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A Message from the Director General

Since its inception, the President’s Foundation for 
the Wellbeing of Society has sought to identify, 
nurture and promote wellbeing for all. As we 
continue to meet people from all walks of life 
we continue to learn where wellbeing exists and 
where it faces serious challenges. 

Our initial encounters with people experiencing 
domestic violence have come through other 
thematic areas like single parenthood. Nonetheless 
it soon became evident that domestic violence 
permeates many other facets of life. Those 
who experience it suffer deprivation from their 
autonomy, dignity and freedom, while facing 
serious threats to their health and safety.

As a Foundation, we felt the need to continue to address this reality and provide a 
space where stakeholders, experts, and survivors could come together and talk about 
responding to domestic violence. The Foundation wants to provide an opportunity 
where good practice could be shared, and recommendations drawn up. The ultimate 
objective is to present these recommendations to policy makers, and thus instill 
change that impacts positively on those most directly affected.

The roundtable discussion leading up to this booklet proved to be a resounding 
success. The participants, who included service providers, managers of shelters, 
policy makers, judiciary, civil society, social workers, and survivors, developed a 
comprehensive list of recommendations that is included in the latter part of this 
publication. 

The recommendations and discussions during the roundtable event shed light on a 
reality that continues to threaten the lives of many. The European Court of Human 
Rights has made it clear that there must be a zero tolerance approach to domestic 
violence. A number of its leading judgments highlight States’ responsibility in 
ensuring safety and dignity for all, free from domestic violence.

In conclusion, I wish to thank Her Excellency Ms Jane Lambert for collaborating with 
the Foundation on this and on other projects. As a Foundation we greatly appreciate 
the Australian High Commission’s support and we look forward to other initiatives. I 
would also like to thank Dr Flood for his input in the discussion, and for participating 
in other events led by the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society.

Dr Ruth Farrugia
Director General

President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society
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Reflection Note by the Discussion Chair

Since the setting up of the first specialised Social 
Work service in support of victims of domestic 
violence in Malta in 1993, much has been achieved. 
Yet, despite developments on many fronts in policy 
and service provision, much more urgently needs 
to be done. The closed round table discussion on 
tackling domestic violence in Malta, organised by the 
President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society in 
collaboration with the Australian High Commissioner, 
highlighted the areas that urgently need to be tackled.  

The cross-sectoral group of 35 experts, practitioners and two survivors had much to 
say about what is needed to forge ahead in a co-ordinated manner, to ensure a holistic 
response to violence against women. The underlying collective frustration, with systems 
that take too long to change, was evident. What was also evident and heartening was 
the fact that both the content of the discussion, as well as the concluding remarks and 
recommendations, corresponded with the key articles of the Istanbul Convention, namely:

• putting in place the necessary legislative and other measures to promote and protect 
the right of persons to live free from violence, including in the private sphere. (Chapter 
I, Article 4, Para1)

• adopting and implementing State-wide effective, comprehensive and co-ordinated 
policies encompassing all relevant measures to prevent and combat all forms of 
violence and to offer a holistic response to violence against women. (Chapter II, Article 
7, Para 1)

• placing the rights of victims of violence at the centre of all measures which should be 
implemented through effective co-operation among all relevant agencies, institutions 
and organisations. (Chapter II, Article 7, Para 2)

• ensuring the involvement of all relevant actors, including civil society organizations, in 
the implementation of measures. (Chapter II, Article 7, Para 3)

• recognising, encouraging and supporting the work of relevant non-governmental 
organisations and of civil society active in combating violence against women and 
establishing effective co-operation with these them. (Chapter II, Article 9)

The experience-based viewpoint of the participating survivors representing the SOAR 
Service of the St Jeanne Antide Foundation must be given the attention that it deserves.  
The SOAR women stressed that it is no longer acceptable for women to be faced with two 
unjust options - to either flee from their home and live in destitution or stay in and continue 
bearing the traumatic brunt of the perpetrator’s violence. They also emphasised that the 
rights of the child to be safe trumps the rights of a father to have child access and that 
Courts need to give sentences that reflect the crime's severity. Finally they also suggested 
the need for a one stop shop managed by an inter-disciplinary team of highly trained 
Police Officers and other practitioners – a recommendation with which practitioners all 
agree. The women survivors made an important plea which should guide us in our future 
plans. They suggested that a collective effort be made to give recognition to the strengths 
of survivors,  to move away from the typical victim-centred discourse, and to move towards 
perpetrator-centred discourses when discussing matters related to domestic violence.

The discussion made it amply clear that Malta needs to create a "relationship education 
programme" with strands for all age groups, and that the State needs to come in line 
with the provisions of the Istanbul Convention, including a resolve to establish effective 
cooperation with NGOs and civil society in general.

The report on the discussion on tackling domestic violence in Malta reflects the extensive 
experience of practitioners involved in the management of support services across all key 
sectors, advocacy, policy development, and education. Their impassioned voice needs to 
be given substance.

Ms. Nora Macelli
Chief Executive Officer 

St. Jeanne Antide Foundation 
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Opening Speech by Her Excellency, the President of Malta

Let me begin with a few words on World Health Day, which we commemorate today. It 
presents us with an opportunity to consider the importance of global health awareness, 
in all its dimensions. Today’s discussions have clear connections to issues of health, 
both mental and physical, both for the individual and their families, within society and 
the communities of which we all form a part.

