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Introduction

Poverty is a social problem caused primarily by the prevailing economic and so-
cietal circumstances of particular countries or regions within those countries. It is
fundamentally a monetary situation or rather the lack of adequate finances to sus-
tain a decent living. It can manifest itself in various ways, with absolute pover-
ty meaning the lack of basic necessities; including food, clothing, and housing,
but can also include insufficient access to health, education, and even sanitation.
However, other issues may be relevant as well, especially when one discusses rela-
tive poverty, thus getting into elements of inequality, or having fewer resources in
comparison with others within the same society. The causes may be related to the
lack of employment or they can be more deep-seated, such as lack of access to so-
cietal resources. Some segments of the population may be more at risk than oth-
ers, such as children, the elderly, immigrants, the disabled, ex-convicts, lone par-
ents, the unemployed, and other low-income groups.

The comparative analysis of poverty and social exclusion in EU countries shows
that the high risk of poverty in the EU is primarily the consequence of the way so-
ciety is organized, and resources produced and allocated. (Frazer et al. 2014, 11)

The Eurostat indicator for relative poverty is the ‘at-risk-of-poverty rate’ (AROP),
which is defined as those with a disposable income below 60% of the median na-
tional income. Persons who cannot afford at least three of nine items (unexpect-
ed financial expenses, one week’s annual holiday, mortgage payments, a meal with
meat, chicken or fish every second day, a warm house in winter, a washing ma-
chine, a color television, a telephone, and a car) are considered as suffering mate-
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rial deprivation. Severe material deprivation arises when a person cannot afford
at least four of these nine items. Social exclusion entails lack of access to resourc-
es and is often linked to some form of discrimination. The EU has linked up these
elements of poverty and social exclusion, resulting in the ‘at-risk-of-poverty or so-
cial exclusion rate’ (AROPSE), which considers those who are either severely ma-
terially deprived, living in a household with low work intensity or are at risk of be-
ing poor.

Poverty is both a social and an economic problem, but can also stem from indi-
vidual psychological issues. People living in poverty are often unemployed, unable
to work, or in a precarious job situation. This implies that the purchasing power is
unstable, making it impossible for the person not only to sustain himself or herself
on a daily basis but unable to plan for an improvement of his or her living condi-
tions. Such people do not contribute to the economy, but rather may be a strain on
itand its social welfare net; apart from foregone output, income, and consumption.
Poverty can be an indication of an unequal distribution of resources, seen as a sig-
nal through the lens of social injustice in one form or another, existing within that
particular economy: an economy which is unable to provide a decent life for all its
members, irrespective of how rich it may be. Poor people often “have a scarcely vi-
able social network, broken family relationships and an insecure residence status”
(Caritas Malta 2014, 1).

The objective of this paper is to analyze the poverty situation in Malta, not only
to understand its scale, but to try to establish the factors leading to it and how na-
tional institutions are mitigating against such an unhealthy and worrying phe-
nomenon. In 2012, the number of persons at risk of poverty (before any form of
social transfers including old age and survivor’s benefits) amounted to 156,611
or 38.3% of the population, but if one includes old age and survivor’s benefits,
this figure goes down to 98,137 or 24% of the population (NSO 2013a). The cor-
responding EU28 average is 24.8%. If one takes into consideration the financial
benefits of all social transfers, then the figure continues to go down to 61,689, but
nonetheless represents 15.1% of the population (NSO 2013a). This figure rose to
64,966 or 15.7% by the end of 2013 (NSO 2014a). Without the present social secu-
rity myriad of benefits, embodied in a relatively generous welfare system, almost
two-fifths of Maltese society would be facing poverty.

The remainder of this paper is divided into five sections. The first section pre-
sents the official statistical data which show the actual situation of poverty in Mal-
ta. The following section presents results of studies which have been published in
the past years. The third section looks at programs, policy decisions, and projects
by both the public and private sectors, which have focused on the issue of pover-
ty. The penultimate section provides the results of interviews conducted with the
main stakeholders. The final section concludes.
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A Statistical Portrait of Poverty

