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YMCA MALTA

The YMCA movement was originally founded by George Williams in London in 1844

to nurture the mind, body and spirit of workers of the Industrial Revolution.

YMCA Malta was founded in 1976 in Valletta. We are members of YMCA Europe and
the World Alliance of YMCA.

Our specialisation is the support, assistance and reintegration of the homeless in
Malta. We support the positive development of young people as a preventive
measure, intervening with a spectrum of social services to the underprivileged and

socially disadvantaged.

We promote a programme of activities designed to foster the spiritual, intellectual,
social and physical well-being of youth and the elderly. We help all people
irrespective of their mental and physical abilities and without any discrimination
to gender, ethnicity, age, nationality, religion, sexual orientation or political

opinion.

YMCA seeks to promote the vision of a more just society. We do this by providing

services of prevention, outreach, residential, community and aftercare.

ymca® AGAY

malta
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THE CREATIVE EUROPE

PROGRAMME

The Creative Europe Programme offers European funding to assist local artists and
organisations in the media and cultural domain who are keen on developing
unique projects. Annually, numerous calls are released, prompting artists to
submit their project ideas. The sectors include: architecture, libraries, audiovisual,

cultural heritage, fashion design, music, dance, literature and visual arts.

The programme strongly encourages inclusion, equality, diversity, participation of
people belonging to minorities and socially marginalised groups, including
audience development and gender equality. The most recent programme,
spanning from 2021 to 2027, marked a substantial rise compared to its predecessor.
Notably, the budget designated for the ongoing programme stands at 2.44 billion
euros. Annually, numerous calls are released, prompting artists from across Europe
to submit their project ideas with the aspiration of securing funding from these

resources.

Certain calls are focused around the individual, such as the Culture Moves Europe
call or the Music Moves Europe call, where artists journey to different nations to
establish their projects and garner support from diverse communities.

Undoubtedly, one of the highly favoured calls among the Maltese artists within the

Culture Strand is the European Cooperation. With regards to the Media strand, the
most feasible calls for the locals are the TV and Online content, and the European
Mini-slate development.Interested applicants requesting further information on

how to apply for calls, are encouraged to contact the Creative Europe Desk by
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either calling on 20908990/1 or by visiting: www.creativeeuropemalta.mt or the

Creative Europe Desk Malta Facebook page.

CREATIVE EUROPE
DESK - MALTA

RPN Co-funded by
"SR the European Union
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FOREWORD: YMCA MALTA

Over the past decade, we have concentrated our efforts on enhancing ‘Youth
Empowerment’ initiatives, offering comprehensive ‘Wellbeing’ services, and
launching research-evidence-based ‘Residential’ programmes. To ensure the
sustainability of these services, we have bolstered fundraising initiatives through
specific ‘Social Business’ ventures that advocate environmental responsibilities.
Our organisational structure has been refined, with paid staff and volunteers
dedicated to the prevention, outreach, residential care, aftercare, and community
services supported by three specialised teams: Services, Innovation, and Support,

prioritising staff and volunteers' wellbeing.

Together with other YMCAs worldwide, in July 2022, we marked a historic milestone
by adopting YMCA Vision 2030 at the 20th YMCA World Council in Aarhus, Denmark.
This was the first collective global strategy that set us on a path for internal YMCA
Transformation, Community Empowerment, and Global Advocacy. While our
collective YMCA movement vision is a world where every person lives in harmony
with self, with society, and with creation, our collective YMCA mission remains to
empower young people and communities worldwide to build a just, sustainable,
equitable, and inclusive world, where every person can thrive in body, mind, and
spirit. To achieve this, Vision 2030, focuses on 4 impact pillars; Community
Wellbeing, Meaningful Work, Sustainable Planet & Just World.

We embraced Vision 2030, on a national level during our Annual General Assembly
in 2023, and since then we have worked tirelessly on impactful initiatives. One of
the core components is that we continue to address homelessness and support
vulnerable populations from a holistic perspective where we do not only provide

shelter and rehabilitation for individuals and families experiencing homelessness,
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offering over 52 beds across multiple facilities, but also runs detached outreach
that supports roofless individuals. We have published ‘Homeless Human Evolution’
quantitative research and ‘Homeinclusration’ qualitative research to create more
awareness and advocate for a more just society. The opening of our Drop-In Center
in 2023 offering essential services such as laundry, showers, lockers, internet
access, and professional help, supported in the building of ‘body, mind and spirit’
safe spaces. Our extensive outreach programmes continued to provide direct
support to homeless individuals on the streets advocating to ensure that everyone
is treated with dignity. These efforts, since then, not only address immediate

needs but also empower individuals to build a sustainable and inclusive future.

Additionally, we strengthened our commitment to community wellbeing and youth
empowerment. Our wellbeing workshops, educational talks in schools and
institutes, and youth programmes foster personal and professional growth,
aligning with Vision 2030's pillars of meaningful work and community wellbeing in
the light of making the YMCA a truly diverse, equitable, and inclusive movement.
We kept investing in our psychotherapeutic services to help those facing mental
health issues, and our aftercare services assisting individuals transitioning back

into independent living, ensuring long-term stability and support.

‘My Voice to Europe’ has also been one of our significant initiatives to integrate
young people into the broader goals of Vision 2030, adapting it to the Maltese
context and envisioning a safe space where they could present their findings and
their understanding of Vision 2030 to Members of the European Parliament (MEP)
candidates contesting the elections in 2024. By doing so, ‘My Voice to Europe’ not
only brought the YMCA Vision 2030 goals closer to the local community but also
empowered young people to actively participate in shaping policies and
advocating for their future. The benefits of this initiative are manifold. Firstly, it
fostered a sense of ownership and involvement among the young people who

walked this path with us and it encouraged them to take an active role in societal
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transformation. This engagement is crucial for ensuring that Vision 2030's
objectives of community empowerment, sustainable development and global
advocacy are met. Secondly, this provided them with a platform to present their
findings and perspectives promoting civic participation and democratic
engagement. This initiative not only enhanced the visibility of youth voices in the
political arena but also helped shape a more inclusive and responsive governance
structure in line with Vision 2030's mission to build a just, equitable and

sustainable world.

%}fﬂ/j[un

Anthony Camilleri
Chief Executive Officer

& National General Secretary
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FOREWORD: PROJECT
COORDINATORS

It is our great pleasure to introduce the conference paper summarising the
outcomes of the 'My Voice to Europe' project. This project stands as a testament to
the power and potential of young voices in shaping the future of Europe.
Conducted through the production of thirteen insightful podcasts, 'My Voice to
Europe' harnessed the creativity, enthusiasm and intelligence of a diverse group of

young individuals committed to making a difference.

The Youth Conference, held as the culminating event of our project, brought
together a vibrant assembly of young people, stakeholders and candidates for the
upcoming MEP election in Malta. This dynamic gathering provided a unique
platform for open dialogue and exchange, facilitated by a dedicated rapporteur
who meticulously documented the rich discussions and perspectives shared by
the participants. The conference's primary aim was not only to present the findings
of our podcasts but also to foster a collaborative environment where young

people could directly engage with decision-makers.

This conference paper serves as a comprehensive synthesis of the discussions,
insights and recommendations that emerged from the Youth Conference. It
highlights key areas where young people believe more awareness and priority are
urgently needed. These areas include, but are not limited to, sustainability action,
youth social inclusion, societal wellbeing transformation and educational reform.
Through this document, we seek to amplify the voices of the youth, ensuring that

their perspectives are not only heard but acted upon in the policymaking process.

As coordinators of the 'My Voice to Europe' project, we are immensely proud of
what has been achieved. The dedication and passion demonstrated by our young

participants have been truly inspiring. Their ability to critically analyse complex
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issues and articulate thoughtful recommendations underscores the vital role that

young people play in our democratic society.

