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Il-Minuti tal-Laqgħa Nru 39 li saret fit-12 ta’ Mejju 2025 kienu approvati.

DISKUSSJONI DWAR RAPPORT MAĦRUĠ MILL-GVERN AMERIKAN DWAR MALTA U T-TRAFFIKAR TAL-PERSUNI - KONTINWAZZJONI

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON (Onor. Katya De Giovanni): Se nistieden lis-Sur Mario Gerada, Kap tar-Residenzi, Programmi u l-Immigranti tal-Kummissjoni tal-Arċidjoċesi ta’ Malta, kif ukoll lis-Sinjura Anamaria Puscasu, Kap tas-Servizzi tal-Kummissjoni tal-Arċidjoċesi ta’ Malta, sabiex jingħaqdu magħna madwar il-mejda. Ilum se nkomplu niddiskutu r-rapport maħruġ mill-Gvern Amerikan dwar Malta u t-traffikar tal-persuni. Issa se naqleb bl-Ingliż minħabba li s-Sinjura Puscasu mhijiex ta’ nazzjonalità Maltija. 

We are discussing the report which was issued by the Government of the United States regarding Malta and the illicit trafficking of persons. So, now I give you the floor to present to us your views on this subject. 

Mr Mario Gerada.

MR MARIO GERADA (Head of Programmes, Residences & Pastoral Work of the Archdiocese of Malta): Madam Chairperson, first of all I would like to thank you for inviting us here. We will answer your questions as we go along. Obviously, I think that the report highlights very accurately the concerns that various people from civil society have voiced over the years. We are aware that the Human Rights Directorate has been very active in trying to address some of those concerns. As the Migrants Commission we have been involved in those discussions and in those meetings and we have also given our feedback. We have also been present in some of the Greta meetings. 

As Madam Chairperson knows very well, the issue of unaccompanied children going missing in Malta is not a new phenomenon. This has been going on for a very long time. This is not an issue only for Malta but for all European countries. Of course, Malta being an island, we do feel that more can be done, and that more protection should be available to limit as much as possible people going missing, in this case children. Some of the children, without sounding very dramatic, do manage to reach destination without being harmed, but we also know that there is a percentage of unaccompanied children who go missing, be it Malta or any other country, who end up in criminal rings, be it prostitution or even worse organ harvesting. So, these are what we are dealing with. 

And then of course there is the issue of third country nationals which is a separate issue. So, I would say that we have two main issues that we’re dealing with. People who ask for asylum and get protection or not in Malta, particularly unaccompanied children. And then you have the issue of third country nationals who usually are coming to Malta on a working visa, the single work permit. So, the issue of trafficking is two-fold; one outgoing from Malta to other countries, and the other one is incoming to Malta. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Ms Anamaria Puscasu. 

MS ANAMARIA PUSCASU (Head of Services, Archdiocese of Malta): I would like to add something on what my colleague has mentioned on the issue of unaccompanied minors. Obviously as a vulnerable category it doesn’t only concern unaccompanied minors, but it also concerns women, vulnerable young women or elderly women as well, in terms of networks that might have been involved throughout their journey, in terms of people who have asked for asylum or not, but mainly from what we’re seeing also throughout our work regarding women coming to do specific  jobs in Malta with a single work permit. And again, it is not always clear that the agents or the companies who are involved are obviously licit. And there are many concerns from the stories that we have heard and that we are hearing. There is also a lot of fear, so it’s not clear because they do not want obviously to disclose any information. Whenever we were made aware about certain details, we always involved specific authorities, from the Police or other competent authorities to anything pertaining to the issues, but it is obviously an ongoing concern and most of the times we feel like we cannot actually help and support them if we do not know obviously all the details. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: I now open the floor to the Members of the Committee. I do have a question. You mentioned children and women. Right now, I am supervising a doctorate where the student is investigating crimes committed on men. Why are we not so much attuned to the issue of men in your opinion?

MR MARIO GERADA: If we’re dealing with sexual crimes on men, obviously there is a lot of shame around it not because women do not carry shame, but for some reason if you’re a man and you’re raped, you will find it more difficult to report or to deal with it, even in the privacy of a session, be it with a social worker or a psychologist. Obviously, we know that people who have status would also leave Malta in different ways. I think that obviously being a woman and being a child, as Anamaria said, be it male or female child, puts them in a lot more risk of sexual violence in a European country. But definitely I agree with you that there is a lot more need for awareness and information, even on what constitutes a crime of trafficking. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: I tend to agree that crimes on men would be under reported.