It is therefore greatly reassuring to see so many of you respond to the invitation 
extended by my Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, in collaboration with 
the Australian High Commission in Malta, to attend this closed door discussion on 
responses to domestic violence.

This meeting affords us with a chance to come together to discuss domestic violence 
in Malta and Gozo. It is an opportunity for stakeholders, including service providers, to 
share their knowledge and experiences, and to recommit ourselves to mutual action 
for the continuing transformation of society.

Gender-based violence terrorises an entire nation. Addressing it is an issue of 
fundamental human rights, and presents us with an obligation to stand up and do all 
in our power to combat this terror — whether it takes place in our communities, in our 
media, in our schools, or in our homes.

Domestic violence itself includes any physical, sexual, emotional, economic, or 
psychological actions or threats of actions that negatively influence another person. It 
is embedded within large realties of gender-based violence, one of the most pervasive 
violations of human rights in the world. Such violence is one of the greatest threats 
to sustainable peace and wellbeing. However, it remains one of the least prosecuted 
crimes.

The World Health Organisation reports that, globally, 35 percent of women face 
physical and sexual violence in their lifetime, and the effects of such violence can 
remain with women and children for a lifetime. It can pass insidiously from one 
generation to the next, as children who have witnessed or been subjected to violence 
are at an increased risk of being trapped in destructive cycles themselves. 

Violence against women and children demands our strongest action. We must 
recognise that it is a manifestation of a radical disorientation in society, which gives 
rise to gender inequality and structural gender-based discrimination. It is the poisoned 
fruit of an inherently violent system of oppression, rooted in the enforcement of a 
gender binary that dictates the roles and realities of people of all genders, of adults 
and children, with particularly devastating repercussions for countless women and 
girls.

We must also acknowledge the causal connection between domestic violence enacted 
within the home, and school bullying, which takes place with systematic malignancy 
in our education system. Both are grounded in the coercive use of violence, whether 
psychological, emotional, or physical. Both are a cause of grave harm to victims, to 
perpetrators, and to society as a whole. School bullying and domestic violence are 
both acts of tremendous abuse that derail the attainment of human wellbeing.

Last year, at a conference facilitated by my Foundation to explore the impact of 
bullying on child wellbeing, these issues were highlighted. By entering into sustained 

consultation with children, we are now in a better place to understand the experiences 
of children in Malta and Gozo, their perception of violence, the effect it has on their 
relationships, and the need for stronger responses by education providers and other 
stakeholders.

One overwhelming impression that many of us took away from that conference is the 
worrying fatalism with which young people described their experiences of violence. 
We must ask ourselves — What is going wrong within society for these children and 
adolescents to feel so disempowered, to feel such a lack of agency, and so cut off 
from processes of empowerment? Why is a narrative of despair, of hopelessness, so 
disturbingly intertwined with their self-reflections on issues of violence? What can we 
do to help empower them to face this issue constructively?

An increased awareness of the issue of domestic violence, and its impact on all parties 
involved, presents us with an opportunity to explore these themes as an interconnected 
reality. School bullying and domestic violence are both acts of violence that have 
devastating, potentially life-threatening impact upon all of the parties involved, but 
especially children. 

As David Wolfe makes clear, in his 2015 research on “The Effects of Children’s Exposure 
to Domestic Violence,” school bullying and domestic violence have a significant impact 
on the psychological, emotional and academic development of the child. Therefore, let 
us be clear that our discussions of domestic violence have relevance across multiple 
spheres, and must be approached intersectionally, sensitive to the multiple identities 
and experiences of all.

And let us also recognise the one primary deformation at the heart of our struggles 
— those imbalances of power, and abuses of authority, that create relationships 
predicated on fear. Perpetrators misuse their power over victims to make them feel 
powerless and isolated, intimidated and fearful. 

School bullying often stems from situations in which the bully is exposed to interparental 
physical and psychological violence within the home. As our guest today may confirm, 
studies conducted last year by researchers from the Western Sydney University in 
Australia report that children who are exposed to domestic violence, or bullied by 
their parents, siblings, or members of their extended families, and have no recourse 
to any form of intervention, are at a heightened risk of long-term psychological harm. 
A child who normalises these experiences is at increased risk of acting them out in a 
schooling environment.

There are difficult questions that must be explored if we are to achieve a sustainable 
change. We must ask — How is the current system letting down victims, families, 
communities and even perpetrators by not taking effective actions towards the 
growing epidemic of bullying? How must we do more to address school bullying and 
domestic violence through appropriate mechanisms, both within and outside of the 
educational system? 

Children learn discrimination, racism, and violence from role models in their lives, 
including their parents. If parents model dangerous behaviours, it is not surprising to 
find them replicated outside the home, at school or elsewhere. When schools fail to 
deal properly with this same problem, it sends a troubling message to children.  
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We must disrupt these destructive cycles 
with timely and effective strategies of 
intervention. Our strategies must go beyond 
symptomatic manifestations, and seriously 
consider the link between bullying and 
domestic violence; the link between gender-
based violence and coercive understandings 
of gender identity; the link between our 
underlying discourses of what it means to 
be a gendered being and what it means 
to be a human being, invested with self-
determination, and in the fullness of our 
dignity.