We hope that this conference paper will serve as both a reflection and a call to
action. It is a reflection of the collective wisdom and aspirations of young
Europeans who are eager to contribute to the betterment of their communities
and beyond. It is also a call to action for policymakers, stakeholders and the
general public to recognise and prioritise the issues that matter most to the

younger generation.

In conclusion, we extend our heartfelt gratitude to everyone who contributed to
the success of the 'My Voice to Europe' project. Your support, whether through
participation, advocacy, or simply by listening, has been invaluable. We are
confident that the insights and recommendations presented here will ignite
meaningful conversations and drive positive change. Let us all work together to
ensure that the voices of our youth continue to resonate and influence the future

trajectory of Europe.

Sincerely,
Julia Chetcuti Nicola Falzon

Programme Development Manager Community Services Manager
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PROJECT OVERVIEW

‘My Voice to Europe’ was an Erasmus+ Project co-financed by the European Union,

administered through the European Union Project Agency (EUPA).

The scope of this project was to empower young people to research, discuss and
compile recommendations regarding various important topics such as wellbeing
and sustainability. The topics were based on the four pillars adopted for Vision
2030 by the YMCA movement all over the world These pillars are Just World,
Meaningful Work, Sustainable Planet & Community Wellbeing. Based on these four
pillars, our group of young people conducted research, hosted and produced

thirteen podcasts with various stakeholders to determine such recommendations.

The findings of this project were disseminated at the ‘My Voice to Europe Youth
Conference’ on the 11th May 2024. The aim of this conference was to welcome MEP
candidates of the upcoming election, stakeholders, professionals and young
people to share the work of the project and the recommendations that were put
forward by the youth. Guests were invited to share their thoughts and
recommendations thereafter. The conference concluded with an evaluation
meeting between only the youth group and MEP candidates, in which a discussion

took place based on the outcomes of the conference.

This conference paper has compiled the results of the project together with the

discussion brought forward at the conference.

I\
Co-funded by ~—
the European Union i )?d eUpO

Erasmus+

Enriching lives, opening minds.
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WHAT IS THE VALUE OF A YOUTH?

Youth represents a reservoir of energy and creativity, driving innovation and
progress across various domains. According to a UNICEF publication, the
demographic cohort aged 14 to 29 years stands as the most significant generation
in history (Rojas, 2020). This means this generation presents a vast pool of human
capital and potential. The United Nations explains that when equipped with the
necessary knowledge and opportunities, youth can catalyse development.
Specifically, young individuals must attain education and skills essential for
meaningful participation in a productive economy. Moreover, ensuring access to a
job market capable of integrating them into the workforce is essential (UN, n.d.).
The World Health Organisation (WHO) recognises the value of young people and
the ongoing enrichment of institutions and processes through the ideas, skills, and
contributions of young people. WHO believes that their active engagement is
fundamental to the effectiveness of policies and programmes aimed at enhancing
youth health and well-being (WHO, n.d.).

Despite this, data from the European Youth Forum (EYF) and the Social Progress
Imperative reveal minimal advancements in Europe's youth rights and well-being

since 2011, with no discernible progress recorded since 2018 (EYF, 2023).

Recommendations

This podcast welcomed Aimee Mizzi, youth worker from Generation (Change?), and
Stephanie Fenech, youth and community worker. The podcast produced the below

recommendations for discussion.

Consideration needs to be given to the opposing perspectives shared about our
local youth. Social media tends to display negative experiences of youth but lacks
visibility on the young people who are active in society in many ways. There is a

perceived
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pressure on, and an expectation from, young people to fix the issues in our

society, without any acknowledgement of their capabilities.

Youth investment must also be considered as, while there are opportunities that
young people are using, these are not reaching large groups of youth. Mizzi
referred to foreign youth in Malta while Fenech mentioned young people who are
socially and financially underprivileged - two groups that may feel they cannot
apply to such opportunities. At-risk youth are not involved enough in society, so

more investment is to be considered for detached youth work.

More importance needs to be placed on the equal value of formal and informal
education. In comparison with other European countries, Malta is too focused on
academic education. While this is important, there is more to life than academia.
Mizzi discussed how formal and informal education need to be balanced for young
people to reach their full potential. Fenech explained that the importance of
having young people involved in trade is being ignored. More investment is
needed for non-academic approaches towards youth pursuing professions and
trade skills. Mizzi ascertained that young people must be prepared for life, not just
for the workforce, while Fenech shared recommendations for study gaps -
practices which other European countries have found highly useful as they allow

young people to achieve greater awareness of their future goals.

More trust needs to be placed in young people. In other European countries, young
people have establishments that cater to them, providing them with recreational
spaces that are accessible to all, even financially. Young people, 17 and under, in
Malta have no spaces for leisure that do not involve high costs. Fenech suggested
that young people can be given the opportunity to be responsible for such spaces
as this would be beneficial not only for the youth themselves but also for the

community.
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Consideration needs to be given to understanding young people’s lack of
involvement in politics. It is important for the youth to not be valued only for their
vote, but for their vote to be valued. Policymakers are to cater for the needs of

young people.

Improvements in the educational system are required in order for it to become
more inclusive of different learners and different realities, and more open to
young people participating in informal learning such as international

opportunities, even if they interfere with school days.

The empowerment of young people in all aspects of life is key if the value of youth

is to be truly appreciated.
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YOUTH & ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP

Active citizenship involves the range of actions undertaken by individuals that
impact their communities and require a public space where they can collaborate
(O’Shea, 2003). This is essential for a functioning democracy, as it encourages
individuals to participate in community life and decision-making (Akyiiz et al.,
2010). Such participation not only enhances their knowledge, but also the
motivation, skills and practical experience necessary for active citizenship (Siurala,
2005, p. 45). However, traditional youth associations are declining in Europe and
losing their strength in Mediterranean countries, making it challenging for young
people to engage in civil society (IARD, 2001). According to the Arab NGO Network
for Development, active youth groups in Mediterranean societies are often linked
to political parties or government affiliations, which may not reflect the diversity
of young people's experiences and perspectives (Akyiiz et al., 2010). Furthermore,
traditional youth councils and associations face limitations, such as lacking a
socially-balanced representation and serving as career stepping stones for older
individuals, rather than representing the true voices of young people. This can
lead to young people becoming disengaged from politics and active citizenship

due to feeling excluded or manipulated (Akyiiz et al., 2010).

Recommendations

This podcast welcomed Jeremy Mifsud Bonnici as KSU President, Francesco Giorgini
as Co-President of Studenti Attivisti and Cara Borg Aquilina as the United Nations
Youth Delegate. The podcast discussion outlines the below recommendations for

discussion.

Active citizenship entails more than just participation in protests or radical
activism; it involves being an informed, engaged member of one’s community. This

podcast discussion highlighted that young people can actively contribute to
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society in diverse ways, including volunteering to support different community
causes or being an active student. Panel members stressed the importance of
building soft skills, networks and understanding through volunteering, which they
described as key to active citizenship and essential for fostering strong, inclusive

communities.

The podcast also discussed practical ways to encourage youth engagement.
Suggestions included better funding for volunteers to alleviate financial
constraints and simplifying bureaucratic processes for organisations, thus allowing
more time for actual project work while maintaining necessary oversight. Experts
highlighted the importance of leveraging alumni knowledge to raise awareness
and mentor newcomers in activism, emphasising outreach to youth unaware of

available opportunities.

To policymakers, the speakers advised real consultations with stakeholders and
those impacted by policies to ensure inclusive and effective planning. They urged
policymakers to be open to constructive criticism and self-evaluation to improve
governance and foster collaboration across parties for better outcomes,

cautioning against tokenistic engagement.

The speakers advocated for further efforts in making active citizenship accessible
to young people by finding progressive ways to reach young people who may not

be aware of their potential and opportunities.