MR MARIO GERADA: Definitely. Just one thing that I want to mention is that unfortunately I don’t think that we have achieved it. Many years ago we proposed – and I’m going to focus again on unaccompanied children because I do feel that they are the most vulnerable group – that within at least 48 hours an unaccompanied child in Malta would meet with a lawyer, and that lawyer would give that child, in his or her own language, or translated, the correct information regarding risks in Europe. What happens is that usually people coming to a European country would assume that they are safe, particularly children, and therefore they will lower their guard. Obviously, people would say that this child has crossed Africa … You know? But it doesn’t work like that. People would assume it’s a European country so it’s safer here. So, they will lower their guards and therefore the risks become even higher. 

HON. DAVINA SAMMUT HILI: When you’re referring to children can you tell us if there are males or females?  

MR MARIO GERADA: Male or female. In Malta most of the children that we deal with are in general boys. There are also girls, but the numbers are more boys. This is a reflection of Malta. Other countries, for example Sicily, have more girls, and they have the same problem. So, it’s the same issue. 

MS ANAMARIA PUSCASU: It is very easy to have gender biases when it comes to reporting, as my colleague has mentioned. Even from the report, if I’m not mistaken, this was also mentioned. I’m not sure if it was from the report or the convictions or the investigations that were done, but in Malta there was only one man whilst all the others were females. But it is a reality that is concerning overall. And also in terms of third country nationals, people who come to work with a single work permit, being involved in certain dynamics that allow them to reach Europe, and eventually Malta, whatever sort of abuse might have happened or might happen here, there is a sense from the side of the men, apart from shame, that they must not complain, that they need to be a man and that they have to support anything in terms of whatever happens because of their family, etc. So, there is still a bit of this sense of masculinity that does not only concerns immigrants as such but the whole male gender. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: Any more questions? The Hon. Graziella Galea.

HON. GRAZIELLA GALEA: I have a question to Mr Gerada. In your statement you said that actually more can be done. There is the feeling that more protection can be given but what can be done actually to assist these children who are practically unaccompanied?

MR MARIO GERADA: I do think that closer collaboration between stakeholders is needed. The Government with NGOs, particularly in the migration field, I believe that there is good collaboration between them, but obviously we can always improve it. The key word here is information. What constitutes a crime of trafficking? What does it involve? What is the punishment for a crime of trafficking and where do I report it? What will happen to me if I report it? These are the things that people, as Anamaria said, would be scared of to tell us, because obviously they know that if they give us any information, we have to act on it. So often they don’t even tell us because obviously I cannot know about a crime or a possibility of a crime without reporting it. 

A lot more information is needed, and I know this is a tricky one, but we have to work with the languages of the people who we are serving. It is complicated but that’s the only way. I know that the Human Rights Directorate (HRD) are working on this issue and they’re doing a good job, so I don’t want to take anything from them. But definitely a lot more collaboration and timing is needed. As I mentioned before, with unaccompanied children in particular, you have to use the window of your first 48 hours. It is proved that it is helpful that when you receive an unaccompanied child in your country, you need to offer them basic information of what are the risks. As Anamaria said, they would have information already, but not necessarily that information is the correct one or coming from the right source. So, it is important to help them understand that Europe can also be a dangerous place for them. It is not automatically safe, and that if they take certain risks, they might put themselves in danger, like for example trusting traffickers. 

HON. GRAZIELLA GALEA: So, is it done in the two days?

MR MARIO GERADA: Ideally if it’s not 48 hours maybe it’s a bit more, but in the first let’s say week to be a bit more generous, at the beginning when people have just arrived. There is like a pack of information that you give them. There is also the issue of these people being in detention, but that is a separate issue. But at least you give them the necessary information.

THE CHAIRPERSON: The Hon. Romilda Zarb. 

HON. ROMILDA ZARB: Practically we are stating that information is a must to inform the victims of exactly what are their rights and that Europe is not safe. But how are we going to ensure that we pass them the emotion that they should feel safe in this country? That they should trust us when they need to move forward? Practically here we are talking about victims that are in fear and are not feeling safe. So how are we going to help them so they can move forward and provide us with all the information needed? 

MS ANAMARIA PUSCASU: First and foremost, by obviously allowing them to be in a safe environment, and surrounded by people that make them feel safe, and not threatened. Ensuring that there are specialised and trained professionals who are able to speak to them. And keeping in mind that the way that we deliver information is not granted that it will be understood. So, it’s not just translating information, but they have to understand it from our western perspective. When we deal with different cultures, nationalities and different languages we have to also keep this in mind. It’s a lot of work. 

