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Introduction

Dr Ugo Mifsud Bonnici, President Emeritus

Malta has undergone many sieges in history.  Immigration today is an imposition, invasion and people are not invited.

Humanitarian problem that requires further study.

Not only in Malta, but it is a greater problem for Malta than for other countries.  Numbers are great and resources are being taxed.  We could use our resources better.

There are pitfalls such as racism which is a temptation.  Virtues can overcome the temptation.

Imbalances and deficiencies in Africa.  Mirage of EU ‘good life’ or ‘paradise’ in world. Better health and education, these very necessities of life.

No proper border in sea.

Some need to migrate.  Migration common in the past and can be good for people and is often necessary to succeed.

Let us not look only to the EU for help but let’s help ourselves, using our intelligence and our resources.

Why? How? What Risks?

Mr Hadish Haile Gabre Mariam
Eritrea is one party system of government.  No applied constitution with totalitarian government.  No transparency, accountability or free press.  I am a graduate and was imprisoned in 2001 with all 3000 university students for no reason.  Having political views different to government is a crime.  When released with no charge or process I started to write articles criticising the Government.  I was rearrested and tortured in prison.  In 2002 I was lucky to escape from detention and walked on foot to Sudan where I joined the Eritrean opposition party in Sudan.
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Life in Sudan was very difficult as a Christian.  Spent 2002-2005 working for the opposition political party and in 2005 the Sudan Government imprisoned me for 1 month in collaboration with the Government of Eritrea.  Sudan is a dictatorship and relationship with Eritrea Government is strong so I went into hiding in Sudan.  Many Eritreans in Sudan were sent back to Eritrea and were killed there by the Eritrean Government.  Sudan has religious oppression and it was very difficult to live as a Christian there.

Escaped Sudan on a jeep through the Sahara for 15 days with little food or water and many died in the desert.  Libya is also a dictatorship like Sudan and Eritrea and I had to escape from there too.  5 days on the boat to Malta in the sea through a big storm and the worst moment of all.  19 people died on the journey to Malta.  I arrived in Malta in August 2005 and spent 3 ½ months in detention as I had a pregnant wife with me which allowed my stay in detention to be short (average 1 year).

This is only a picture of my story – the reality is very terrible.  Eritrea has good food and the only problem is that of surviving the political turmoil.  One has no right to speak or do anything.  We are all human beings with a brain that we must use.  This is not allowed in Eritrea.  One cannot use their skills.  In Eritrea you are not a human being.  All your rights have been taken from you by the Government.

3 of my brothers were killed in the Eritrea-Ethiopia war.  There is anarchy in Eritrea.  The only university in Eritrea was turned into a military school in 2002.  There is a lack of means of survival in Eritrea.  I fell that I have to struggle and work for others as I am lucky to have the opportunity to do so and I must remember the others who are in trouble.  Being a refugee is an accident for me, it is not something that I planned.  It is extra.

Malta was the first country to welcome me.  There were no opportunities elsewhere but here there are better opportunities.  There are however limitations in Malta.  There is racism in Malta, but this is a small issue.  We need to have patience, to speak to each other and to be dedicated to equality.  The number of refugees is large for the size of Malta and that explains the strong feelings.

I ask people to see and understand the problems forcing us to run from our country.  We cross the Sahara and the sea due to serious problems in Eritrea.  In Sudan there is the problem between Muslims and Christians and the dictatorship Governments have joined forces.  The Libyan Governments are what they are – sadists.  I must speak out and say the truth about this.

More than half of the refugees died on their journey.  Very few are lucky and we must work for our country and for our people.  You must understand the situation and try to understand refugees.  In Malta there are problems for refugees but they are small.  At shops people speak when they see a refugee.  But many don’t know anything about their situation.

Malta – Refugee and Immigration Legislation and Procedures
Dr Ruth Farrugia

Refugee Act 420 and subsequent legislation as added to this Act.  The Immigration Act 217 was the first act.  An Immigration Board was set up by the Government.