According to a report issued in 2009 by the Permanent Committee for Social Af-
fairs of the Maltese Parliament, there is no absolute poverty in Malta, but rath-
er one should think in terms of relative poverty. This corroborates the image that
one does not see beggars or people living on the streets or in cardboard homes.
That reality does not seem to exist. However, in recent years, certain NGOs, such
as YMCA, Caritas, and local religious organizations, as vocalized by the volunteers
and professionals working with the poor, have spoken out about a type of pover-
ty which may not be easily conspicuous but which nonetheless exists (Cardona
2010). Furthermore, the report issued by the Jesuit Centre for the Faith and Jus-
tice actually contradicted the Parliamentary Committee’s assertion. This poverty
could include battered wives with children who suddenly find themselves running
away or thrown out of their homes, elderly persons living on their own and unable
to cater for their daily needs, children feeling inadequate when compared to their
peers, exploited workers, victims of usurers, older men unable to find a job, youths
without skills who feel let down by the educational system, and third-country im-
migrants abused by employers and shunned by society. A recent editorial piece by
alocal newspaper (Malta Independent) spoke about ‘addressing severe material
deprivation’ and said,

Some believe that because their lot is comfortable and because we do not see peo-
ple begging in the street, poverty is not real. Nothing could be further from the
truth. Poverty is real [...]. When you cannot afford to pay your bills, clothe your
family or feed them adequately; it becomes increasingly clear that something in
our society is wrong. (Editorial of the Malta Independent, 22 November 2014, 9)

Official statistical data point to the fact that in recent years those persons at risk of
poverty have tended to increase, as depicted in Figure 1. Data availability in this
context depends on Eurostat and the Survey on Income and Living Conditions
(SILC) published by the National Statistics Office of Malta (NSO), which unfortu-
nately only goes back to 2005. Other studies based on questionnaires, interviews,
and experiences of people working primarily for NGOs (such as Caritas and Jes-
uit Centre for the Faith and Justice) also suggest that the phenomenon of pover-
ty is not easing up.

If poverty is principally a financial deficit of some sort, then income or forms
of revenue would technically and logically solve the problem. To have income, you
work for it, inherit it, borrow it, find it, win it or steal it. Assuming that employ-
ment is likely to be the primary source of income, it stands to reason that persons
who are either unemployed or otherwise inactive in the labor market are those
more likely to be at risk of poverty. Data for 2013 bears out this fact, where almost
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72% of those at risk were in one of these two categories. In the case of the retired,
the situation appears worse for men than for women; however, overall those in the
retired category have seen an improvement in recent years, due to policy changes
regarding pension rights and annual cost of living increases. About 6% of the em-
ployed individuals can also find themselves at risk of poverty and these would in-
clude those people in precarious jobs or in part-time unemployment. These fig-
ures are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. At risk of poverty by working status, 2013

Males Females Total
Unemployed 51.1 44.5 49.6
Other inactive 23.0 22.1 22.2
Retired 16.0 9.6 14.3
Employed 7.8 2.8 5.9

Source: NSO 2014.

Figure 1 shows data for a ten-year period, which clearly indicates that those at risk
of poverty are increasing and have been doing so since 2006. The social exclusion
rate includes those persons who fall under at least one of the following three cat-
egories: those whose equivalized income is below the at-risk-of-poverty (AROP)
threshold; those living in severely materially-deprived households; and those aged
0-59, living in households with very low work intensity.

Households with dependent children are slightly more likely to be at risk of
poverty. Amongst this group, single parents are the highest category followed by
households made up of two parents with three or more dependent children. In the
group of households without dependent children, single person households (un-
der 65 years of age) are the highest category.

Poverty is slightly higher among women than men (except among those over
65 years where men appear to be more vulnerable in Malta). However, when the
social exclusion rate is taken into account, females at all ages are more vulnerable
and at risk than men. The social exclusion rate included 47,677 males and 51,343
females, or 23.1% and 24.9% respectively.

The S80/520 ratio (which shows the sums of the highest and lowest 20% equiv-
alized income) was 3.9 in 2012 but increased to 4.1, showing that in 2013, the top
20% of society had 4.1 times more income than the lowest 20%. The Gini coeffi-
cient (measuring inequality of income distribution) also increased from 27.1 to
27.9 from 2012 to 2013. Data for 2005 shows the S80/S20 ratio at 4.1, decreasing to
3.7 in 2007. The Gini coefficient had been 25.7 in 2007. These figures indicate in-
creases in inequélity in the period under consideration (from 2005 to 2013).
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Figure 1. Persons at risk of poverty or social exclusion rate as a percentage of the population
(excluding all social benefits, except old age and survivor’s pension) 2004-2013
Source: NSO (Malta) SILC various years.