We are all responsible for achieving the 
cultural change that has to take place in 
the Maltese Islands. This change is a main 
objective of the HeForShe Malta Campaign. 
When I was invited by the United Nations 
to become a champion for the global 
HeForShe Solidarity Movement, selected as 
the only woman out of ten heads of state, 
I recognised the importance of mobilising 
men and boys in the pursuit of gender 
equality. It is only by securing the active 
participation of all people that we can hope 
to promote a meaningful change. 

Allow me to also take this opportunity to 
acknowledge, with gratitude, the session 
held yesterday to tackle issues of masculinity 
and gender violence, delivered by Dr Flood 
for my HeForShe Champions, courtesy of 
the Australian High Commission. 

Ultimately, there can be no healing, no 
hope, and no wellbeing in an environment 
of coercion and fear. If we are to drive out 
fear, we must replace it with something 
stronger. We must replace it with our 
convictions for the peaceful transformation 
of our communities, the protection and 
empowerment of the vulnerable, and the 
realisation of wellbeing for every member of 
society.

Thank you.
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Executive Summary

The Australian High Commissioner for Malta, Her Excellency Ms. Jane Elspeth Lambert 
held a meeting with the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, where 
she proposed to hold a roundtable discussion on responding to domestic violence 
targeting service providers and related entities. The Foundation agreed to coordinate 
and host this roundtable discussion which was held on the 7th April 2016. This event was 
in line with the Foundation’s aims of enhancing the wellbeing of society by creating 
safe and respectful spaces for participation, inclusion and dialogue. 

The meeting was attended by thirty five stakeholders, service providers, and related 
entities who discussed responses to domestic violence in Malta. Through a roundtable 
discussion, various policy recommendations were made on how to address salient 
issues behind domestic violence. The proceedings of the roundtable discussion are 
drawn up in this report.

Dr Michael Flood, an Australian senior lecturer in Sociology and expert researcher 
in the fields of gender, sexuality, and interpersonal violence in Australian community 
and government sectors, was a key participant in the discussion. The discussion was 
chaired by Ms Nora Macelli, Chief Executive Officer of the St Jeanne Antide Foundation.

Throughout the discussion, seven themes (each with a set of recommendations) were 
developed for the consideration of the Maltese authorities and other stakeholders. 
These are summarised below: 

THEME 1: REPORTING AND REFERRALS 

The experts said that domestic violence continues to be unreported thus it is of 
utmost importance to determine why people are not reporting domestic violence 
cases.  This means that domestic violence victims need to be further empowered 
to come forward and ensure that domestic violence services address the victims’ 
needs.  Underreporting is also caused by lack of awareness of what constitutes 
abuse. Very often victims of domestic violence are fearful of the challenges they 
face in order to commence a new life. They are especially concerned about how to 
secure financial stability.  

 

Community based services, the setting up of a One Stop Shop with a multi-
disciplinary team, and an increase in services targeting perpetrators are 
recommended. This will protect service users from trauma caused by retelling 
their story and reporting to a multitude of different people involved in the case. 
In doing so domestic violence victims are more empowered to seek the necessary 
help to redress their situation. Another recommendation is the setting up of Social 
Enterprises that economically empower vulnerable individuals.

THEME 2: RESOURCES 

An expert asserted that a recurrent issue faced in the domestic violence field is lack 
of resources available to sustain the current services available. This is especially 

so in second stage shelters which help domestic violence victims’ transition into 
independent living. Should more victims of domestic violence come forward, the 
current resource availability will not be able to respond to the increase in demand. A 
well resourced National Domestic Violence Action Plan needs to be formalised and 
adopted by the State. Furthermore, it was asserted that the Court and the Police 
also need the adequate resources to conduct their work in relation to domestic 
violence. 

  

There is a need for a well-resourced Domestic Violence National Action Plan to be 
set. An active inter-ministerial committee which promotes collaboration between 
the concerned ministries is also recommended.  The commitment of additional 
stakeholders and policy makers is needed to ensure a sufficient amount of resources 
and that the established national policies are adhered to. Domestic violence services 
and shelters also need to be equipped with necessary human and financial resources. 

THEME 3: SAFEGUARDING CHILDREN EXPERIENCING AND WITNESSING 
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

All vulnerable children, especially those experiencing or witnessing domestic 
violence, need to be safeguarded. An expert asserted the importance of early 
intervention with such children and how this needs to start at school. An expert 
said that violence tends to minimize the role of the mother and sometimes children 
may feel anger and frustration towards the mother, whom they blame for causing 
upheaval and poverty when she pulls them out of a violent situation. 

Service providers need to distinguish between violence towards children and 
domestic violence against children. An expert also recommended that early 
intervention with children exposed to domestic violence needs to take place at 
school. A service which seeks to improve the relationship between the mother and 
the child is needed in addition to a summer programme for families that are victims 
of domestic violence.