An ‘asylum seeker’ is someone who has applied for asylum under Article 8.  Until you are refused you remain an asylum seeker and thus even when your case is under appeal you are still an asylum seeker.

Who is a refugee?  There are many reasons to qualify you as a refugee.  Most are under humanitarian protection in Malta.  Those under 18 are under a Care Order and the Minister is responsible for them.

Somalis in Malta get humanitarian protection and not refugee status.  Refugees are looking for a safe country where there is respect for life and liberty.  Is Libya a safe country?
There must be sensitivity during interviews.  The time limit for application for refugees is 2 months.

You need permission from the people involved to publish information about the story of an asylum seeker as this may compromise their safety.

It should take less than 3 months to process asylum applications.  There are few oral hearings for asylum cases and most is through written communication.

The Appeals Board does not give humanitarian protection.  The process of asylum can be exhausted and the immigrant may be refused asylum altogether.

Some refugees are given travel documents.

You are first an irregular immigrant and you may become an asylum seeker.  You could either be given refugee status, granted humanitarian protection or you may be rejected as an asylum seeker.

COMMENT from Mr. Aidan White: Are all asylum seekers political refugees or are many of them economic migrants?  Shouldn’t they be allowed to enter regularly as economic migrants?

Klandestini or Asylum Seekers – How the Maltese media depicts migrants
Dr Brenda Murphy

There is little research into reporting of immigration in the media.  This presentation will look at research into the Letters to the Editor in Malta and will also look at an item from TVM news.
A piece of undergraduate research looked at all the Letters to the Editor concerning immigration in Malta from the major newspapers and it found that 3% of all Letters to the Editor were about this subject.  Most Letters referred to the immigrants as illegal immigrants, refugees, immigrants and asylum seekers.  The Maltese Letters mostly referred to immigrants as klandestini and rifugjati.  These findings were quite positive as there were many less derogatory words used.

TVM news compared refugees to jellyfish in one item of news.  This is an example of how not to operate as it is highly offensive, but it reflects tight schedules and a competitive work environment.

The truth is that migration is difficult and no one likes it.  We often see the problem from our own privileged white perspective and we feel racially superior.  But what is race?  Sociologists state that in truth all people are a mongrel population.  With so much intermarriage throughout our past history there can be no such thing as racial purity.  Race may be a socially constructed reality and there is little foundation to the concept of race.

Has the media reported on the struggles of refugees?  Or is it only a Maltese perspective that is given coverage?  The media mustn’t sensationalize the issue.
Racism, Xenophobia and the Media
Mr. Aidan White, International Federation of Journalists

Globalisation is the issue of our day and migration comes along with it.  With communication technology millions are moving worldwide.  The world includes both extreme poverty and extreme riches.  People want to work to improve their lives.  Migration is not a bad thing.

Journalism should not be politically motivated.  Even if this motivation is for a good cause, it would be better to give the true information to the audience to allow the people to form their own informed opinions.  Our job is not to form their opinions for them.

Journalism can be unscrupulous and unethical due to the commercial pressures put upon journalists.  The Daily Express told journalists to write everyday about illegal immigrants but they eventually refused to produce unfair and fabricated stories to please the owners.

Doing the right thing is difficult for politicians.  Should refugees be allowed in?  The political consequences of letting people in to the UK and Germany are great.  There is a big debate and concern about identity.

The three key laws of good journalism are truth, impartiality and ethics.
It would be a good thing for there to be dialogue between migrants & commercial groups and journalists as the views of all groups need reporting.

QUESTION by Mr. Raphael Vassallo, Malta Independent on Sunday: How should you deal with extreme right wing opinion?

Some of this cannot be reported, but using the truth is the best way of dealing with such extremism.  What are the facts?  These are the best ways of responding to wild and unjust statements.
Defending the rights of Asylum Seekers
Dr Katrine Camilleri, Jesuit Refugee Service

I am a victim of my own work at JRS.  JRS works to accommodate, serve and defend migrants and refugees.  Asylum seekers in detention is a big area of work in Malta.  JRS has limited services due to a lack of resources and no stable income or staff.  We provide information to migrants which is of importance to them.