Certain age-groups are also more likely to suffer poverty. Those most at risk are
children and youths. In 2005, there were 21.9% of the 0-15 age group who were
at risk. The under 18’ increased to 24% by 2013. The over 65 age group at risk of
poverty was 16.3% in 2005, but due to changes in pension rates, retirement ages,
and active ageing policies, this age-group saw an improvement and decreased to
14.9% by 2013. Child poverty is problematic since studies have shown that pov-
erty is transmitted inter-generationally and keeps reproducing itself. Such chil-
dren rarely ever get to reach their full potential and therefore are likely to lead
poor lives themselves in adulthood. A more extreme case of poverty in children
refers to the minors of illegal migrants, held in open detention centers. The con-
ditions of such centers are nothing in comparison with real homes. In 2008, there
were 108 minors in such centers (NSO 2010b). Furthermore, children in residen-
tial homes (mostly run by the Church) may not be poor in the absolute sense but
are not living in a family environment and may be looked down upon by their
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school mates. In 2008, there were almost 200 children in such homes. Other chil-
dren find themselves under a care order, because of family problems, including
parental mental health, physical abuse, and neglect. In 2008 these amounted to
about 200 (NSO 2010b). There are issues related to children and crime: the first
one deals with crimes against children such as physical and sexual abuse, whereas
the second—with juveniles involved in crimes, such as theft, damage to property
and drug offences. All these circumstances influence children and their experience
of poverty and other related social problems, often throughout their life.

Single parents are a category of persons who are also seen as prone to pover-
ty. The number of single parents has increased substantially in recent years, due
to many reasons, such as children born out of wedlock, separated families, and di-
vorced parents. In 2013, the number of children born out of wedlock amounted
to 1,026 out of a total of 4,078, that is, 25.2%. This figure had been 569 births or
14.6% in 2002, up from 7.1% in 1997 (or 356 out of 3936). Separations/divorces/
annulments increased from 738 in 2008 to 1197 by 2012 (when divorce was intro-
duced). The phenomenon of single parents has led to many debates, these being
seen by society as a burden on the social security system. In the budget for 2015
(presented on 17 November 2014) one of the policies was specifically targeted at
single mothers, urging them to take up employment, and in the process tapering
off over a period of three years, their social assistance, when the youngest child is
one year old. An analysis of the policy in a local newspaper brought the comment
by a social worker: “We mustn't let single mothers grow to be lazy;” indicating that
dependency on social assistance tends to grow on a person, making him or her less
willing to take up employment and improving their chances in life.

Other people considered as vulnerable and more at-risk-of-poverty include:
individuals with physical and mental health problems, persons suffering violence
and abuse, asylum seekers and immigrants, addicts, individuals discriminated
against due to sexual orientation, religious ideals or ethnic origin.

Figure 2 provides social protection expenditure as a percentage of GDP since
2002. In nominal terms, the amount has continued to increase at the same pace,
but as a percentage of GDP this has seen more fluctuations. The figures show that
when the economy went through a restructuring exercise due to the 2004 EU
membership and after the 2008 crisis, the need for increased expenditure was felt.
In fact, the years 2005/2006 and 2009/2010 saw increased spending, which then
decreased again in the following years. Figure 3 shows real economic growth and
expenditure on benefits, which clearly shows the link between the two, particular-
ly after the 2008 crisis.
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Figure 2. Social Security Benefits Expenditure as a Percentage of GDP (2002-2013)
Source: NSO (Malta) various years.
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Total expenditure on social security benefits reached EUR 810,2 million in
2013, a 5.3% (or EUR 41 million) increase over 2012. The sum had been EUR 599
million in 2004. The biggest expenditure (almost 72%) is on different types of pen-
sions: including retirement, widowhood, old-age, disability, and invalidity. Dur-
ing 2014-2020 this expenditure will be supplemented by EUR 4 million given as
food aid by the EU, through the new Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived
(FEAD). This aid will go towards those with low incomes and is planned to be ac-
companied by advice on managing one’s budget, a healthy diet and employment
possibilities, and thus will try to offer also non-financial assistance to the most vul-
nerable individuals.