THEME 4: TRAINING AND AWARENESS 

An expert said that most paediatricians are not trained to deal with children 
exposed to different types of abuse. A clear National Policy Act on the safeguarding 
of children, together with the appropriate resources for its implementation, is 
urgently needed.  Another representative suggested that a local online course for 
practitioners working with victims of domestic abuse should be developed. The 
stakeholders present said that violence results from ongoing issues of societal 
imbalance between men and women thus increased awareness about domestic 
violence abuse is pivotal in order to bring about societal change. A strengths-based 
approach emphasising the individual’s self-determination needs to be adopted, in 
order to empower victims of domestic violence. 

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 1

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 3

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 2
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Designing a National mandatory course for all professionals coming in contact 
with vulnerable children and adolescents, including paediatricians, would increase 
the likelihood of identifying cases of domestic violence amongst this age group. 
This needs to be coupled by a clear National Children’s Policy Act. In addition, 
practitioners working with victims of domestic violence should be able to access 
an online local course for additonal training.  Awareness of what constitutes abuse 
needs to be increased through nationwide education and campaigns. This needs 
to be coupled with an educational programme on the importance of how to sustain 
relationships. An expert recommended that more feminist groups advocating 
against domestic violence need to be established. All professionals need to adopt a 
strengths-based approach when working with victims of domestic violence in order 
to emphasise the victim’s strengths and self-determination.

THEME 5: THIRD COUNTRY NATIONALS WHO ARE VICTIMS OF DOMESTIC 
VIOLENCE  

Experts said that second stage domestic violence shelters are experiencing a 
great number of Third Country Nationals (TCNs) admissions. An expert working 
in administration said that very often their situation cannot ameliorate as they are 
held back by documentation issues. Some women do not enjoy equal rights. An 
expert said that TCNs very often are unable to proceed to independent living as 
these individuals lack work permits, which bar them from being gainfully employed.
Consequently they are unable them to be financially independent. This results in 
their institutionalisation in second stage domestic violence shelters. 

Government child care centres should be freely available to TCNs experiencing 
domestic violence. In addition a discussion with TCNs along with the Refugee 
Commission is needed to increase access to social services for TCNs to enable 
them to move into independent living.  

THEME 6: LAW AND THE COURTS 

An expert stated that domestic violence and the way in which the Police, Courts, 
and social workers respond to such cases is a State responsibility.  Another expert 
asserted that police guidelines in response to reports of domestic violence cases are 
currently not public, preventing a proper assessment of the services provided.

A participant said that the length of Court proceedings and the administration of 
justice are considered to be taking too long.  It was added that Court sentences 
were felt, by some, to be unjust, as they do not sufficiently punish the perpetrators 
thereby disempowering the victim. Experts also highlighted the need for a review of 
protection orders, particularly as these relate to perpetrators' status.  

While legislation is in place, its proper implementation (through a suitable resourced 
mechanism) was deemed to be lacking. It was also highlighted that monitoring 
and accountability of such implementation is important and the responsibility of 

the State. A paradigm shift, diverting attention is diverted towards the creation of 
adequate structures, is needed.
  
An expert said that the notion of Restorative Justice, the legal aid system, and the 
Protection Order were deemed to be inadequately used for the best benefit of 
victims and perpetrators.  A lack of experts willing to work with the judicial system 
was identified. The importance of how mediation process is held was highlighted. 

Mediators require training in Restorative Justice and in how to detect cases of 
abuse. Victims need to have easily accessible legal services prior and after going 
to Court. In addition Court cases need to be timely and efficient. The importance of 
safeguarding the wellbeing of children during access visits and of the evaluation of 
the child advocate role was highlighted. Police guidelines vis-à-vis domestic violence 
need to be published. The necessary resource for the proper implementation of 
the enacted legislations is required. The auditing and monitoring of services and 
structures which deal with domestic violence was also recommended. 

THEME 7: SOCIAL ASSISTANCE AND SOCIAL HOUSING 

Very often domestic violence victims require social assistance and social housing. A 
service provider said that at present, victims are made to wait six weeks for their first 
social assistance to be issued this limits their financial independence. Furthermore 
rent in Malta is very expensive and in most cases this is higher than the monthly 
social assistance received by victims. This only leaves the option of accessing social 
housing, which is lacking in availability. According to another expert, lack of housing 
causes the victims to return to the abusive relationship, in order not to become 
homeless. 

Social assistance cheques for domestic violence victims need to be made available 
as soon as the victim reports the abuse, as opposed to the current situation where 
victims are made to wait for six weeks before such cheques are issued. Social 
housing availability needs to be ensured. 

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 4

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 5

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 6

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 7
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REPORT

Report Introduction

An Introduction note was made by Dr. Ruth Farrugia, Director General of the 
President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society. Dr. Farrugia said that having 
various experts on the subject participating in the discussion provides an opportunity 
to explore how domestic violence affects each one of us at a communal and societal 
level. 

Ms. Macelli expressed her desire for the participating experts to take the opportunity 
to come up with concrete recommendations to improve services and policies in the 
domestic violence field. Furthermore, she highlighted the importance of exploring 
how the “system” is trivialising the domestic violence experience faced by victims.

Her Excellency the President of Malta delivered an opening speech, and participated 
in the opening discussion. Her Excellency Ms. Jane Elspeth Lambert, the Australian 
High Commissioner to Malta, then made a brief intervention and subsequently 
introduced Dr. Michael Flood.  