People migrate for economic reasons as well as political reasons.  They are in isolation whilst in detention so we serve as a link with the authorities.  We ensure that their rights are safeguarded.  Refugees do not understand Malta and the courts and government as in their origin countries they would have seen very different systems of justice and government that were not as accountable or just as they are in Malta.  The police and the army are also far different in Malta and the refugees thus find it difficult to place trust in such institutions.  In detention the refugees often experience abuse and exploitation in prison-like conditions.

Asylum seekers usually spend 12-18 months in detention waiting for a decision on their case.  It is difficult to have hope whilst suffering greatly in detention.  They are vulnerable people and depend on our goodwill.  There is a lack of trust from the asylum seekers towards JRS too due to their experience of Maltese authorities too, especially the lack of communication between the refugees and the Government authorities.
There are official reasons for the detention policy.  The labour market, terrorism, protection of society and population density are often cited.  Most refugees are eventually released from detention though.  What are we protecting society from therefore?  Why do they spend 12-18 months in detention?  Is it necessary?

Nothing has changed in this regard from 2003 to 2006.  A detainee was forced to spend an extra 6 months in detention due to an administrative error when an application was misplaced by the authorities.  When someone escapes from detention the others who remain behind are punished collectively and this is not fair treatment as they often have no involvement at all.  Discipline must be enforced, but in a fair way.  There is not enough political will to cater for the migrants, the staff and the army.  There is a lack of staff and resources.

Society perceives immigration in a negative and hostile way.  We are wary of immigrants and we don’t believe them.  We suspect that they have medical problems and that they don’t actually travel on small boats, saying that there must be big boats that let them out.  We exclude the possibility of their suffering.  We don’t believe them.  Why don’t we believe them?  Refugees need our solidarity, support and compassion.  They do hope that they will survive and we should too.
Helping migrants integrate in the community
Mgr Philip Calleja, Emigrants Commission

Emigrants Commission opened in the 1950s for Maltese emigrants.  In 1974 refugees from Uganda were looked after and we became partners of the UNHCR.  In the 1990s 2822 refugees came to Malta from Iraq, Yugoslavia and 1968 of them were resettled in Canada, US and Australia.  Very few were given Maltese citizenship.
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The Refugee Commission Office has seen 2903 refugees released from detention in the past few years and most are given temporary humanitarian status and a few refugee status.  1117 of these were given travel documents for resettlement in another country.  1025 have been accommodated in homes by the Emigrants Commission.  Women with children, the disabled and families with children are given priority.  The integration of asylum seekers is important.  It is one thing for migrants of economic choice to integrate, and another for refugees.

The main countries of origin are Somalia, Eritrea, Sudan and Congo and many have family members in the EU.  Religions are Muslim, Orthodox Christian, Jehovas and Pentecostals.  Eritreans, Ethiopians and Congolese are Christians.  They had difficult experiences in Sudan and Libya were they even had to change something as fundamental as their names.

The Maltese are known for their ‘unusual kindness’ in the Acts of the Apostles and it is good for us not to forget this.  There are 12 desks at Dar l-Emigrant and we work with JRS, Red Cross and Peace Lab.  The Government and the Malta Community Chest Fund cover most of the costs of Emigrants Commission.
5 points on immigration. 1 is the wish for immigrants to move on to continental EU.  2 is the problem of separation from families.  3 is the difficult experience of migration.  4 is the problem of the asylum process.  5 is the situation in the detention centres.

1.
Population density of Malta is 3266 per sq mile.  Canada and Australia have density of 3 per sq mile.  Malta must therefore be a sending country.  It is thus also difficult for refugees to permanently integrate in Malta.

2.
Family reunification is difficult and there are 200 cases in Malta of people wanting to be reunited with family in the EU.  Many leave wives, husbands and children at home.  200 cases involve 800 people.  The solution is to find a country of residence where the family can be reunited.  More than half refugees have relatives in the West.