Studies and Literature on Poverty

On the European front, the European Platform against Poverty and Social Exclu-
sion (EPPSE) (one of the seven flagship initiatives of the Europe 2020 Strategy),
has been criticized, even though it “has prompted some positive developments
[...] [but] [...] its impact has been severely constrained” and the mid-term review
needs to be used to give it a revamp (Sabato and Vanhercke 2014, 4). The post-
2008 crisis has seen a significant impact on poverty and the social environment
particularly in certain countries; however, in member states, with “welfare states
and more resilient labor markets” incomes have continued to increase even dur-
ing the crisis (Nicaise and Schepers 2013, 3). Malta has been one of the countries
where the crisis did lead to some loss of employment and economic activity but
the impact was relatively not drastic (Azzopardi 2009), and the welfare state acted
as a cushion for those hit in the crisis.

Nevertheless, the data above confirms that poverty is evident in certain vulner-
able groups and the social security system, though significant, may not be cater-
ing for all the needs of the population. According to the Poverty Strategy of Mal-
ta (2014) there may be six possible reasons leading to increases in poverty in the
past years. These include: lack of a cohesive policy framework; income inequali-
ties; unemployment, low wages and precarious jobs; low pensions and inadequate
social benefits; inappropriate education and training; and inadequate social ser-
vices. These issues are mirrored in the studies conducted by researchers and insti-
tutions, mainly NGOs, working with the poor in Malta.

According to Caritas Malta, the national minimum wage is low and does not
guarantee a decent standard of living (2012) and thus needs to be ‘supplemented
by welfare benefits’ (2014, 8). “There are pockets of households in Malta whose
income is insufficient for a decent living” (Caritas 2012, viii). Abela and Tab-
one (2008, 67) similarly suggest that “the minimum wage is a poverty wage for
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the Maltese family;” if there is only one person working in that family. The dif-
ference between the minimum wage and social benefits is however minimal and
can thus lead to a poverty trap, where individuals prefer to make do with what
the state offers and not work because the effort is not worth the small increase in
income. Malta’s welfare state is considered to be generous and the fact that it can
at times be abused, irritates tax-payers who are contributing to the system and
who feel that only those in need should actually benefit from the social secu-
rity system. The budget for 2015 was welcomed because the main message was
to “create opportunities, not dependencies,” encouraging people to work rath-
er than wait for hand-outs (Government of Malta 2014). Malta’s welfare model
is considered to be a hybrid regime, which has developed due to contextual cir-
cumstances (Briguglio and Bugeja 2011) and any attempts to change that mod-
el are not going to be easy, particularly due to political commitments the sys-
tem entails.

“The social environment of children and families living in poverty is often de-
prived and unwelcoming” (Abela and Tabone 2008, 19) and similar to Caritas Mal-
ta (2012), the authors suggest that geographical clustering of poverty is evident in
Malta, which problem tends to be compounded because of the sub-standard hous-
ing in such areas. In this way, housing becomes a reflection of the poverty sur-
rounding the family and the environment within which it survives. It is a first in-
dication of the poverty risks the family must be facing within its four walls.

Ever-increasing social inequalities raise concerns regarding possible influenc-
es on crime, and possibly lead to higher spending on health and social costs. A re-
cent OECD report also points to inequality as reducing economic growth and thus
impacting on actual lost economic output, to the detriment of all society (OECD
2014). Other effects are in the form of lowering the educational achievement of
students coming from poor families, and thus leading to less social mobility. The
recommendations from the report are to increase taxes on property and wealth
and not focus too much on tax breaks on income as these are likely to benefit more
high earners rather than those on the bottom ranks. But the most significant rec-
ommendations made are to increase access to resources such as health and edu-
cation.

Institutions and Poverty Reduction Strategies

There are various public and private institutions working in the area of pover-
ty and social issues. The Ministry for the Family and Social Solidarity is the main
public entity responsible for social wellbeing and welfare. The Foundation for So-
cial Welfare Services falls under this Ministry and its role is to provide support and
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welfare services, promote research and collaborate with other entities working on
welfare issues. The Foundation incorporates three main agencies: Sedqa (working
in the field of alcohol, drug abuse, and gambling); Sapport (aiding persons with
disabilities and their families to participate in community life); and Appogg (the
national agency for families, children and the community, offering psycho-social
welfare services). These services complement the financial assistance provided un-
der the extensive social security system.