Dr. Michael Flood opened the roundtable discussion. He asserted that the President’s 
opening speech placed a focus on three important factors which should carry 
through the roundtable discussion: 

1. That systems and service response are very important in addressing domestic 
violence issues, and that the system needs to ensure the safety and wellbeing of 
victims of domestic violence; 

2. That it is important to address the cultural and structural causes of domestic 
violence, and we need to reflect and work on how to bring about social change;

3. That action needs to be integrated into policy and programming at both a 
national and international level. 

THEME 1: REPORTING AND REFERRALS 

The first intervention came from an expert who said that a recurrent issue 
encountered, both at a national and international level, is that domestic violence 
victims are not reporting the crime. It is therefore important to determine why 
people are not reporting domestic violence. According to statistics provided by this 
expert, whilefifty one percent of domestic violence victims do speak about domestic 
violence only seventeen percent report it to the Police. Furthermore, the expert said 
that these people need to be empowered to come forward and ensure that domestic 
violence services are truly answering the victims’ specific needs. 

Very often victims of domestic violence think that abuse is the norm, therefore 
underreporting often due to lack of knowledge about what abuse is and because 
individuals do not know otherwise. In some cases, relatives of victims discourages 
the reporting of abuse.  An expert said that victims of domestic violence are scared 
to face challenges that they are presented with in order to start a new life. Therefore, 
victims need to be economically empowered because one of their persisting fears 
is how they will manage to financially survive once they leave the abusive situation. 
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Another attendee said that underreporting occurs because victims, who have 
already reported abuse, felt bullied by the Police and the Courts, especially during 
mediation. An expert said that victims of domestic violence are disempowered from 
reporting abuse. 

A service provider stated that continuous efforts to engage in various discussions 
and research on how to receive more referrals requesting the assistance of domestic 
violence services, as well as for assistance for perpetrators, is being done. A 
participant said that due to the fact that Child Protection Services are within a specific 
agency’s remit, there is a resulting stigmatisation of the agency which discourages 
domestic violence victims to access existing services. In order to address this issue, 
establishing community based services is crucial.

The recommendations reflect the personal opinions of the expert/s who expressed 
them. They are not necessarily shared by others present, or the PFWS.  

• Community based services for domestic violence victims need to be established;
• There is a need for more services addressed to perpetrators;
• The setting up of Social Enterprises that economically empower vulnerable 

individuals is required.  According to the Social Enterprise Act, White Paper issued 
by the Ministry for the Economy Investment and Small Business in June 2015, 
a social enterprise “refers to new strategies, concepts, ideas and organizations 
that meet social needs of all kinds — from working conditions and education 
to community development and health — and that extend and strengthen civil 
society.” (Ministry for the Economy Investment and Small Business, 2015, p.6);

• The setting up of a One Stop Shop with a multi-disciplinary team is recommended. 
This will protect service users from trauma caused by retelling their story and 
reporting to a multitude of different people involved in the case. 

THEME 2: RESOURCES 

It was said that onerecurrent issue is a lack of resources available to sustain the 
domestic violence services that are currently available. A participant pointed out 
that if this issue is not dealt with, all service provision will collapse. Lack of resources 
is especially threatening to second stage shelters, which provide the necessary skills 
and support to victims of domestic violence during their transition to independent 
living.  In light of this it seems that, should more victims of domestic violence come 
forward, the current resource availability will not be able to respond to the increase 
in demand.

Another expert said that a National Action Plan needs to be formalised and adopted 
by the State. It is very important to have a systematic plan that is well resourced to 
enable change. The Court and the Police also need adequate resources to conduct 
their work efficiently and effectively. 

  

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 1
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The recommendations reflect the personal opinions of the expert/s who expressed 
them. They are not necessarily shared by others present, or the PFWS.

• A Domestic Violence National Action Plan, which is well resourced, must be set up;
• An inter-ministerial committee must be established and kept active, to strengthen 

collaboration between different ministries involved;  
• The commitment of additional stakeholders and policy makers is needed;
• Domestic violence services and shelters need to be equipped with the necessary 

human and financial resources.  

THEME 3: SAFEGUARDING CHILDREN EXPERIENCING AND WITNESSING DOMESTIC 
VIOLENCE 

All service providers must seek to safeguard all vulnerable children, especially those 
experiencing and witnessing domestic violence. It was reported that at present 
collaboration is being done with the Education Department so that early intervention 
with children exposed to domestic violence takes place in the school environment. 
Furthermore, very often victims of domestic violence access services in times of crisis. 
This means that children often do not have the right opportunity to hear their mothers’ 
side of the story.  

Due to the complexity of the situation, children fail to understand that it is difficult for 
the mother to change the children’s way of life. An expert present said that due to this, 
children become angry and frustrated towards the mother, particularly when the mother 
takes the child and herself away from the abusive situation, as this results in upheaval 
and most potential. The expert proceeded to say that violence tends to minimize the 
role of the mother as the violent partner makes her feel like a child, thereby making it 
difficult for her to assert her role as a parent. Once the mother is living independently, 
more services that help improve the relationship between the mother and her children 
are needed. 

NGOs representatives felt that a summer programme for families who are victims of 
domestic violence should be made available. This should include drama therapy, art 
therapy, play therapy and further assessment tools, in order to assess children and design 
a safe care plan accordingly. 