It’s not easy but obviously the first approach is the most important. And the first approach being emphatic and listening. Even when there isn’t the possibility of having a translator right away, the way that one behaves around these people who have endured certain situations, and are assumed to have come from dangerous situations, they should be allowed to feel safe, sometimes not by words but through an approach, through behaviour and through calming speech. Sometimes it’s as simple as that. Then obviously there are specific tools that can allow professionals to use when speaking to vulnerable people. These tools are available to specific entities that we know of working with vulnerable population. We have these tools, but they can also be improved. But in the first setting it’s important that people are made to feel safe with all the resources that are available. 

MR MARIO GERADA: Something that we’re doing as Migrant’s Commission is that we are building relationships with around 48 different communities in Malta. Obviously, that is how we try to address matters. We do different initiatives and different activities, and we speak about different issues, usually it is related to employment, and this is part of it. With regards to the detention centres, unfortunately as Migrant’s Commission we do not have permission to visit them. 

THE CHAIRPERSON: That is one of the suggestions you are making. Are there any other suggestions which you would like to make in this regard for the country to provide a better service?

MR MARIO GERADA: I think these could be the two ways forward allowing not just the Migrant’s Commission, but obviously civil society who have expertise in this field to have access to the detention centres, and then to work together as stakeholders. We believe that on these issues we all have common ground, so we should work as stakeholders together, to give the right information to the communities we are working with. As I said, as Migrant’s Commission we have a wide mailing list, but we’re not the only ones. There are other NGOs who have different relationships with different communities. I believe that between us we cover a good catchment of the population. 

Something that we’re doing as Migrant’s Commission - I think it does work – is that on our Facebook page we are putting up key legal information, which was vetted by the Legal Clinic, from students and lawyers, so that we are giving the right kind of dose of information with regards to employment and access to healthcare. This information can be saved on a person’s mobile and then it can be forwarded on a WhatsApp group. We know that people have communities, and people communicate with each other. So that is a method that we have discussed with the communities, and they suggested that we do something like this. For example, if I have a concern that an employer might be abusing me, I can find this information and show it to the necessary party who needs to have that information. This could be a method that can be used by anyone. 

MS ANAMARIA PUSCASU: If I may add something, obviously being part of the Archdiocese of Malta, we are trying as much as possible to provide spiritual approach and spiritual support. Sometimes what we found is that people might liaise with different religions when they come to Malta in order to feel at home, to feel some comfort, to feel understood, and sometimes they reach out to us even if they are not Catholic. From our end what we do is always try to support them in this sense. Sometimes this is a space that they can look for. 

MR MARIO GERADA: As Anamaria said, we work with everyone, irrespective of creed or not, and then if they want to liaise with different churches or a mosque or whatever, we liaise with whoever is in charge.

THE CHAIRPERSON: I am more than sure that both of you are more than capable because if it was otherwise, you would not be in the role you occupy today. I know you both very well.  

The Hon. Graziella Galea.

HON. GRAZIELLA GALEA: If I understood properly, there is also a language barrier between the children that come here and our language. How is this issue solved? How do we understand what these children actually want to say or how we can assist them to communicate? 

MR MARIO GERADA: For example, AWAS usually use translators, like we do, but not all the time. Usually, translators and cultural mediators are used. Sometimes google translate is used, even though it’s not accurate but that’s one way of passing on a message. If they have access to a mobile, if you write a simple message in English, either through google translate or other apps, they manage to somehow understand what we are saying. But as Anamaria said, which is a very important point, it’s not just a matter of language, but it’s also helping a person to understand for example a legal process, or what does it mean to go to court or what does it mean to go to the International Protection Agency (IPA).  

THE CHAIRPERSON: When they don’t have something similar in the country they came from, it’s very difficult to explain to them these things. Thank you very much for joining us today and for enlightening us with your knowledge. We look forward to inviting you again. Thank you.

MR MARIO GERADA: Thank you.

MS ANAMARIA PUSCASU: Thank you. 

IĊ-CHAIRPERSON: Jidher li m’hawnx aktar kummenti u għalhekk niddikjara l-laqgħa konkluża. Grazzi lil kulħadd.  

Fil-5.07 p.m. il‑Kumitat aġġorna għal data li kellha tiġi komunikata aktar tard.
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