The European Anti-Poverty Forum in Malta (EAPN) was set up in 2004 and at
present has thirteen organizations working as a network. Most of them work in the
voluntary sector and come face to face on a daily basis with experiences of poverty
(EAPN Malta website). The role of the Forum is to raise awareness through public
activities, such as conferences and media exposure, and also to promote research
and put forth recommendations to policy-makers.

Many NGOs do voluntary work within the community, and according to NSO
data there were over 31,000 people who did voluntary work during 2013, with half
of them maintaining their main reason was a moral duty they felt, while others did
it to meet new people (NSO 2014c).

In 2014 government issued a Green Paper ‘Faqar’ (meaning ‘poverty’ in Mal-
tese), that is, a Framework for Poverty Reduction and for Social Inclusion, which
tries to tackle the problem by focusing on a strategy for the next decade till 2024.
Even though it is acknowledged that some persons may need immediate attention,
the strategy takes a longer term perspective. It looks at a revision in the social wel-
fare regime, social housing, and providing new opportunities of job creation and
higher educational attainments. Furthermore, it discusses inter-generational pov-
erty, an increase in active ageing programs, tackling discrimination and improve-
ment in health and long-term care. It focuses on a six-dimensional approach: in-
comes and social benefits; education (formal, informal and non-formal); health
(personal and environmental); social services and housing; employment; culture,
as well as participation and empowerment. The Green Paper is based on the exist-
ing social security system developed over the past decades by successive govern-
ments (for a historical development of social policy in Malta see Azzopardi 2011),
as well as on other national policies. An inter-ministerial approach is adopted and
thus presents a holistic strategy. The strategy rests on a two-pillar approach: ade-
quate income and high quality social services, as recommended by the Europe-
an Commission in its Social Investment Package. The holistic perspective rests on
the six dimensions of well-being: income, education, health, social services, work,
and culture. It specifically targets groups more likely to be at risk of poverty, that is,
the unemployed, the working poor; children and youths; and the elderly, although
other vulnerable groups are also identified.

The Green Paper further presents in-work poverty, which includes persons
who may be working but either low pay, negligible skills, involuntary unstable or
part-time employment in fact do not guarantee the warding off poverty. Employ-
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ment gives people dignity and an opportunity to provide for themselves and their
families, and therefore it needs to be the first means towards raising people from
poverty.

The Caritas (Malta) has issued its ideas and thoughts regarding the Green Pa-
per, suggesting that the strategy needs to “acknowledge the vicious cycle of dep-
rivation that follows from poverty, crime, unemployment and other social prob-
lems” (Caritas 2014, 4). Caritas thus sees a multiplicity of factors contributing to
poverty and other concomitant social problems resulting in or from poverty. An-
other suggestion follows on an earlier report by Caritas (2012) which favored the
idea of a minimum budget for a decent living. A further suggestion compliments
the multiplicity issue and provides the English Indices of Deprivation as a possible
means to cover seven areas of deprivation, including: income; employment; health
and disability; education skills and training; barriers to housing and services; liv-
ing environment; and crime. The organization, whilst agreeing with the focus on
specific vulnerable groups, remarks that perhaps attention needs to be given to
specific geographical areas, due to housing issues, in an attempt to “avoid ghet-
toization” (Cartias 2012, 5). In certain cases it was pointed out that certain people
may have outgrown social housing and can move on to their own alternative ac-
commodation, thus allowing such housing to be “reserved for those who are tru-
ly in need” (Cartias 2012, 6). Other recommendations include better monitoring
of prices of necessities, the setting up of a community bank, and a new advisory
council on social issues and reforms. Caritas agrees that work should be encour-
aged over dependency on social security benefits, but argues in favor of “decent
working conditions (implying) job stability, personal safety, non-harassment and
a fair salary” (Cartias 2012, 9), where work has to guarantee a decent living.