The recommendations reflect the personal opinions of the expert/s who expressed 
them. They are not necessarily shared by others present, or the PFWS.

• A clear distinction between violence towards children and domestic violence against 
children should be made;

• Early intervention with children exposed to domestic violence must place within 
schools;

• As violence tends to minimise the role of the mother, a service to improve the 
relationship between the mother and the child is needed;

• A summer programme for families that are victims of domestic violence must be 
established including various forms of therapy and assessment tools for children.

THEME 4: TRAINING AND AWARENESS 

Another expert said that most paediatricians are not trained to deal with children 
exposed to different types of abuse. This expert asserted that such a phenomenon is 
a ripple effect of what happens at a macro level. In addition, the State is not putting 
children, especially vulnerable ones, as its priority. A clear National Policy Act on the 
safeguarding of children together with the appropriate resources to implement it is 
urgently needed. 

An NGO representative suggested that an online course for practitioners working with 
victims of domestic violence should be developed and made available. Nonetheless, 
more awareness on domestic violence needs to be raised even among professionals. 
Continuous training needs to be provided to professional including lawyers. An expert 
asserted that violence against women results from ongoing issues of societal and 
cultural imbalances between men and women.  More awareness regarding domestic 
violence abuse needs to be raised in order to bring about societal change. This is 
especially needed among older generations. 

A domestic violence survivor highlighted the importance to stop referring to 
women who suffer domestic violence as victims, as this reinforces the victimisation.  
Labelling them as victims suggests that they are being stigmatised and that they are 
perceived as weak individuals. A strengths- based approach, that is, emphasising the 
individual’s self-determination and strengths, needs to be adopted when working 
with such individuals. 

The survivor also pointed out that victims of domestic violence often face a lot 
of emotional abuse. If intervention is not timely, it may have long term negative 
effects on the individual.  Furthermore, emotional and psychological abuse is very 
difficult to report, especially when physical abuse is not present.  The survivor added 
that education on self-respect commencing at an early age could prevent domestic 
violence cases. 

The recommendations reflect the personal opinions of the expert/s who expressed 
them. They are not necessarily shared by others present, or the PFWS.  

• Designing a national mandatory course for all professionals, coming in contact 
with vulnerable children and adolescents, including paediatricians, would increase 
the likelihood of identifying cases of domestic violence amongst this age group;

• A clear National Children’s Policy Act is highly needed;
• An online national course for practitioners working with victims of domestic 

violence should be available; 
• Ongoing nationwide education, awareness, and advocacy campaigns are needed, 

especially to make people aware of what constitutes abuse; 
• Feminist groups need to be established in order to advocate against domestic 

violence; 
• An educational programme on the importance of how to sustain healthy 

relationships should be instituted;
• A strengths-based approach with victims of domestic violence needs to be 

adopted, in order to emphasise the victim’s strengths and self-determination. 

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 2

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 3

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 4
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THEME 5: THIRD COUNTRY NATIONALS WHO ARE VICTIMS OF DOMESTIC 
VIOLENCE 

Representatives from domestic violence shelters spoke about a new phenomenon of 
having more foreign domestic violence victims rather than Maltese ones in shelters. 
An expert said that Third Country Nationals (TCNs) do want to empower themselves 
to ameliorate their situation, but they are held back by documentation issues. 
Obviously, this also has a detrimental effect on their children who do not want to 
live in shelters. The expert also said that unfortunately, women do not always the 
same access to equal rights as their male partners. 

Second stage shelters are facing the problem of having TCNs who are unable to 
proceed to independent living and who end up institutionalised in their shelter. The 
expert added that this situation is caused by the fact that these individuals lack work 
permits, which can bar them from being gainfully employed and consequently do 
not enabled them to be financially independent. It was stated that in addition they 
do not have access for social housing.

A practitioner said that that Government policy is detracting TCNs rights. It was 
added that as the situation stands, TCNs enjoy the right to reside in Malta but not to 
work, which means that they lack the appropriate financial resources for successful 
independent living. Also, very often TCNs are full time carers of their children 
as they are not eligible for free Governmental child care centres, which makes it 
more difficult for them to engage in employment. This vicious cycle results in their 
institutionalisation in domestic violence shelters. 

Another issue mentioned, and which had already emerged during a Foundation 
roundtable held with cross cultural couples, is that TCN women who are childless 
tend to not report abuse and chose to remain with their partners because they will 
be deported. 

The recommendations reflect the personal opinions of the expert/s who expressed 
them. They are not necessarily shared by others present, or the PFWS.  

• Government child care centres should be freely available to Third Country 
Nationals experiencing domestic violence;

• A discussion with Third Country Nationals along with the Refugee Commission 
is needed. 

THEME 6: LAW AND THE COURTS 

An expert was concerned about the conflation of women and children in domestic 
violence abuse, adding that adequately responding to domestic violence is a State 
responsibility. The way the Police, Courts, and social workers respond is clearly a 
structural responsibility of the State. A participant added that, due to the way that 
victims and perpetrators are defined by the Domestic Violence Act, there is no 
clear distinction between violence towards children and domestic violence against 
children.  The notions are linked but they are not the same. 