References
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YOUTH & LIVING THE DREAM

A topic very much in the zeitgeist amongst young people is how they can establish
a balance between selecting a career that is financially lucrative whilst also
following their passion. This disparity comes into play even more so when the
person’s dream requires entrepreneurship and may not be as straightforward as
others. In such cases, a number of factors could come into play for the young
person that may act as hurdles or even deterrents altogether. Our podcast
explored this issue from the perspective of a young business owner as well as an

expert in the field of entrepreneurship.

The Youth’s Perspective

One obstacle that came to light during our podcast was financial limitations.
Lacking access to the capital required to start a business can deter young people
in their journey towards starting their own business and improving the survival
rates of the business (Amoros & Cristi, 2008). Additionally, this may keep the young
person from fully committing to the business venture full-time so that they can
maintain a more stable income which, in turn, impacts the amount of time they

can invest into their business.

Another significant hurdle is the dearth of experience of the young business
owners coupled with the lack of information available on self-employment,
starting a business and so on. Research (DeTienne & Chandler, 2007) highlights the
importance of having entrepreneurial training programmes available for young
people to be able to bridge this gap, as well as focusing on empowerment. One
aspect highlighted by the young person during the podcast was the bureaucracy
that goes hand-in-hand with applying for funding and how that can deter young

people from accessing such funding due to lack of support and assistance.



CONFERENCE MY VOICE TO FUROPE -

The Expert’s Perspective

Our experts - Justine Bezzina, Project Manager and founder of WagsUnite, and
Petra Ellul-Mercer, Financial Behaviourist at JA Malta Foundation - call for
policymakers to boost young entrepreneurs by simplifying funding applications,
offering personalised assistance and digitising processes. By reducing red tape,
providing online resources and standardising criteria, they can make funding more
accessible and less confusing for young entrepreneurs. Promoting awareness,
ensuring inclusivity and streamlining paperwork will empower diverse
entrepreneurs to thrive (Shane, 2009), whilst reducing the bureaucracy that

oftentimes goes hand-in-hand with funding applications.

Another suggestion is to integrate entrepreneurship education into school
curricula at an early age to cultivate an entrepreneurial mindset and equip young
people with essential business skills. All-the-while supporting the development of
entrepreneurship training programmes, incubators and accelerators to provide

practical guidance and mentorship.

Finally, streamlining bureaucratic procedures and reducing regulatory barriers to
entry for young entrepreneurs may also encourage more young people to follow
their passions. This can be implemented by simplifying business registration
processes, licensing requirements and compliance procedures to make it easier for

young people to start and operate businesses.
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DISCUSSION

Education

Independent MEP candidate James Ryder complemented the recommendation of
introducing alternative teaching methods and more hands-on approaches in
Malta’s educational system. He noted that such methods are more accessible to
youth aged 16 and over due to the availability of trade schools and asked if this
should be implemented for much younger youths (5 to 8-year olds). Researcher
Matthew Demicoli agreed with this suggestion, using it as a springboard to
comment on the implementation of volunteering programmes during early school
years. He stated that these would help in building character from a young age and

motivate youths to seek out active citizenship opportunities as they develop.

Independent MEP candidate Arnold Cassola also agreed on making the
educational system more flexible, criticising the common practice of having youths
choose their area of specialisation at the age of 13. Recalling his own experience
as a youth, he underlined how, more often than not, youths are inclined to choose
subjects that will keep them close to their peers over ones they personally seek to

pursue.

Spaces for Leisure

Cassola also commented on the issue of leisure spaces available to youths, saying
that these should be available and easily accessible across the island. He
encouraged the youths to lobby with the authorities who are favouring building
new roads and flyovers and eating away at Malta’s already limited green spaces.
Demicoli noted that while increased lobbying can help, there is an issue with the
highly technical language used by the authorities which is widening the gap
between them and young people who are usually not familiar with such terms.

Cassola reminded the youth that they still have many tools available to them that

12
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the older generations might not be so familiar with which they can use to come

together and force the authorities into action.
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YOUTH & REDEFINING SEXUALITY

The idea of youths redefining sexuality encompasses the evolving understandings,
expressions and experiences of sexuality among young people in contemporary
society. This concept acknowledges the shifting norms, attitudes and identities
related to sexuality, particularly among younger generations, and emphasises the
importance of recognising and validating diverse expressions of sexual
orientation, gender identity and sexual behaviour. Research supports this and
provides insights into how youths are redefining sexuality and shaping

contemporary discourse on the topic.

The Adversities

Several studies have highlighted the disparities in health and health behaviours
among sexually and gender diverse adolescents, along with the adverse
experiences they face such as stigma, rejection and bullying (de Lange, Baams, et
al., 2022; Martin-Storey & Baams, 2019; Pellicane & Ciesla, 2022). For instance, a
meta-analysis of 35 studies revealed that sexually diverse adolescents were 3.5
times more likely to have attempted suicide compared to heterosexual
adolescents (di Giacomo et al, 2018). Additionally, a study conducted with
adolescents in the United Kingdom found that sexually diverse adolescents had
5.4 times higher odds of experiencing high depressive symptoms in comparison to

their heterosexual peers (Amos et al., 2020).

The disparities in health outcomes among sexually and gender diverse
adolescents can be attributed to various factors, including intrapersonal,
interpersonal and structural stigma (Hatzenbuehler, 2016; Martin-Storey & Baams,
2019). These experiences of stigma not only lead to psychological distress but also
undermine both physical and mental health (Diamond & Alley, 2022; Goldbach &
Gibbs, 2017; Meyer, 2003).

15
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Moreover, gender diverse adolescents face additional stressors that jeopardise
their health and wellbeing. These include intrapersonal and interpersonal gender
dysphoria, as well as barriers to accessing affirmative healthcare within a context
of cisnormativity and transphobia (Toomey, 2021). Intrapersonal gender dysphoria,
also known as anatomical dysphoria, refers to the distress arising from the
mismatch between one's assigned sex at birth and their actual gender identity or
expression (Galupo et al., 2020; Toomey, 2021). On the other hand, interpersonal
gender dysphoria emerges from the rejection of a trans person's existence by

others or societal contexts (Toomey, 2021).

The Youth Perspective

Our podcast delved into these issues and uncovered several transformations in
sexuality over time. We highlighted the intertwining of sexuality and sensuality,
emphasising pleasure, self-understanding and individual expression preferences.
Neuroscientist, medical student and advocate Antonella Bugeja pointed out that
today's youth have more freedom to explore their sexual identity, but lingering
stigma from previous generations still contributes to internalised shame. Maria
Axisa, sexual health practice nurse within the Health Promotion and Disease
Prevention Directorate (HDPD), stressed the importance of youths discovering their
genuine desires, free from societal pressures. The imposition of stigma leads to
various problems and underscores the necessity for communication. High rates of
STIs stem from a lack of awareness and healthy dialogues, compounded by
pressure to engage in activities prematurely, perpetuating internal stigma. Hence,
the creation of safe spaces in informal, educational and professional settings is

crucial.

We advocate for policymakers to prioritise open communication, incorporating
youths into the conversation. Normalising sexual expression, advancing research
and funding and launching educational campaigns are imperative. Additionally,
greater visibility is needed for sexuality among people with disabilities, through

increased research and sharing of experiences, to foster better understanding.

16
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YOUTH & THE POWER OF EXPRESSION

Youth expression stands as a cornerstone of societal vitality, serving as a conduit
for innovation, social change, and personal growth. In an era defined by rapid
technological advancement and shifting cultural landscapes, the voices and
perspectives of young people carry unprecedented weight and significance. From
art and activism to digital media, avenues for self-expression offer youth a
platform to articulate their identities, advocate for their beliefs and facilitate
positive change in their communities. Recognising the importance of nurturing
and amplifying youth expression is not merely a matter of cultural enrichment; it
is essential for fostering inclusive societies, empowering marginalised voices and

shaping a more equitable future.