The National Report for Social Protection and Social Inclusion (NRSPSI) as-
sesses poverty and social inclusion. It is based on four broad aims: social inclusion
for children and youths; active ageing; equality of opportunities; and active inclu-
sion through education, income, and social services. The National Reform Pro-
gram of 2013 retained the previous government’s goal of lifting up 6,560 persons
out of poverty, as per the Europe 2020 Strategy. In 2010, the figure of those at risk
of poverty had been 63,474 meaning that by the year 2020, this figure should de-
crease to at least 56,914; however, by 2013 the figure was still actually higher at
64,966, an increase of 1,492 over the 2010 figure. The Poverty Green Paper aims
not to focus on pure numbers but to put into place “measures which would provide
for greater equality of opportunity and much lower poverty rates” (Government of
Malta 2014b, 22) and provides universal policies such as lower energy bills and free
child care services as examples. The strategy looks towards the EU funding pro-
grams to sustain policies for poverty reduction. The success of the 2007-2013 pe-
riod aided in this respect by allowing for programs which focused on improving
employability and encouraging vulnerable individuals to take up training and ed-
ucational projects to improve or learn new skills. For the 2014-2020, three main
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priorities have been identified: competitiveness through innovation; a resource ef-
ficient economy; and investment in people and improving their well-being.

The Malta Community Chest Fund (MCCF) under the aegis of the President
of Malta, is the main fund raising organization working towards helping those in
need. While activities are conducted all year round (such as the Charity Fun Run,
Cookery Books, the Kitchen Garden, and the Orange Festival) the main activity is
the Christmas campaign based on an old custom known as ‘I-Istrina. Traditionally,
I-Istrina was a New Year’s Day activity, when children would go round with a mon-
ey-box, collecting money (often small change) from family members and friends.
This was a treat for them and the money was the pocket money they would use
for the remainder of the year. Now, in the modern l-Istrina, people give money
for a good cause and children still have their money-box where they collect small
change for charity. The MCCF helps people in different ways: to aid in expenses
when people seek medical treatment abroad; to help families experiencing hard-
ship; to buy essential equipment for people with disabilities, and other examples.
Each request is evaluated by the Committee and although a report is published to
account for the money collected and distributed, anonymity is guaranteed.

In the annual report of the YMCA Malta for 2013, the organization states that
their work is organized around the assumption that every individual “needs to
feel loved and [...] worthy;” however, individuals also need “to have their basic
needs met in order to then move to higher order needs” (YMCA 2013, 1-2). Hence
the organization begins first by providing basic shelter and nourishment. During
2013, they offered 11,688 bed nights, an increase over the 10,250 of a year earli-
er. In their drop-in center, their clients amounted to 8,554 as compared to 9,146 in
2012, however, this was not due to lesser needs but because during the year only
one social worker was available (compared to two the year earlier) and other simi-
lar services were being offered by other institutions. The problems tackled ranged
from “[...] poverty issues, to marital and abuse problems, mental health issues and
homelessness” (MCA 2013, 4), with over four thousand clients being seen to in the
main center. The five top problems were: food, clothing and furniture; homeless-
ness/housing; emotional and financial support; and single parenting.

There are other activities and voluntary work being conducted by NGOs and
church agencies. Most of these are found within the EAPN network.

Poverty on the Ground

Several interviews were held with community workers working with individuals
facing poverty and related social problems. The interviewees hailed from NGOs
and church entities, both in Malta and Gozo. In order to maintain anonymity of
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the clients, the names of the interviewees will not be revealed, since these are del-
icate issues and particularly on the smaller island of Gozo, cases could easily be
identified.

Poverty comes in different forms, and many seek help from such entities since
money from the social security system may not always be enough, whilst others
seek more than financial support, looking also for moral sustenance in what are
considered as dire situations for them.

Asked for the reasons of the new forms of poverty, the answers differed
from those who maintained that the increased break-up of families led to an in-
creased number of single mothers being at risk of poverty, while others said that
over-spending was also a problem. Other reasons included: an accident which
leaves someone destitute since the main breadwinner dies or remains unable to
work; medical reasons which can impoverish a family even if this had been well-
to-do before the illness struck one of the family; battered wives; or a sudden death
in the family. During 2012, there were 1,118 cases of reported domestic violence,
of which 860 were women (NSO 2013). A new group of people in need are immi-
grants and refugees. During 2013, there were 1,499 asylum seekers/migrants/ben-
eficiaries of protection living in Maltese open centers, the majority coming from
Somalia and Eritrea. Since 2002, 18,625 individuals have arrived by boat from Lib-
ya (UNHCR Malta 2014). And while the state caters for their minimal everyday
needs, the stigma and often mistrust they are faced with in society, does not pro-
vide them with a decent living, particularly because they do not have steady jobs
but rather have to find employment, most often on a daily basis.