3.
Complicated lifestyles of migrants bring problems.  Marriages are not official and names change.

4.
Rejected asylum seekers are a possibility.  Some asylum seekers try to integrate in their own way.  Male asylum seekers have married Maltese women and had children in order to claim asylum.  Is this cheating Malta?

5.
In detention men and women are living with each other day and night in difficult conditions.  Many pregnancies are resulting.

 
Monitoring Racism and Xenophobia in the EU – the Role of EUMC
Mr. Andreas Accardo, EUMC

The EUMC monitors racism and xenophobia in the EU.  Racism exists is Europe.  Asylum seekers, refugees and immigrants are the most vulnerable.  Abuse is often verbal and physical.  Indicators that concern us are the substandard accommodation of refugees and the lack of access to and achievement of education for ethnic minorities in the EU.

Equal treatment of people is a right and not a privilege.  There should be equal access to education, employment and opportunities for all people in the EU.   A National Implementation Body is being set up in all EU countries to carry out a National Information Campaign to promote equality and to reduce racism and xenophobia.
There is little data on racist crime in most countries.  National reports on racism and xenophobia are needed.  This data is important for policy makers.  Who is suffering from racism?  How are they suffering?  What is the cause of this racism?
Countries should implement an anti-discrimination law.  The employment strategy to promote equality could involve training initiatives and recruitment initiatives for minority groups.  Access to housing is also in need of attention and EU nations should provide social housing for non-citizens.  Currently some EU nations do not provide this.  Access to education is very important and segregated schools for minorities such as Roma or immigrants may be necessary to promote equal education opportunities.

The criminal register is complicated and thus data collection does not work in harmony across the EU.  This makes it difficult to compare data on racism in the EU.  This is being improved to allow a better picture of the state of racism and xenophobia in the EU.
Regulation, Self-Regulation, Editorial Policy
Mr. Aidan White, IFJ

Geographical position of Malta is the source of its immigration problem.  The self-regulation of journalists is the best approach.  There are laws against racism.  Other forms of regulation can lead to censorship.  Politics can lead to journalism being about populist matters linked to elections.

Self-regulation allows freedom and democracy to function.  The media today has more power than ever before and with this power comes responsibility that we must respect.

Political parties in Malta should come together to speak for true journalism and should make a united declaration against racism.  EU help is needed for the migration issue.  Immigrants may be economic migrants and not true asylum seekers.

The representation of immigration on editorials is an issue.  Dialogue is needed within unions and with other journalists and with the wider community.

Journalists must remember that the majority are not always right – they can be misled.  Therefore journalists must not be dictated to by the majority.  They must have courage and promote debate on difficult and unpopular issues.

The issue of racism is at the heart of the subject of ethical journalism.  Press freedom is essential but we must still monitor media performance.  Malta has good media ethics.  However, the polarized structure of Maltese political life is a problem.

What is most important is the truth of journalism.  Too often the politicians’ truth is told.

Furthermore, good journalism requires better information and knowledge on the stories reported.  More time must be dedicated to researching the issues and the media should work to provide a richer output.
Our hopes and aspirations
Mr. Tesfamichael Beraki Mekonen 
When war began there were mass deportations between Eritrea and Ethiopia which were turbulent.  Eritrea began a widespread and long form of compulsory military service.  The young disappeared from all areas of society.  There were no young people in the Churches, on the bus or in the street as they were taken by the Government to serve in the military.
I had to take a difficult decision to leave home.  It was horrible, like committing suicide as I didn’t know what the future would hold and I was giving up my family and friends and belongings completely.  I had no plans or belongings or even a passport.  I simply left home by foot with one days notice to my family.  The border with Sudan is very dangerous as it is full of soldiers but Thank God, I made it through.  In Sudan I met more problems as it is impossible to get a job and there is severe religious persecution of Christians.  I was refused help when they realised that I was a Christian.  I therefore had to cross the Sahara in a jeep to Libya.  Many friends died on the way and we travelled 24 hours a day for 12 days in difficult conditions.

