy. It’s coming from there. This was said during the conference of the Malta Foundation for the WellBeing of Society. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you for clarifying that point. I think that at some point in time Parliament needs to discuss that. When it comes to the budget, I don’t think that there will be a specific budget for the implementation of this document per se, but budgets will be allocated to the respective ministries and then it’s through those budgets that … Usually a budget is given to each and every ministry, not specifically for a particular document, but you have to implement the document but with the budget allocated. If you look at the financial estimates you won’t see the framework policy. 

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: The problem is not only about finance, but it’s also about human resources, and this is an issue here. The question that must be asked here is: Do we allocate enough resources? And when we are allocating resources, are they appropriate? Because they have to complement each other. It’s crazy! You cannot have one family dealing with a problem and one institution is working on social, the other is working … Something is going wrong! We are spending time, we are spending money, we are wasting energy without any impact, and we are building more and more lack of trust in the institutions! Your role is not only to see that you have the allocated budget and to see that it’s implemented, but you also have to see who is doing what. I think it is a problem of accountability and monitoring, and you have a big role in that regard because you can have a huge budget which is not spent. The problem is how to spend it to change the situation.  

THE CHAIRPERSON: Yes, you’re right. We have a challenge when it comes to human resources, and I think this is across the board, especially in certain fields. For example, we mentioned the provision of free childcare. You need to have trained personnel in order to deal with children, and that is a challenge because a number of childcare centres opened, and they have a ratio that they need to adhere to as well. Otherwise, it can impinge on their standards.

So, we acknowledge that there is an issue when it comes to human resources, especially in certain fields. Maybe it is even more important that Ministries work together because if you need to have specific resources, especially qualified resources, no one is going to find enough for their own responsibility, so one can complement the other. 

I wanted to add something about the question that was made by my colleague, Hon. Paula Mifsud Bonnici, regarding the international situation, like when it comes to the conflict of Palestine and Israel and other conflicts. First of all, I want to reiterate that in our document for the Security Council, children play an important role and that is why our Ambassador Vanessa Frazier … 

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: (off mic) 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Well, I was the one who appointed her there and I told her … (off mic) She went there a year before we actually got elected and now, we have two years and then I think she will spend some time after that as well. In our document it is crystal clear that children, and children in conflicts, are one of our main points, and I’m happy that she, together with the Minister responsible for foreign affairs, are doing a great job in that regard. The issue is when it comes to the European Union. I used to criticise the Union when I was the foreign affairs Minister. In the Foreign Affairs Council (FAC) I used to say that the European Union is almost absent collectively when it comes to the Middle East. This is also the situation today because when there were talks about the situation in the Middle East, the European Union was absent from even participating in the talks. You had the US and you had other countries, but not the European Union, and this is important. (off mic) 

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: The European Parliament was meeting, and it was at the beginning of the war. It was one month after. I met the Parliament, and I became crazy because they spent two days organising the first common position, where they were requesting a humanitarian pause. I told them that in my life I’ve never heard of a humanitarian pause! It means they will stop killing for three weeks and after that they will start killing again! Is it a ceasefire or not!? Humanitarian pause was the only word they all agreed on! 

THE CHAIRPERSON: I know the feeling because at those times when we discussed the Middle East, to find a common statement was like …! And that is because there are different opinions among Member States. It is crystal clear, but children are paying the highest price, and there are double standards because on one region we agree on something but on the other region it’s totally different. Unfortunately, that is the case.

However, in one of my recent speeches in Parliament, I said clearly that the European Union needs to be more present; first because I think it is a war and a conflict that has existed for too many years and it’s just round the corner - it is in our region - so we need to be a main player, and secondly because the European Union should be a global player and not just a regional or a European one. I think that this is a very unfortunate thing that is happening. 

Today I say that the first excuse that the Prime Minister of Israel made was that Israel has the right to defend itself because now I think that right is long overdue in the sense that it expired, and now it’s not defending itself but it’s attacking the other side
DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: And they are preparing more!

THE CHAIRPERSON: I’ve had the pleasure to meet Prime Minister Netanyahu when he was not only Prime Minister but also responsible for foreign affairs, and we had discussed this issue, but now the situation has gone out of hand!

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: (off mic) … because sorry, he’s not respecting anything! All the international justice … If one has got it from Africa, … So we have a big issue here, also because of the United States! The United Nations (UN) was created for peace after the Second World War! And when you are seeing the map worldwide … … our children each day, in every part of the world, so something is going wrong! You feel powerless and helpless, and because there is no accountability mechanism … 

THE CHAIRPERSON: This also sheds light on the UN because, as you said, the UN, is responsible in trying to avoid conflicts, but today it’s powerless and one veto in the Security Council stops everything! 

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: They need to review it because you cannot continue to have a veto because you are against … That is crazy! Five countries are deciding for the whole world!

THE CHAIRPERSON: Exactly!

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: I’ll come back to what you were saying, that we need to have the European Union as a block, to have Africa as a block, to have Asia as a block, etc., because the interests are not represented. I think that we are facing a strong key moment right now and a change is needed. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: I can go on and on about this topic, but I would like to ask my colleagues if they have other points that they would like to add. (Hon. Members: No)

So thank you very much, Dr Najat Maalla M’jid. It was a very insightful discussion.  I’ve been in Parliament for 28 years, and that is how the Parliament should be. The Parliament has its role which is separate from the executive, even though our system is a bit of a mix because the Government is part of the Parliament. What I mean here is that you have to be elected in Parliament to be in the executive. That is our system. But even we as Parliamentarians who come from the Government side, I think it is our role to scrutinize the Government as well so that the Government can be better. 

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: I’ll say very frankly that you can make it. From what I’ve seen, you have all the ingredients to make it. You can make it, and you can take the lead in this region. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: The budgets are there. 

DR NAJAT MAALLA M’JID: The budgets are there and the resources are there. You just need to sit and think how you can fill the target gaps … And you need to listen to people and to be very concrete! You don’t need an expert committee from I don’t know where, but you just need to see where are the gaps and move forward! It will be a pity if you do not do so. And regarding training, it’s not additional training. You have strong institutions, so why isn’t this embedded in the curricula since the beginning? It is very easy! Even low-income countries did it to avoid additional training. You cannot reform people much once they are already trained. You can make it, and I’m telling you frankly that I trust that you can make it. Thank you.

THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you once again and we look forward to receiving the documents you mentioned. We will keep in touch, even to have a wider vision of what can be done, and definitely in the coming weeks and months our respective Committees will continue discussing this issue. Thank you all.
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