Even though social benefits have increased in size and also include rent and en-
ergy benefit, for some people social assistance may not be sufficient to cover new
types of necessities. One priest said that in some cases it is the attitude of the indi-
viduals which may put them closer to the risk of poverty, which he termed as mis-
management of money that occurs when one wants to retain a status one cannot
in fact maintain and has the wrong priorities in place, for example buying branded
clothes (so as not to appear different from friends or neighbors), whereas in reali-
ty one cannot afford them. Sometimes this results in not having enough money to
adequately feed the children, so the mother ends up asking for help from NGOs.
A social worker said that ‘nobody likes to look poor; but whilst some people try
to help themselves, others expect continuous help. The last week of the month is
usually the worst week where more demands are made. Another example in tim-
ing is the onset of schools where the needs for children increase with the buying of
books, stationery, and especially school uniforms.

With reference to the type of goods or services people request from such vol-
untary organizations, these varied, and included milk and other basic food items,
white goods, computers, payment for special educational needs (lessons for a blind
person), money for medicine not included in the list of free state medicine, a com-
puter, small operations that cannot wait the queues in public hospitals, private
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medical visits, dental visits, rent, telephone bills, gas, maintenance for one’s house,
stationery, school uniforms, or even money for bus travel. One representative stat-
ed that they encourage people not to become dependent on aid and only help if
the person is willing to help himself or herself in the first place. In such cases, if the
person can come up with a small amount of savings, the organization then helps
by topping up that amount.

One social worker maintained that many individuals who seek financial help
are genuine, but there are others who are victims of gambling or usury. A religious
organization representative said they had introduced the voucher system to re-
place actual cash. In this way, the person does not misspend the money given to
him or her, for example on gambling, but actually has to spend the voucher buy-
ing goods from a number of supermarkets, therefore guaranteeing that the mon-
ey is really spent on food.

Once a year, the church organizes ‘Charity Day’ and ‘Generosity Day, when it
encourages its congregation to give goods or money to the poor in their commu-
nity. Food and other goods, coming directly from EU aid, also helps some families
respond to and satisfy their basic needs. Nonetheless, the church spends money
from fund-raising activities to buy goods such as milk, nappies, cleaning products,
and food. One particular organization says it is better to give products than actu-
al cash, although in some cases, small amounts of cash (not exceeding 25 euro) are
also given to those in need. Second-hand clothes are also provided for those who
have found themselves thrown out of their homes or even run away from them.

Other aid comes in the form of psychological support, assistance to find em-
ployment or accommodation, counseling, money management, dealing with loss,
marital problems, child protection, handling legal issues, reporting domestic vio-
lence, substance abuse, mental crises, unexpected pregnancies, emotional backing,
parenting skills, separation tribulations, and many more.

Conclusion

The statistics, anecdotal evidence and interview results indicate that poverty does
exist, even though it is not necessarily evident on the streets, but for the social
workers, psychologists, doctors, policemen, priests, and volunteers in the sector,
there is a type of hidden poverty which reflects “an intimate picture of their (fami-
lies in poverty) day to day existence [...] [where] [...] families find themselves en-
trapped in poverty” (Abela and Tabone 2008, 66).

The causes of poverty are varied but certain factors contribute towards such
an ‘entrapment, including: unemployment, precarious jobs, low levels of educa-
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tion, long-term mental or health issues, continuous marital tensions, and lack of
support from family members and thus isolation from an emotional/financial net-
working system. However, such factors become more complex when ‘trapped’ in-
dividuals realize that few in reality have access to resources which could help them
out of their situation. Such resources come first in the form of educational pos-
sibilities, which are technically free at all levels. But stereotyping, geographical-
ly-based prejudices, and images about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ schools, all work towards
actually sustaining the status quo.

Due to astrong and generous welfare system (see European Commission
2013), absolute poverty does not appear to exist and people do not die of hunger
or lack of shelter, yet relative poverty is another story. Relative poverty, (i.e. below
the 60% of the median national equivalized income) is present, often clustered in
specific geographical areas and within particular vulnerable groups. Yet circum-
stances can lead to anyone, faced with some drastic incident in life, to come face to
face with a new harsh and poor reality.