The Adversities

The power and the importance of expression among youths is something that
cannot be understated or undermined. Research has consistently shown the
profound impact of self-expression on youth development, mental health and
social integrations. Several studies have highlighted how avenues for expression,
such as arts, culture and digital media, serve as vital outlets for young people to
articulate their identities, beliefs and aspirations. Therefore, whether through
music, visual arts or activism, youths harness various means to voice their
concerns, challenge societal norms and shape collective disclosure. The power of
expression not only fosters creativity and critical thinking, but also empowers

youths to advocate for change and foster community cohesion.

The freedom to express oneself authentically is fundamental to democracy and
societal progress, as evidenced by movements such as the Jean Paul Sofia case.
Through the utilisation of social media and vigils, this sensitive case and topic

moved a whole island to stand up together as one and address an issue that was
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affecting all of society. Ultimately, nurturing platforms for youth expression
cultivates a more inclusive and resilient society, where diverse perspectives are

valued and collective voices drive positive change.

The Results

Our podcast delved into the issues of self-expression and uncovered several ways
in which one can express themselves safely and also the importance of making
oneself seen and heard. This podcast interviewed two professionals, Giulia Magri a
journalist for The Times of Malta and Emma Portelli Bonnici, founder of PBC legal
and Ghajjejt u Xbajt. Together, we delved into the importance of making yourself
seen and heard, as well as learning, being present and showing up, be it an art

exhibition, vigil or protest.

As Emma Portelli Bonnici stated in the podcast:

‘Best way is to know your rights and know your limitations and understand
how you can go about expressing yourself. Making yourself understood
without hurting others. Start from understanding yourself and what you are
trying to express and then have at it. Get involved. Involvement is also

power.
We advocate for policy makers to introduce civic education and prioritise this in

school from a young age and to have it delivered in a way that would encourage

students to learn and participate in society.
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YOUTH & WORKPLACE ACCEPTANCE

Introducing youths to the work environment, both while still studying and after
graduation, boosts their confidence and gives them financial independence. Young
people may find work satisfactory as it enhances their productivity and
contributes to their overall well-being. However, over the years a recurring pattern
has been noticed as youths often feel rejected by the workplace environment. This
should be considered at a higher level and regulated thoroughly. Research shows
that “perceived overqualification, sex, nationality and career goals are significant
predictors for applicants’ acceptance, whereas personality characteristics were not

significant” (Sidiropoulou, 2015).
Recommendations

The podcast involved discussion with Kendrick Bondin, General Workers' Union
Secretary, Ylenia Vella, Jobsplus Profession Unit Manager, and Mary Grace Cassar,
Department For Industrial and Employment Relations (DIER) Manager. They
confirmed that it is in fact important for young people to have exposure to the
workplace from a younger age, even at school. Professionals have noticed that
youths are often treated illegally without being aware of it, and most are unaware
of the overtime rate of 1.5 per hour. As a solution to this, the professionals
suggested raising awareness among young people while also implementing legal
actions against employers who do not follow the legal procedure concerning

remuneration.

Moreover, it was observed that young people require more preparation to have a
smoother transition from education to the workplace. This could be rectified by
implementing initiatives on workers’ rights in educational institutions. The people
interviewed suggested that there should be a bridge between the world of

schooling and the world of work.
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A significant observation was made when the professionals said that the
manufacturing sector is in need of more policies aiming at improving workplace
acceptance. To combat that problem, they suggest that it should be made easier
for youths to expand their skills and experience within the manufacturing sector.
Young people often reject this sector because they overestimate their
qualifications and are not willing to build up to a career as they expect to reach

high positions and extraordinary salaries as soon as they finish school.

They also suggested that the employers should be more family friendly for those
with children and offer the same treatment to male workers as well as the female
workers as the society is becoming more equal and both the mother and the
father of the children are equally involved in their lives and no difference should

be made between them.
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DISCUSSION

Sexuality & Sexual Health

Independent MEP candidate James Ryder noted that while discussing sexuality at a
political level is important, it must also be discussed at a social level by including
both teachers and parents in the conversation. He targeted the lack of education
on the subject, making reference to alarming STI and teenage pregnancy statistics
in Malta. He argued that the youth face a system that is unwilling to help them
when they find themselves battling such sexual health issues. This is an injustice
since it was that same system that denied them the information they needed to

prevent them from experiencing those issues.

Researcher Kyle Matthew Attard agreed with the value of discussing sexuality at a
social level but argued that Malta needs a top-to-bottom approach as most people
are too partisan to think critically and make decisions for themselves. Therefore,
politicians must be the ones to push forward the importance of having discussions
about sexuality and overall psycho-sexual health, rather than pushing the
responsibility on parents and teachers. He added that such discussions need to be
had at all levels, especially with healthcare providers as some still do not know

how to approach patient’s concerns on the topic.

Independent MEP candidate Arnold Cassola also vouched Ryder's call for better
sex education and promoting contravention before conception. He vouched for a
clinic or medical consultancy in every electoral district to support youths, as well
as adults. Attard echoed Cassola’s proposal, saying that there should be
community centres where people would feel more welcome and at ease but noted
that this has to be acknowledged and implemented by those in power. Cassola

noted that people have the power to pressure the ones at the top into action.
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Matthias lannis Portelli, Volt MEP candidate, asked whether social media has a role
to play in promoting acceptance and understanding of diverse gender identities

and sexual orientations.

While acknowledging the important role that social media plays in such matters,
Attard explained that these platforms are rampant with performative material
wherein people talk about these topics only because they are being paid to do so
or think that it is the trendy thing to do. Such content lacks reliability and media
platforms need to put more effort into talking genuinely about these topics which
requires proper understanding of not just how society views the media but also

how it consumes it.

Spaces for Self-Expression

A foreign attendee asked if Malta has any spaces where one can go to practise
their expression outside of their home. Researcher Patricia Ana Maria Barbu
explained that while there are some spaces available, entry is based on the groups
one navigates such as being involved in a student organisation, so, there is a need

for spaces which can be used freely.

Researcher Sofiya Chuzhda, a student in tertiary education, pointed out that there
are a lot of unused spaces in schools, such as empty classrooms or sports courts,
which could be rented out to students for free after school. A lecturer among the
attendees also noted that lecturers and administrators are not informed about the
opportunities and spaces available for their students. Such information would
behelpful so that they could offer guidance to students who are looking for these

spaces.

25



*

*
*
*

COMFERENCE - MY VOICE TO EUROPE -

**

THEME: SUSTAINABLE PLANET
Softya Chuzhda & Ula Paberzyté

26



CONFERENCE MY VOICE TO FUROPE -

YOUTH & SUSTAINABILITY

Currently, one of the more prevalent environmental problems in Malta is the
excessive construction of new buildings. As Nature Trust Site Manager James
Gabaretta points out, in Malta's case, what we call over construction is actually
construction for overpopulation, which is a key consideration when discussing this
topic. Over construction not only demands large amounts of materials and water,
but also generates enormous amounts of waste. Additionally, constant
construction produces a lot of disturbances which are detrimental to the general
quality of life. This continues to happen despite the fact that 27.5% of all
properties in Malta are secondary, seasonally used or vacant dwellings (Carabott,
2023). It is hard to estimate exactly how many of those are vacant, but it is evident
that many of them are. Nevertheless, it is important to recognise that construction

is one of the main driver’s of Malta’s economy (European Commission, 2023).