In Libya there is no law enforcement.  Young boys come up to you in the street and put their hands in your pocket to take money.  You cannot stop them as their friends are nearby and will attack you if you resist.  Everyone in Libya wants only your money and they will not help you for any other reason.  The people smugglers especially care only about your money.

When I arrived in Malta I was put in a hangar in detention in Floriana.  Despite the hardships of Eritrea, Sudan and Libya the time when I suffered the most was in this detention hangar in Floriana.  We were taken there directly on arriving and we were given no information about our situation by the authorities.  It was much worse than prison.  We were 15 in one room with no space to move and we had to spend the whole day on our bed.  This experience lasted for 17 months between 2002 and 2004.  There were very few toilets and most people spoke little English.  Those like me who spoke English had to help non-English speakers whenever they were in contact with the authorities.  This was very tough work.  There were very few outside visitors to the detention hangar.  On Saturday some Maltese people would come to visit between 4 and 7pm and this was the only good point of the week.  The week would therefore revolve around Saturday and the visit that they would look forward to and enjoy massively.
Dr Katrine of JRS and Antoinette of the Red Cross have been helping people in detention centres with their visits and work.  Today some detention centres are worse than when I was there.  Some are in tents this summer and this coming winter.

There are cultural differences that we must acknowledge.  In Eritrea people do not talk eye-to-eye as this is insulting to your elders and to people in authority.  It is seen as threatening.  This is therefore a problem as in Malta it may be read as a sign of lying.

A problem is that of being handcuffed when going outside with the authorities to hospital for example.  Maltese people see them handcuffed and thus assume that they are dangerous criminals, which is not the case at all.  I was freed from detention after 17 months but some spend 22 months in detention.  Children too are living in these conditions.  Malta can get a bad name for this policy; it is in the international spotlight.

There are problems for people in getting back into normal life after detention.  It is difficult to get by and to get a job.  People forget that I have a name, Tesfamichael, and they see me as a Klandestin, black and a Muslim.  Klandistin means hidden, but I am far from hidden, I have nothing to hide.  People assume that I am Muslim, but I am Christian.  In Libya if you are black you are assumed to be a Christian, whilst in Malta blacks are seen as Muslims.
My aspirations are to be in a safe place and to be a free person.  I wish to be recognised as a person and to have human dignity.

On one job I was working on the employer took on 10 people instead of 3 to do a job.  When it was finished he told us he would give us the salary of 3 people and that we must share it between the 10 of us.  I told him that this was not fair and I told Msg Philip Calleja, who called the man and he said it would be sorted out.  But when I went to talk to him again he had reverted to his original position.  I went to the police who told me I would have to take it to court, but this is too expensive for us.  Workers are therefore not safe from being cheated.  It is the same with racist insults which occur.  You cannot sue the people, you simply have to talk to them and carry on.

Many refugees are suffering and it would help a lot for us to talk to them.  Many people do not share their cultures and ignore each other.  It is helpful to share ideas and to teach society about cultural diversity.

Klandestini means hidden and illegal means crime.  These words are used for refugees but we are not hidden or criminals and we must therefore use the correct words in order to see the right picture.

I am now working for JRS.  I am treated with dignity at work.  My colleagues support and encourage me.  I have many friends and invitations in Malta and this is my second home.  The problem is that on February 27th I suffer great anxiety as on this day of when I was freed from detention I am told whether my humanitarian protection will be renewed for the following year, or whether I will be deported.  It is a big problem as I cannot plan from year to year.  I cannot invest in expensive things at home and I cannot take on long term contracts such as a job or a course.

We must stop the exploitation of immigrant workers.  Many people are working for good things for immigrants in Malta.  We must not be defeatist in our approach to immigration.  A friend of mine was attacked and his jaw was broken in Malta.  He left Malta as soon as he could as he was scared to stay here.
Government Integration Policy
Mr. Bryan Magro, Ministry for Family and Social Policy

The history of Malta shows that we have been in contact with many different cultures and there has been much integration of cultures in Malta.  Emigration from Malta was much larger than immigration to Malta.  Immigration is resulting due to discrimination and persecution for reasons of race, religion, and political beliefs in areas of the world.  There are also major economic problems that may spur immigration to Malta.