Several institutions and strategies are in place to aid people who find them-
selves below the poverty line. However, bricks and paper may not be enough to
combat deep-seated poverty, contextualized in a culture of dependency, intergen-
erational transmissions, increasing societal inequalities, and common prejudic-
es. Yet, the social security net, the new poverty strategy, the emphasis of the last
budget, and the multitude of volunteers and professional community workers, all
have the opportunity to make a change in the lives of thousands unfortunate who
have found themselves at risk of poverty. The commitment and will are present;
what remains is real effective action and a concerted effort by everyone to make
that definite change for the benefit of every person within the Maltese society.
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Streszczenie

Niniejszy artykuf analizuje zjawisko ubdstwa na Malcie oraz prezentuje dane w celu wyjasnienia
i zrozumienia skali problemu. Problem ubéstwa wydaje sie by¢ bardziej widoczny w pewnych ka-
tegoriach wiekowych (dzieci, mtodziez i osoby starsze) oraz grupach szczegélnie zagrozonych zu-
bozeniem (takich jak matki samotnie wychowujace dzieci i imigranci); tworzenie sie skupisk grup
do$wiadczajacych ubdstwa moze mieé takze uwarunkowania geograficzne. W ciggu ostatnich lat
problem ubdstwa wciaz narasta, mimo Ze system ubezpieczen spolecznych jest uwazany za hojny.
Jednak istniejg rézne czynniki prowadzace do ubdstwa lub niepozwalajace z ubdstwa sie uwolnic.
Edukacja i zatrudnienie to najlepsze strategie pozwalajace uaktywni¢ tendencje w kierunku mini-
malizacji ubéstwa. Jednak inne problemy, takie jak sytuacja mieszkaniowa czy dostep do zasobéw
i mozliwosci spotecznych, sg czynnikami, ktérymi nalezy si¢ zaja¢ w perspektywie dugoterminowej.
Poverty Green Paper (Zielona ksiega w sprawie ubéstwa) wydana w tym roku ma wiasnie taki wielo-
plaszczyznowy wymiar. Ponadto budzet na 2015 rok z komunikatem ,,stworzenia mozliwoéci a nie
zaleznoéci”, wydaje sie stanowi¢ pierwszy krok w kierunku zmiany postaw w spoleczenistwie i sposo-
bu odnoszenia sie do niektérych grup. Jest nadzieja, ze owe strategie oraz widoczne zaangazowanie
profesjonalistéw i wolontarijuszy pracujacych w tym sektorze, moga w koncu zadziataé na rzecz oséb
bardziej narazonych na biede w spoteczenstwie maltanskim.

Rose Marie Azzopardi

Malte

Résumé

Le présent article analyse le phénomene de pauvreté en Malte et présente des données dans le but
dexpliquer et de comprendre [étendue de ce probléme. La pauvreté parait plus prononcée selon cer-
taines catégories d’age (enfants, adolescents et personnes 4gées), et notamment selon les groupes qui
sont exposés a la misere (comme méres célibataires et immigrés) ; en plus, le groupement de per-
sonnes éprouvant de la pauvreté peut étre aussi conditionné par la situation géographique. Durant
les derniéres années, le probléme de pauvreté continue a augmenter bien que le systéme de sécuri-
té sociale soit considéré comme généreux. Toutefos, il existe différents facteurs qui conduisent a la
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pauvreté ou qui ne permettent pas de s’y libérer. Iéducation et femploi sont les meilleures stratégies
permettant d’activer une tendance visant & minimaliser la pauvreté. Cependant, d'autres problemes
tels que la situation de logement ou Iaccés aux ressources sociétales et aux opportunités plus larges
sont les facteurs dont on doit soccuper sur une longue période. Poverty Green Paper (Le livre vert sur
la pauvreté) publié cette année a justement une telle dimension multiniveaux. De surcroit, le bud-
get pour Ian 2015 avec le message de « créer des possibilités et non des dépendances » semble étre le
premier pas visant a changer les attitudes dans la société et a cibler des groupes particuliers. On es-
pére que ces stratégies ainsi que le dévouement patent des professionnels et des bénévoles fonction-
nant dans ce secteur peuvent finalement travailler au profit des personnes qui sont plus exposées a la
pauvreté dans la société maltaise.