Another major issue is the lack of green spaces which are crucial for people’s
mental and physical health. Although in most cases natural green spaces already
exist and play a crucial role in supporting the environment - according to marine
biologist Yacopo Baldacchino, plants filter water when it runs through valleys -
they are often not protected, leading to their degradation, or are only paper parks.
The same is true for marine protected areas as in his research Baldacchino found
that there is not much difference between the biodiversity in the 35% of protected
marine areas and those that are not protected. He also states that monitoring of
species usually happens during one season only, meaning that the data collected
may be inaccurate and therefore, action is taken incorrectly. Not only that,
according to Gabaretta, alien species, such as cats, also cause significant damage

to the Maltese ecosystem and diminish biodiversity.

Finally, Gabaretta holds that there are too many bureaucratic, time-consuming

processes for action to come about - you can either have a lot of fast progress
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through an NGO but no significant impact, or go through a governmental entity
and have slow progress and have a significant impact. As a result, many lose the

enthusiasm necessary to bring about change, and change rarely happens.

Recommendations

Firstly, in accordance with Gabaretta’s belief that over construction is caused by
overpopulation, the government should evaluate how many more people Malta is
able to support, both economically and in terms of resources. Furthermore, higher

fines need to be introduced on buildings that are kept vacant.

It is important to note that building artificial green spaces and interfering with
natural green spaces can cause more harm than good. Therefore, working silently
to preserve natural green spaces should be prioritised over flashy campaigns of
newly developed artificial green spaces. In the case of beaches, preserving them is

also essential for maintaining Malta’s tourism-based economy.

To combat the aforementioned time-consuming bureaucratic processes, there
should be more coordination between ministries, NGOs and other stakeholders to
not do the same work twice, and priority should be given to actually implementing
policies over discussing them. Additionally, stakeholders need to present a more
united front and work together, instead of everyone following their individual
agendas. Finally, Malta needs to update its strategic and local development plants,
as the former has expired by 9 years and the latter by 15, according to Gabaretta.
These should include strategic, timely targets so that progress can be tracked and
evaluate whether goals are being met. To meet these targets, Malta needs to
collaborate not only with other EU countries but also non-EU countries in the
Mediterranean region. Moreover, systems need to be changed so that
sustainability targets are met despite which is the ruling party at the moment and
more power needs to be given to local councils so that they are equipped to solve

their own challenges.
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YOUTH & SUSTAINABLE TRANSPORT

The main thing preventing people from using active or more sustainable modes of
transportation is the car-centric mentality that currently presides in Malta, with
84% of journeys in Malta being made using a private car (Data Access Europe B.V.,
n.d.). Despite Malta being so small and 47% of journeys being intrazonal (Data
Access Europe BV., n.d., ibid), due to most people using cars and getting stuck in
traffic, most believe that the distances in Malta are large and therefore walking or
cycling is not an option. Not only that, there is often no infrastructure to facilitate
walking as sidewalks and bike lanes are too narrow or simply do not exist (Calleja,
2020, p. xx). Furthermore, drivers often disrespect these rare segregations,
preventing walkers and cyclists from feeling safe. There is also no presumed
liability law in Malta (Debono, 2015), meaning that walkers and cyclists are capable
of causing equal damage in traffic accidents to that of cars in the eyes of the law
(Debono, 2015, ibid).

Moreover, walkers and cyclists are not the only ones that are affected by this
car-centric mentality as buses are often stuck in private car traffic, making them
inefficient and unreliable. This issue can also be attributed to the fact that bus
routes are made by those who do not use the bus themselves. Consequently, more
people opt to use a car to ensure they get from point A to point B in a timely and

efficient manner (Data Access Europe B.V,, n.d., ibid).

Recommendations

When implemented properly, active transport offers a wide array of benefits. For
one, it is proven that zones which are pedestrianised experience increased
economic activity (Yoshimura et al., 2022). Furthermore, active modes of transport
such as cycling and walking, pose a variety of health benefits which could

potentially help battle Malta’s high obesity rate (Cuschieri et al., 2016).
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Additionally, these modes of transport, as well as other sustainable transport such
as buses, do not emit, or emit less, greenhouse gas emissions (Hallisey, 2022) -
something which Malta needs to consider in order to improve air quality as part of

Malta’s EU Green Deal (European Commission, n.d.).

To reap the benefits of sustainable transport, however, major changes need to be
implemented. For one, according to scientist and Rota President Mark Trapani,
there needs to be a redistribution of space, which can be achieved by making car
lanes slightly narrower to include space for proper cycling lanes, wider sidewalks
and bus stops. Furthermore, parking spaces need to be removed to make parking
less comfortable and thus push people to use alternative modes of transport.
However, it is important to mention that this step should only be implemented
when there are alternative transport systems in place already. Moreover, recently a
€3 million, 450-space parking lot in Birzebbuga (making the average price per
parking space nearly 7,000 euro) was constructed (Projects Plus Ltd., n.d.) and we
hope to see such investment in cycling and walking and infrastructure in the
future. In addition, the legal speed rate in residential areas could be reduced to
allow bicycles and cars to share the road and, in turn, make both cyclists and

pedestrians feel safer.

Government grants have been very effective in prompting people to use
alternative modes of transport. Nonetheless, according to Green Travel Plan
Coordinator Raphael Mizzi, this system could be improved as many of those
making use of these grants are university students who do not have much money
and could benefit from grants being given upfront rather than afterwards.
Additionally, we strongly suggest that the government invests in deploying more
buses on the road to increase the efficiency of the bus or, if it is unable to do so at

the current moment, reinstating the bus fee to half the previous price.
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According to both experts, Malta would benefit from educational campaigns for
active transport, such as bicycle lessons, like the ones already taking place in the
University of Malta. Moreover, they both emphasise the importance of having
those who actually cycle, walk or take the bus present in the spaces where
decisions regarding these modes of transport are made. Similarly, there needs to
be increased communication between governmental entities, local councils and
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to heighten community engagement and

fulfil community needs.
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YOUTH & OVERCONSUMPTION

Europe's current linear economy is one which prioritises consumerism and profit
with businesses everywhere advertising overconsumption and endorsing
throw-away culture that will soon lead to the exhaustion of the earth’s finite
resources. Social media is also glorifying overconsumption, with influencers
enforcing the idea that a sign of prosperity is buying more rather than buying less
and choosing mass production over sustainable production. This leaves
consumers with no proper knowledge on how to make an informed decision and
deprives them from having a choice due to being unable to afford sustainable

options or simply not having access to them.

Recommendations

We strongly emphasise that the European Union (EU) starts to make big shifts
towards a circular economy model rather than a linear one. In a circular economy
all that we take from the earth will be put back into it, hence we will be reusing
resources rather than using them up. We will also have to produce products more
mindfully since they would have to be kept in circulation through processes like
maintenance, reuse, refurbishment, remanufacture, recycling and composting,

leading to slower and sustainable production.

The capitalisation of sustainability has led to misleading marketing strategies
called ‘green-washing’, a term | am sure you have heard of before. In the EU alone,
companies spend over €100 billion yearly on marketing which often includes
green-washing techniques such as the usage of the colour green, the usage of
brown paper packaging or words like ‘biodegradable’ and ‘sustainable’. Although
regulations towards green-washing marketing techniques have been implemented
on an EU level, they do not offer the specifics of how much energy or resources

were used to produce the product. The measure we would like to propose involves

34



CONFERENCE MY VOICE TO FUROPE -

enacting legislation that would require businesses to provide information, on
product packaging itself, regarding the environmental impact associated with its
production. Specifically, this would entail disclosing the amount of carbon dioxide
(CO,) emissions and water consumption attributed to the manufacturing process.
This would greatly increase transparency and will empower the consumer to make

an informed decision on what they are buying.

Through our research, we have identified that individuals with substantial
resources can readily acquire luxury items such as yachts, private jets and multiple
houses without any imposed constraints. This unrestricted consumption by the
wealthy raises concerns about overconsumption and its environmental impact. As
we look ahead, we strongly advocate for the EU to engage in discussions regarding
this issue and explore potential legislative solutions to promote more sustainable

consumption practices.