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 5
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Domestic violence victims are still living in fear.  An expert asserted that State service 
providers have a moral and legal obligation to conduct assessments on the victims. 
This expert added that the State is not adhering to its obligations. It is of utmost 
importance to audit and monitor services being given to service users.  An expert 
said that the Police also have guidelines with respect to domestic violence cases 
which are not public, thus preventing a proper assessment of whether domestic 
violence victims are receiving the right service. The expert added that in this respect, 
Police guidelines need to be public. 

It was said that the system is failing women who are victims of domestic violence. 
This is because if they decide to go to Court, proceedings and the administration of 
justice take too long, therefore justice is denied. A comprehensive solution needs to 
be identified. This may be achieved by having all stakeholders in this field coordinate 
and collaborate together.  

An expert said that the laws are present and in place but implementation of the 
legislation is failing.  It is important to not only sign laws and ammend legislations 
just to look good with the International Community. There is also a need for a proper 
mechanism by which these laws are implemented. The expert said that it is of utmost 
importance to consider dangers the current system is imposing on domestic violence 
victims. Implementation of the Law is a state responsibility and thus monitoring and 
accountability are of utmost importance. 

Another expert said that there are several models in policing that may be exercised to 
address domestic violence. The one exerted in Malta involves transfer of knowledge 
and excludes emotional intelligence. In addition, Malta has various laws enacted but 
there is a lack of the appropriate human resources required to set up the proper 
infrastructure that deals with issues of domestic violence. A paradigm shift, whereby 
attention is diverted towards the creation of the necessary structures and providing 
them with the necessary resources, is required. 

Some felt that judgements dispensed by the court are very unjust, as they do not 
punish perpetrators harshly enough. This discourages and disempowers the victim to 
proceed in Court. In separation proceedings children are being forced to participate 
in access visits, even though the perpetrator is also very abusive towards the child 
and more often than not perpetrators do not even turn up for their visits. An expert 
said that perpetrators do this so as to assert their control over the mother. This 
constitutes harmful psychological abuse to children who then feel unwanted and 
unloved. In various instances of domestic violence, the concerned victim is terrified 
to institute court proceedings. Another expert added that on occasions when victims 
do file a court case, perpetrators often defend themselves by stating that the victim 
lashed out at them, and as a consequence the former are released. Victims feel that 
sense of justice within the courts is lacking. 

An expert said that that the notion of restorative justice was lacking, and highlighted 
the importance of training mediators in restorative justice. Another member felt 
that it is also important to understand what led the perpetrator to behave in such 
a manner. An expert stated that an inter-ministerial committee had been set up in 
order to go through all the articles of the domestic violence convention and assess 
shortcomings in the Domestic Violence Act which need to be addressed.

According to a participant, in most cases victims of domestic violence require a Legal Aid 
offered by the State. This results in a huge problem where victims are underserved as very 
often the appointed lawyers do not have time to review the victims’ cases. This means that 
the legal aid system needs to be reviewed to ensure better access to justice for victims. 

An expert added that the Protection Order in the Domestic Violence Act should be used 
more often to ensure the safety and wellbeing of victims. The Istanbul Convention also 
speaks about this and an expert added that people need to be aware of the laws which are 
intended to protect them and the Istanbul Convention. More outreach work is required so 
as to raise awareness of domestic violence and the responses available. 

A participant said that the Judicial System especially the Family Court, faces two main 
problems; a lack of experts willing to work within these services and the fact that the Family 
Court system is not free of charge. Services by the Court system should be placed on the 
same footing as the health system. Furthermore, lawyers appointed during mediation 
should be empowering the most vulnerable party. When domestic violence victims manage 
to prove in court that a Protection Order should be issued, in most cases the perpetrator 
is removed from his residence. An expert added that the first session of the mediation 
process is crucial as the mediator should first and foremost assess whether the perpetrator 
considers the victim as his equal, as very often in cases of domestic violence no equality is 
present. 

The expert said that this could deeply impact the mediation as one side will hold more 
power than the other. Often, the victim will have less access to resources, a shattered self-
esteem, and will feel intimidated by the powerful perpetrator. If this is not picked up on and 
mediation continues, it will result in adverse effects on the victim. An expert highlighted the 
fact that most victims very often do not recognise the abuse and feel ashamed to mention 
all the details of the abuse suffered, a situation that, if not noticed by the mediator, would be 
detrimental to the victim. This expert proposed that a set of questions would be drafted in a 
professional manner so that they are used in mediation. Furthermore it was suggested that 
the Criminal and Family Courts should liaise together and flag cases of domestic violence. 

The recommendations reflect the personal opinions of the expert/s who expressed 
them. They are not necessarily shared by others present, or the PFWS.    

• Mediators should be trained in Restorative Justice;
• The use of questions to detect domestic violence abuse prior to and during mediation 

is needed;
• Victims need to be able to access legal services before and after going to Court;
• Court cases dealing with domestic violence need to be more timely and efficient; 
• It is very important to safeguard the wellbeing of children who have access visits 

with the non-custodial parent especially in cases of domestic violence; 
• Police guidelines vis-à-vis domestic violence must be published; 
• The necessary resources for the proper implementation of the enacted legislations 

must be provided;
• An evaluation of the role of the child advocate is needed so as to ensure children’s 

wellbeing;
• Auditing and monitoring of services and systematic structures dealing with domestic 

violence is needed.  