Malta is aiming to help those who are genuinely seeking help from persecution.  We have a policy of repatriating those who are not deserving of any help.  Integration is very complex and it is linked to immigration.  We must be proactive and monitor changes in immigration and integration in Europe.  There have been problems in Europe.  Refugees are seeking protection and integration into Maltese society is important.

We are working on the outcomes of integration and not on the actual definition of integration, which may not be a long and fruitless exercise.  This is the way forward.  Health, housing, employment participation and education are key areas for integration.  These require two processes – the elimination of inequalities and the improvement of competency levels.

The EU is a learning society and we must be too.  Integration is a two way process for refugees and for us as hosts.  Refugees will contribute to Malta.
I refer to the 2005 Refugee Policy Document.  Integration is a key component of our policy.  Part 2 especially deals with this.  There are few good practices in integration of refugees in Malta.  Asylum seekers find culture, jobs, language and basic funds a big problem.  They find it hard to be understood.  Our language is unfamiliar and English is essential.  Their skills may not be compatible with the Maltese economy and they may not be able to access essential services.  Many prefer to learn other EU languages for repatriation in continental Europe.

Employment is important for integration as it allows better basic well-being, people can give back to Maltese society and gain independence.  Other barriers to integration are the lack of knowledge of Malta and the lack of skills and qualifications for work.  Education is a big issue and more opportunities are needed.  Young children are the best at integration, as is evident amongst immigrant children at schools who integrate very happily.  Open accommodation centres have been set up and these are a temporary base and springboard for immigrants.
It is a challenging task.  Housing cannot be rented or purchased at market prices.   Health issues are generally well met by public health services.  Their experiences abroad mean that they have psychological stress.  They also suffer social isolation, loneliness and language difficulties.  Preference is given to vulnerable young children, unaccompanied minors and those abused.
Many wish to rebuild their lives in new countries.  They have lost contacts.  They wish to work for their well-being.
QUESTION What is being done to tackle racism?

1. Racial awareness and education campaigns are held in partnership with NGOs.

2. Improvements are to be made to legislation.  An Equality Commission is being set up.  This is the way forward and the legislation is being passed through Parliament.

QUESTION What is being done to tackle employment abuse?

Employment abuse did occur but things are changing.  Asylum seekers have employment permits now.  There are strong measures against abuse.

QUESTION what concrete work is being done to help immigrants to be employed?

Language and job skills are being taught to asylum seekers.  A pilot project was held together with EQUAL and the ETC and the uptake was excellent.  Language lessons were linked to employment opportunities and this was key.  ETC has contacts with employers and this is important for jobs.  The ETC is also working on an asylum seekers training program with a group from an open centre.

Asylum seekers are not accepted for jobs due to their race and the ETC is working with employers to stop this practise.  The minimum wage applies to immigrants.  For those in education the fees have been waived by the Government.  Immigrants are not eligible for education maintenance grants as yet, but this is being looked into.

QUESTION Is there any active checking of employment abuse?

Yes, there are on site employment inspectors.  We recommend to immigrants to access regular employment to be safe from abuse.
QUESTION Are the immigrants given adequate medical care?

Doctors are working daily at detention centres, although they need more help.  The public health services are available to immigrants.  Two new homes for vulnerable immigrants will have 24 hour medical care.

QUESTION How many people are being kept in open centres?

In Hal Far there are 170 people in a home that is being refurbished.  In Marsa there is an open centre with 500-600.  There are 500 people living in tents in Hal Far.
QUESTION Is integration a long term process, as you suggest, or should it be short term as suggested by Msg Philip Calleja?  Msg Calleja sees Malta as a transit country and our job is to help immigrants move on.