As it stands, most of the products in Malta are imported, which is understandable
considering that Malta is an island nation with limited space and resources.
Nonetheless, both the government and public should endorse local businesses
whenever possible. For one, the government could provide subsidies or VAT
exemptions for businesses that manufacture locally, so that they would be better
able to compete with international corporations that usually utilise unethical

labour in LDCs and manufacture from low quality materials.
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DISCUSSION

Transport

Volt MEP candidate Matthias lannis Portelli opened the discussion with the topic
of cycling and questioned if it should be introduced during the early years. While
agreeing to this motion, researcher Sofiya Chuzhda cautioned that Malta’s
infrastructure needs to be tackled first as it is not safe for children to use bikes on

the street as things stand.

Environment & Economy

Independent MEP candidate Arnold Cassola talked about the opposing forces of
talk and action with regards to Malta’s Blue Economy goals, addressing the
increasing amount of tuna pens in Malta's waters when they were supposed to be
reduced due to the negative impacts their waste has on marine life. Researcher
Ula Paberzyteé called for more frequent studies of protected areas since the current
yearly reports provide inaccurate results. Additionally, more protected areas
should be instated as safeguarding Malta’s existing natural areas should be

prioritised over building new artificial ones.

Paberzyté picked on the permeating practice of favouring businessmen, who only
want to expand their capital and their pockets, over the local community who want
to enjoy what their island has to offer. She emphasised that these are the
repercussions of a linear economy and encouraged the EU to prioritise the citizens

and their needs over luxuries, comforts and money.

An attendee who practises a sustainable lifestyle opened up about how tiring it is
to keep up such a way of life since businesses do not share enough information
about their operations. Policymakers should address this from a legal standpoint

and pressure large-scale businesses into making their operations sustainable; for
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example, by making it compulsory for such businesses to employ a professional

dedicated towards this cause.

This opened a discussion on supporting local products over imported goods as the
latter tend to be cheaper in price but higher in overall environmental cost. There
was a general acknowledgement that it is a difficult task to rearrange the current
business framework as it requires lifestyle and cultural changes, not just surface
level changes. However, Paberzyté noted that, while being sustainable is not
convenient, people should be willing to make some sacrifices to counteract the
damage that has already been done until sustainable practices become
convenient. She added that this does not depend on consumers alone as

businesses need to be held accountable.

Who's Listening?

One attendee pointed out that the people in power, who can actualise the changes
being discussed, need to make an effort to listen to what is being said, using this
conference as an example since only a few MEP candidates attended the
presentations. Chuzhda explained that there is disconnect between what those in
power say and what they do because, while they continuously encourage the youth
to use their voice, they are unwilling to listen or answer to their calls for action.
She added that people in power should also shift their mentality from doing
things just to silence complaints, to one where they base action on a real

understanding of what the people and the environment needs.
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YOUTH & UNLEASHING CREATIVITY

According to Runco and Jaeger (2012), the definition of creativity is “bipartite”
requiring “both originality and effectiveness” (p. 92). Originality refers to the
“unusual, novel, or unique” whilst effectiveness refers to “usefulness, fit, or
appropriateness” (Runco & Jaeger, 2012, p. 92). It involves also the “proactive
devising, formulating, or framing of problems themselves” and is “ubiquitous”:

”n u

found in “everyday cleverness, especially amongst” youth, “education”, “the arts
and sciences”, “business”, “social interaction” and “public policy” and more (Moran,
2010, p.74). Within research, the talk of creativity fluctuates with an increase in
recent times, yet despite “this creativity-related discourse and activities ...
surprisingly little attention has been paid to the question of why. Why value
creativity?” and what role does it play within society, especially for growing youths

(Moran, 2010, p. 75).

The Value of Creativity

Shifting the focus towards purpose and value can garner revealing results as
“people tend to exhibit ambivalence about creativity”, often mentioning that “they
would like the opportunity to be more creative on the job or in leisure” (Moran,
2010, p. 76). However, “studies of creativity and values” has revealed that
“American adults” including educators “do not value creativity very highly” (Moran,
2010, p. 76). Ananda Coomaraswamy remarked that “an artist is not a special kind
of person but rather that every person is a special kind of artist” (Malchiodi, 2002,
p. 37) as it is believed that all human beings are “inherently creative beings” (Kuar,
2023). As “a result of life experiences and a set of beliefs”, people are often
influenced and blocked from “tapping [their] creative source”, causing them to
diminish their own creativity (Malchiodi, 2002, p. 38). These include stereotypes

like a connection to deviance or eccentricity, as well as a sense of independence
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and going against the grain of norms that can be challenging and

anxiety-provoking in light of set protocols (Moran, 2010).

Unleashing Creativity for Youths

The podcast delved into these topics, highlighting the importance of embedding
creativity within the educational system and to eliminate set protocols, stepping
away from grading and extracurricular activities, and bringing the activities to the
lesson; a permission to be creative. However, it was acknowledged that going
against a system is difficult without meeting the right mentors who believe the
same and the possibility of this actually occurring. It is through this inspiration
and other creatives leading by example that sustainably feeds a new pattern of

embracing expression and unconventionality rather than stigmatising it.

Recommendations

We advocate policymakers to prioritise this change within the very structures of
the systems in place, encouraging play at any age and freedom of expression to
nourish the innate creativity even in a fast-paced lifestyle. Additionally, promotion
of the possibilities available is needed such as through further education and the
eventual workforce. An open call for collaboration and community building is
encouraged as the sharing of ideas and experiences and asking for help from

professionals aids to foster a better understanding and process.
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YOUTH & MENTAL HEALTH

The idea of mental health has been a progressive topic that has evolved from its taboo
origins. It has been receiving more light and clarity in recent years than ever before.

However, | believe it still has a long way to go before being fully realised and prioritised.

As a general definition, the World Health Organisation (2022) defines mental health as
one of the main components contributing to our general wellbeing. It refers to our state
of psychological and emotional wellbeing mainly when facing the challenges of life and
the mental resources we provide when contributing to society. In this research, the

boundaries of mental health will be restricted to the circumstances of youth.

There are many definitions when it comes to the term ‘youth’. However, | will be using
the term as it is described in the book Youth by Jill Jones (2009), which states that youth

reside in the period between childhood and adulthood.

In the My Voice 2 Europe Project a podcast was done to gain more insight into the lives

of youth with relevance to mental health.

Youth, Mental Health, Academic Achievement and Social Media

In 2022, 800 young persons between the ages of 5 and 16 from 39 schools across Malta
participated in a screening test as part of a study. The results showed that 25.2% out of
those 800 participants were at risk of experiencing mental health difficulties (Sacco,
Camilleri & Newbury-Birch, 2022).

Unfortunately, life has become increasingly hectic and difficult to manage. As the cost of
living rises, so do the demands, causing more stress in our everyday lives. Youth,
especially those who are progressing through their academic courses are facing higher
academic demands and more pressures from society to succeed. The Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) conducted a survey in 2017 among

540,000 young students across 72 countries. The results show that over 50% of students

43



CONFERENCE MY VOICE TO FUROPE -

were feeling stressed and anxious about their examinations even when being fully
prepared. On the other hand, less than 40% of students were experiencing higher levels
of stress when studying with females having this experience more than males (Pascoe,
Hetrick, & Parker, 2020).

Social media is another factor that places a strain on the wellbeing of youth. In an
Australian study, adolescents from more than 30 schools in Australia were surveyed. The
concluding result showed that invested use of social media was associated with lower
self-esteem and a higher disposition towards experiencing depressed moods (Blomfield
& Barber, 2014).