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THEME 6
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THEME 7: SOCIAL ASSISTANCE AND SOCIAL HOUSING 

A participant said that most domestic violence victims fall under the poverty line and 
very often require social assistance and social housing. Unfortunately, once victims 
leave an abusive situation they have to wait six weeks for their first social assistance 
cheque to be issued thus limiting their financial independence. Furthermore, rent 
in Malta is very expensive and in most cases this is higher than the monthly social 
assistance received by victims. 

This only leaves them with the only option of accessing social housing which is lacking 
in availability. The participant added that lack of housing, forces victims to resort 
back to the abusive relationship in order not to become homeless. Furthermore, 
while the Housing Department is at present offering a half way programme, only 
women infull time employment can apply to participate in it. 
 

The recommendations reflect the personal opinions of the expert/s who expressed 
them. They are not necessarily shared by others present, or the PFWS.    

• Social assistance cheques for domestic violence victims need to be issued 
immediately rather than in six weeks;

• Social housing availability must be ensured.  
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Experts Present

• Ms. Lorella Aguis – Coordinator of the Abusive Behaviour Service at Agenzija Appogg.
• Ms. Roberta Aguis – Service Manager at Agenzija Appogg. 
• Fr. Carmelo Aquilina - Suret il-Bniedem Foundation.
• Ms. Doris Bingely – Secretary General of the National Commission for Women. The commission 

works on prevention through empowerment, education and recognition. They also set up ‘Men 
Against Violence’ group. 

• Ms. Carmen Borg – Correctional Manager in the integration section at the Corradino Correctional 
Facility. 

• Dr. Kevin Borg – Paediatrician at the Children’s Outpatients, Mater Dei Hospital. 
• Ms. Bernadette Briffa –Dar Merhba Bik – social worker at the emergency shelter service.
• Mr. Kirsten Ciantar – Office assistant of Hon. Anthony Aguis Decelis.
• Ms. Elaine Compagno – St. Jeanne Antide Foundation –  Surviving Abuse and Resilience (SOAR)      

service coordinator and a survivor of domestic violence.
• Ms. Daniela Darmanin – Service Area Leader of the Domestic Violence Unit within Agenzija Appogg. 
• Mr. Anthony Debatistta – General Manager of Suret il-Bniedem.
• Ms. Judy Debono – Home Administrator of Dar Qalb ta’ Gesu.
• Mr. Alex Dimitrijevic – CEO, Men Against Violence. 
• Dr. Lara Dimitrijevic – Women’s Rights Foundation.
• Dr. Ruth Farrugia – Director General of the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society.
• Dr. Michael Flood - An Australian senior lecturer in Sociology and renowned researcher of 

established reputation in the fields of gender, sexuality and interpersonal violence in Australian 
community and government sectors.

• Ms. Mary Gaerty – President of the National Commission for Women.
• Ms. Susan Garcia Imbernon – Task Manager, Office of the Commissioner for Children. 
• Ms. Renee Laivera - a member of the Domestic Violence Commission, which provides policy 

recommendations and research on domestic violence. 
• Dr. Roberta Lepre – Director of Victim Support Malta which offers practical, psychological, emotional 

and legal support to various victims of crime. Most of their cases consist of domestic violence. They 
also implement various projects, one of which is the media campaign against bullying. 

• Ms. Nora Macelli – CEO of St. Jeanne Antide Foundation  - Chairperson of the Roundtable Discussion
• Ms. Maria Mangion – Residential Leader of Ghabex shelter. 
• Dr. Mariella Mangion – Consultant Paediatrician at Mater Dei hospital. Dr. Mangion works with 

children in alleged abuse cases.
• Hon. Mr. Justice Robert Mangion – Judge at the Family Courts.
• Ms. Charmaine Micallef – Mental Health Nurse and a domestic violence survivor.
• Ms. Josephine Muscat - Social worker at the Social Work Mater Dei Hospital team. Her social work 

interventions are mainly with vulnerable expecting mothers. 
• Dr. Mary Muscat – Lecturer at the Department of Criminology specifically lectures policing and a 

former child advocate. 
• Dr. Marceline Naudi - Head of the Department of Gender Studies at the University of Malta. She is 

a member of the Women Against Violence Europe (WAVE) Network's Board, and represents the 
Malta Confederation of Women's Organisations on the European Women's Lobby Observatory on 
Violence Against Women. 

• Ms. Josette Stensin – Dar Qalb ta’ Gesu’ - A second phase shelter which hosts twenty two families 
victims of domestic violence. They offer victims the appropriate skills and support to prepare them 
for independent living. 

• Ms. Krista Tabone -  Coordinator of the Sexual Assault and Response Team (SART).
• Dr. Anna Maria Vella – A senior doctor in the Substance Misuse Unit (Sedqa: National Agency 

for Dependencies). Dr. Vella specialises in caring for pregnant women with a substance misuse 
problem, and women who are sex workers. Together with Ms. Nora Macelli she manages the Irene 
Service which provides a range of support services to very vulnerable women involved in street 
prostitution.  



28