It is true that many do not want to stay in Malta but we must help them nonetheless.

COMMENT from Neil, UNHCR:
Why do you think that people want to leave Malta?  I suggest that it is because of our lack of welcome.  From Sudan and Libya and Eritrea, they had to move on.  The protection provided in Malta is too temporary and they are not secure.  We are forcing them to move on.  We must prevent insecurity in many countries.  For those who do integrate in Malta, Malta is a good place to settle and they are happy to stay.  But most are not welcomed and they must move on.

Government Policy on Irregular Immigration
Mr. Martin Scicluna

Malta is facing a cultural and social challenge from immigrants and it is possibly the greatest in 1000 years.  In mid 20th Century migrants left from Malta.  There are benefits from economic migration.  People can escape unemployment and send money back to their home countries.  But Maltese migration is legal and controlled.

Today’s migration to Malta is irregular and illegal.  A response is needed from all EU governments as no country alone can fix its causes and effects.  A coordinated, unified approach is needed.  A holistic approach must attend to problems in countries of origin, as well as those of transit and the destination countries.  We must arrange to send back irregular immigrants to the source from where they came.  Malta is a country of transit and our border control is important to us.  We must eliminate human trafficking.  There is also the question of management of services for immigrants.

Regular constant dialogue between countries of origin and destinations needed and development aid is an important factor.  Poverty must be addressed at its origin.  As regards returns and readmission, the Government maintains that illegal immigration is not acceptable.  Human trafficking is a problem that is not of the Government’s making and it the Government needs a sustainable migration management approach.  Global action is the answer and we must bring this issue to international fora where they will get a bigger voice.

It is also a domestic issue however and we are a partner in the global network.  We must accept migration flows and ask how to deal with these realities.  We must recognise the worries of our own people.  The Government’s policy is based on 5 objectives.

1. National internal security and border control

2. Humane and just treatment of immigrants

3. Safe practices

4. The social inclusion of asylum seekers

5. The orderly removal of failed asylum seekers

Caveat is that the resources are limited.  Human and financial especially.  Our policy is to do what we can to reach our obligations.  There are occasional gaps but the intentions are generally good.

Detention is the most vexed policy.  It is the Government’s duty to care for the safety and security of its citizens.  The economic situation of the nation is also of great importance, and detention seeks to address this.  We live in an increasingly uncertain world of global economics and politics.  We live in an uncertain region and there are extreme nationalist and religious tendencies that may undermine our stability.  There are strains on our financial and human resources.  Security is threatened as is public order.
It is not racist to say these things.  Immigration is bringing many social changes for Malta.  The well-being and stability of Malta is at risk.  There is justice and humane treatment in Malta for genuine asylum seekers.  Humanitarian protection is granted to most asylum seekers.  Social cohesion and the cultural heritage of Malta must be maintained.

There were arson attacks on the JRS.  Detention policy is controversial.  2 weeks in detention is unavoidable.  If we worked according to human rights there would be no detention centres at all.  However, there are other factors to consider.  The political and social consequences of allowing immigrants to live freely in Malta when they arrive would be damaging.  Malta has a unique physical situation with housing and financial factors adding to our problems.  Over time some of these may be solved, but there are still geographical and physical limits.  Malta is the only country in the world with no hinterland.  It is therefore a far greater problem for Malta.

There is also a problem with multiculturalism in an ethnically homogeneous country such as Malta.  We have a fragile employment, land and housing situation.  The average detention period is down to 5 months which is brief.  It would be impolitic and impractical to change the detention policy.
The Media.  Journalists have access to asylum seekers in open centres.  Access is denied in detention centres for safety reasons.  The hot house atmosphere of detention centres means that the media may create unsafe scenarios in detention centres.  I plead to the media to be sensible in reporting on irregular immigration.  Some reporting is extreme and personal.  Malta is experiencing an uncalled for increase in irregular immigration.  This requires a process of public education in which the media plays a big role.

The Government is tackling racism and people need time to adapt and to learn.  It is a huge challenge for Malta.  The first job is to safeguard the security of the Maltese people.