Recommendations

The podcast mentioned earlier featured the Commissioner for Mental Health, Dr Dennis
Baldacchino and Deborah Francalanza, a forensic psychology practitioner. Our
discussion addressed relevant challenges that young persons face such as high
academic expectations, high demands in society and social media influences which
seem to rob youth from having enough time to nourish healthy connections and
relationships. With the challenges they face, the growing need arises for parents and
educators to teach youth skills related to life management, being with their emotions
more and facilitating nourishing connections; essentially learning that mental health is
a vital part of human life. Both Dr Baldacchino and Francalanza suggested integrating
more community-related activities and opportunities among the general public to help

us become better friends, neighbours, parents and ultimately human beings.
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RADIANT MINDS, RESILIENT BODIES: THE IMPACT OF
PHYSICAL ACTIVITY ON YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH

In recent years, there has been a growing recognition of the profound impact
physical activity can have on the mental health of youth. Research on the intricate
relationship between physical activity and mental well-being in children and
adolescents has since emerged and this was explored in our podcast with
performance, sport and exercise psychologist Dr Bernice Sant and health
psychologist and psychotherapist Sarah Zammit. Through this we confirmed the
significance of physical activity and its influence on the mental health of youth as

many shed light on this crucial relationship.

Research

Physical activity is considered as a protective factor against mental health
challenges such as depression and anxiety disorders, highlighting its importance
in promoting resilience and emotional stability among youth (Taylor, 2005). It also
leads to improvement in self-esteem, cognitive functioning and academic
achievement (Biddle & Asare, 2011).

The positive impact of physical activity on youth mental health was further
validated by clinical psychology researchers (Duncan & Clarke, 2009). Their
research elucidates how engagement in physical activity correlates with enhanced
self-esteem and mood regulation in children and adolescents. By emphasising the
therapeutic effects of exercise, the results published in the study advocate for
integrating physical activity interventions into mental health promotion efforts

aimed at youth populations.
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Multiple studies underline the consistent association between physical activity
and improved mental health outcomes in youth (Jacka et al., 2010). An examination
of the relationship between physical activity and mental health in adolescents
suggests bidirectional influences, wherein increased physical activity not only
fosters better mental health but also vice versa, further confirming the consistent
association between physical activity and enhanced mental health outcomes in
youth (Biddle & Mutrie, 2008).

Finally, longitudinal evidence further substantiating the enduring impact of
physical activity on mental health outcomes in adolescents reinforces the notion
that engagement in physical activity during adolescence can result in long-term
mental health benefits, highlighting the significance of early intervention

strategies.

Recommendations

The discussion we had during this podcast went into different aspects of how
physical activity affects the body holistically, while noting important aspects of
mental health. Zammit mentioned how it is an effective treatment to reduce
anxiety and depression in individuals already diagnosed and not just as a
preventative factor. It also helps young people make social connections which was
something that was highly impaired during COVID-19 and its aftermath. It helps the
brain’s executive functioning, such as memory, attention and goal-directed
behaviours, which, in turn, contributes to their academic growth. Dr Sant delved
into the importance of promoting movement, not through a strict educational
setting but through different methods that make it fun. An example of this is that
the students move classes between lessons, which would not only promote body

movement but also helps with their attention.

We suggest that policymakers re-evaluate our education system and start to not

just include but also give more importance to moving our bodies, from incentives
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for people to do sport or any physical activities, to better education about mental

health, food and how they all relate to each other.

References

Biddle, S. )., & Asare, M. (2011). Physical activity and mental health in children and
adolescents: a review of reviews. British journal of sports medicine, 45(11),
886-895. https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2011-090185

Biddle, S. )., Ciaccioni, S., Thomas, G., & Vergeer, I. (2019). Physical activity and
mental health in children and adolescents: An updated review of reviews
and an analysis of causality. Psychology of sport and exercise, 42, 146-155.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2018.08.011

Duncan, M. J., Riazi, N. A., Faulkner, G., Gilchrist, J. D., Leatherdale, S. T., & Patte, K. A.
(2022). The association of physical activity, sleep, and screen time with
mental health in Canadian adolescents during the COVID-19 pandemic: A
longitudinal isotemporal substitution analysis. Mental Health and Physical
Activity, 23, 100473. https://doi.org/10.1016/].mhpa.2022.100473

Jacka, F. N., Pasco, J. A., Mykletun, A., Williams, L. J., Hodge, A. M., O'Reilly, S. L., ... &
Berk, M. (2010). Association of Western and traditional diets with depression
and anxiety in women. American journal of psychiatry, 167(3), 305-311.
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2009.09060881

Strohle, A. (2009). Physical activity, exercise, depression and anxiety disorders.
Journal of neural transmission, 116, 777-784.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00702-008-0092-x

48


https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2011-090185
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2018.08.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mhpa.2022.100473
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2009.09060881
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00702-008-0092-x

CONFERENCE MY VOICE TO FUROPE -

MALTA VS THE YOUTHS

In recent years, there have been a number of organisations taking interest in the
Maltese language, culture and patriotism. This raised a number of discussions
among a diverse pool of people on their different opinions regarding what it
means to be a Maltese citizen and why so many young people are choosing to
leave the island, as opposed to those who stay, and what they want their future to
look like here in Malta. We chose this topic for our podcast as we acknowledge the

importance of the Maltese identity and we want to encourage its promotion.

Research

Recent statistics have shown that a number of naturally Maltese-speaking
individuals prefer chatting in English and use the English language to
communicate at work more than Maltese. In addition, the same researchers also
found that 25% of Maltese people aged under ten years consider English to be
their first language. Although the Maltese language is not currently at risk of dying
out, statistics have shown that it is definitely close to digital extinction as only
6.5% type in Maltese online. Having said that, back in the early 2000s, a group of
European-leading language-technology experts concluded that the Maltese
language is at the highest risk of disappearing in the 21st century together with

Icelandic, Latvian, and Lithuanian.

Recommendations

These statistics together with other topics were discussed in our podcast with
translator Sephora Francalanza and James Aaron Ellulm, Floriana Local Council

Minority Leader and PN Communication Director, broadcaster and producer.
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Francalanza insisted that youths need more opportunities in Malta in order for
them to want to stay and not look into moving away from their mother country.
Ellul argued that youths need incentives to encourage them to involve themselves
in activities around the island. He also went into the political aspect, where he
shed light on how youths have lost confidence in their leaders and the main
reason is partisan politics. The promotion of young people joining politics should
include the idea of being the change we want to see in our country, rather than
seeing only political parties. Both speakers emphasised the importance of
listening to what young people have to say, and giving them the space to share
their ideas. This must be done in an inclusive way, wherein decision makers
understand what it means to be a young person in today’s day and age so that
they are able to fully comprehend the youth’s concerns. Ellul noted how safe we
really are in our country if we were to take our environment, traffic situation and
number of green spaces or recreational areas and link them and other challenges

to our mental health, which contributes greatly to the feeling of belonging.
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DISCUSSION

Mental Health

Independent MEP candidate James Ryder addressed the need for the Maltese to
learn how to perceive and process their emotions, especially anger. He explained
that there is a general tendency to meet anger with anger, rather than
understanding, and suggested that this emotion should be emphasised when
teaching children about emotions so that it is tackled from a young age.
Independent MEP candidate Arnold Cassola added that the causes of anger should
also be researched and mitigated. These include mundane, yet impactful,
quality-of-life issues that people encounter every day such as experiencing
extreme levels of noise and vibration pollution in the morning or having one’s

view at home blocked by grey buildings.

Researcher Lyon Vella suggested that such emotional understanding should be
implemented in schools as the current educational system is too focused on logic
and rationality. His colleague, Kayleigh Gauci, noted that the opportunity is already
there, referring to Personal and Social Development (PSD) classes, yet, it is not
given the importance that other compulsory subjects receive. Performance, sport
and exercise psychologist Bernice Sant, explained that there are efforts underway,
sharing her experience with creating a syllabus on emotional, financial and
wellbeing literacy aimed at teaching youths self-worth and living independently.
However, she added that the line of action is a two-way street as while those at
the top need to create more awareness and spaces for projects to flourish, those

at the bottom need to be the ones to take action.
YMCA Malta CEO and psychotherapist Anthony Camilleri said that one of the

factors he witnesses through his work is that youths are losing the meaning of

relationships and the meaning of families. He encouraged politicians to adapt to
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today's liquified society and focus on strengthening family bonds by showing them
how to process their emotions since the more technologically advanced society
becomes the more it loses these essential skills. Researcher Ula Paberzyté
complimented this idea, commenting on how social media pushes the narrative of
hyperindividualism, meaning that to be successful one needs to isolate
themselves, not trust anyone and hide their emotions. This is eating away at
people’s humanity as they turn their focus on material goals. Vella attributed this
to creative adjustment wherein individuals mould their expressions according to

their environment - in the case of youths, according to the adults in their lives.

Creativity, Art & Culture

Ryder commented on the insularity that surrounds the arts in Malta nowadays and
the negative effects this is having on building community. He recommended an
Artistic Erasmus wherein EU countries would collaborate with hotels and exchange
artists which would aid the latter in expanding their network while keeping costs
low since it is a charitable endeavour. Additionally, he suggested that the current
freedom of movement across EU countries should be expanded to digital freedom
of movement. He explained that Malta’s algorithm limits any published online
content to Malta’s borders which limits artists’ reach and their chances of building
community abroad. Digital freedom of movement would allow Maltese content to
be published from mainland Europe, like other EU countries, which would help

immensely with exposure.

While acknowledging the value in these ideas, Gauci noted that discussions about
creativity must not be limited only to anyone who can hold a pen or a paintbrush.
Creativity can manifest in out-of-the-box thinking which she believes should be
encouraged in our education system as the youth are no longer living in the same
culture that the current syllabus was written in. She added that more focus should
be put on Malta’s rich artistic culture which is larger than the size of our island

gives credit to.
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One attendee brought up the topic of tourism, calling it a double-edged sword
that helps the economy but damages people’s perspective of culture since it
prioritises profit over authentic appreciation of culture. Gauci attributed this to
the tendency of limiting creativity to how much one can create or generate from it

when, in reality, it is a much broader topic that deserves proper discussions.

The subject of Systems of Knowledge, a compulsory subject in tertiary education
in Malta that is often disregarded by students as an extra unit only needed to meet
the university entrance criteria, came into the discussion. It was argued that while
this subject has potential in theory as it encompasses sciences, politics, history,
environment, volunteering and arts, it is lectured rather than taught. Lectures are
delivered in a classroom when it is a topic that should incorporate on-field
sessions, such as visiting national sites or museums. Gauci circled this back to
infusing creativity into the education system in order to think of more nuanced

ways to help students show more interest in the topic.

The Maltese Language

Volt MEP candidate Matthias lannis Portelli questioned if the language gap
discussed in the podcast calls for more support initiatives from the government to
encourage the use of the Maltese language. Researcher Karin Cassar agreed that
such initiatives are important but more investment needs to be put towards how
these initiatives and people who make use of our native language are supported

and promoted.
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EVALUATION

The evaluation meeting at the end of the conference provided a space where the
youth could have an open discussion with MEP candidates about various topics
discussed during the conference and related issues. During the allocated time, two
main topics of discussion emerged, namely physical and mental health, and
sustainability. Present for the meeting were independent MEP candidate Arnold
Cassola, Volt MEP candidate Matthias lannis Portelli, Labour MEP candidate
Claudette Abela Baldacchino, as well as ADPD MEP candidates Sandra Gauci and

Mina Jack Tolu.

Physical & Mental Health

The first discussion tackled the relationship between physical and mental health
which researcher Karin Cassar covered in ‘Radiant Minds, Resilient Bodies: The
Impact of Physical Activity on Youth Mental Health’. Tolu shared their concern with
the fact that most people who grow up as girls in Malta are not given the
opportunity to explore their body or physical activity as children which limits their
understanding of their capabilities. They recalled various cases of women, who
would have never played a sport before, experiencing major breakthroughs in
their lives once they started training. Researcher Sofiya Chuzhda brought up the
issue of unused spaces in schools past school hours and encouraged MEPs to work
with the government to open these up to the public for free since, aside from
being good for mental health, such spaces encourage community-building.
Baldacchino suggested that employees, especially those working in the public
sector, should have subsidised gym memberships to encourage healthy physical
and mental health practices. She complimented the youth for having such
discussions about mental health as this goes hand-in-hand with quality of life,
something older generations tend to overlook due to prejudices they still hold

towards therapy or mental issues.
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Sustainability

The discussion on sustainability brought up concerns regarding Malta’s transport
infrastructure and the EU’s approach towards sustainable fashion. On the topic of
transport, Cassola expressed that Malta is prioritising a car-centric infrastructure
that encourages people to choose private cars over more sustainable options.
However, Baldacchino believes that the issue actually starts at home as children
must be taught from a young age to use public transport which she agreed is the

way forward - as is sustainable fashion.

Both Baldacchino and Gauci praised the youth for embracing second-hand shops
and setting an example for older generations who are conditioned by capitalist
and consumerist practices. Researcher Ula Paberzyté brought up France’s recent
decision to ban the publicity of fast fashion in order to endorse more sustainable
practices. Notably, sustainable fashion tends to be more expensive than fast
fashion due to its intensive production processes and high-quality products which
raises the question of accessibility with regards to lower income households.
Paberzyté asked the MEP candidates if they support this motion or if they feel that
it will single out a great percentage of the community. All the present MEP
candidates supported France’s decision, however, Portelli noted that there are still
many MEPs who are conservative about the topic. He called for an implementation
of education campaigns about fast fashion so that the public can make informed
decisions. On the issue of accessibility, Gauci said that lower income households
can always opt to buy second-hand instead. She explained that one must also
think about the people working in fast fashion manufacturing and the inhumane
conditions they are subjected to. Tolu supported Gauci's argument, noting that
standard checks for imported brands must be implemented across the EU to
ensure that it does not endorse companies that practise unethical production

processes.
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Researcher Kyle Matthew Attard asked them to also consider that people who are
marginalised by normative standards of expression or body shape tend to find
clothing that fits their needs through fast fashion outlets. He believes that all
fashion outlets must be challenged to accommodate the requirements of such
individuals before eliminating their only option. Paberzyté suggested that the
fashion manufacturing system should move from mass-production to on-demand
which will not only empower local skilled labourers, but also fix sizing issues while

greatly reducing CO, emissions.

The emphasis on low income households opened a conversation on the root of the
problem with Tolu arguing that it is all linked to the issue of accumulated wealth.
They explained that accumulated wealth is usually a result of tax evasion or
inheritance which is allowing the rich to keep mindlessly expanding their wealth
and capital. Therefore, accumulated wealth, including inheritance, should be
capped and heavily taxed to relieve pressure from lower income households. They
cautioned that, as things stand, lower income households unfortunately have no
choice but to buy from cheap businesses which are known to exploit workers from
outside the EU, like fast fashion manufacturers. It is a vicious cycle that must be

addressed.

Sofiya Chuzhda questioned if there should be a limit on the luxuries that can be
purchased by the wealthy to which Tolu said that work is already underway among
the Young European Greens to ban private jets. They explained that private jets are
the most polluting transport on the planet since they are generally abused from,
with owners using them even for short trips that can be covered by sustainable
transport. Cassola complimented this notion, saying that private jets should be
charged higher aviation tax but cautioned to not increase taxation on scheduled

flights as Malta since they play a crucial role in importing cargo.
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