QUESTION by Mr. Roger Degiorgio, Malta Today:  Your claim that immigrants are a strain on the local economy flies in the face of evidence to the contrary given by Mr. Aidan White.  Immigrants are on average net beneficiaries to the host country and this is proven statistically.

There has been no impact assessment of the economic influences of asylum seekers working in Malta, but it is difficult to compare Malta to the example of other EU countries which are very different.

COMMENT by Neil from UNHCR: Where does the Government get its statistics to back up claims of financial and cultural burden on Malta?  Do immigrants really pose a cultural threat?  Why are the media not allowed into detention centres?  Is it because in fact there is no practical merit of detention centres?  The asylum seekers in detention are eventually released en masse, so what is the problem with releasing them when they arrive in Malta?  Is it simply an issue of a lack of facilities?  Currently the policy is to release 50 people en masse from the detention centres after months of detention.  What would the difference be if they were release immediately on arriving?  The Government needs to educate society to prepare Malta for multi-culturalism.  Aidan White gave a good example of work helping migrants to solve their own problems.

QUESTION by Fr Paul Pace SJ:  The Government is committed to seeing asylum seeking as a global issue.  The Government has said that it will review its detention policy.  The conditions of detention are definitely unacceptable.  The problem is that we see 2 weeks as too short and therefore we automatically settle for a period of detention of 18 months.  But this is too long and a middle ground would be more sensible.  Is the Government going to review its detention policy of 18 months?

No the Government is not going to review its policy as yet.

COMMENT by Mr. Tesfamichael:  Detention centres work like a boomerang.  People are not integrating or occupying themselves whilst in detention.  Therefore the newly released asylum seekers are not integrating well and are relying yet again on the authorities.  The detention centres are terrible.  Improvements are not evident in the past 4 years.  Possibly a few minor things have changed, but not enough at all.
Concluding Remarks
Fr Paul Pace SJ, JRS

I would like to pose 3 questions for us to consider after we have heard many speakers on the conference.  The first is; have we tried to understand the problem?  Hadish reminded us of this on the first day.  Nobody has all the answers to the issue.  We must therefore recognise the complexity of the topic and the media must reflect this.  This is a difficult question to answer.

The second question is; is the issue a question of charity or one of justice?  This is an important question.  Do immigrants have rights or are they simply receivers of our charity?  Can they make claims on us?  Or is it simply a matter of our kindness and generosity that they are able to survive?  Charity without justice is very dangerous.  Charity can be used to feel superior to our beneficiaries.  We may expect gratitude and we wish to control our help.

Justice is different and it goes beyond charity.  It implies a respect for others.  There is a right for immigrants to take you to court and to criticize you.  Do we resent criticism from asylum seekers?  We must remember to respect a human being.  This is the ultimate benchmark, the human dignity of every person.  In Malta we feel proud that we give rights even to criminals.  It seems that we want to give freedom to all people, except to refugees.
We are in a situation where a human trafficker is bailed after a few days and a refugee is detained for 18 months.  There is a lot of fear created around the topic of migration.  Someone called into a radio program last night and warned that refugees were about to start a civil war in Malta.  We must control our emotions.  We must also understand better the problems of Africa.  We need better solutions to there problems and to our problems and we must find them through discussion.

The third question is; are we racist?  Or are we more racist than before?  We are so quick to answer this question with a resounding NO that in truth we are probably hiding the fact that we are racist.  People do not discuss this issue.  Is it already a taboo issue?  This is undoubtedly a new situation for Malta.  And many are scared by the violence of some.  How will we face this temptation of racism?
In Malta we don’t like to accept the problems from abroad.  We try to live in a sort of splendid isolation.  Can we run away from the problem?

Some problems that we create are when refugees are handcuffed in public by the authorities.  People see them handcuffed and the authorities are thus criminalizing very decent people.  Other institutions too may promote racism through the way that they deal with refugees.  We must be proactive in our efforts before the situation gets bigger.
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