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FOOD RIGHTS, PRIVILEGE AND SECURITY 
PERCEPTION VS. REALITY

Dr Ruth Farrugia 
Director-General, President’s 

Foundation for the Wellbeing of 
Society

Good morning 
Your Excellency Marie-Louise Coleiro Preca,
Your Excellencies, 
Distinguished guests and dear friends.

It’s so nice to see such a lovely group of people here 
interested in this topic. This is our third National 
Conference on Wellbeing. There’s so much happening in 
the world today, regarding climate change and regarding 
the food we eat. You can’t put the television on without 
listening to something along these lines. The latest item 
I heard was about flexitarian diets and going vegan, and 
that that’s the way to go if we want to feed the world and 
have a sustainable future for all by 2050. And of course, 
the climate change debate: 1.5 degrees, 2 degrees 
being the danger point; the Nobel prize being awarded 
to Nordhaus; it’s all happening. Obviously, we planned 
this conference a year ago. So we just happened to be 
foresighted enough to realise that this was going to be a 
topical issue. And in truth, when isn’t it? 

We’re blessed today to have some wonderful speakers, as 
you can see in the programme. Dr Matthew Camilleri from 
the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) is with us, and he will be keynoting this morning. 
We’re very, very pleased to have him here. Dr Vandana 
Shiva is a world-renowned environmental activist. She’ll 
be here with us keynoting this afternoon. We have Dr 
Joanna Drake from the European Commission, who’ll 
also join us this afternoon. But apart from those, there 
are some wonderful panellists who’ll be telling us about 
the local experience - looking at it from an activist point 
of view, from a producer point of view, from an academic 
or professional viewpoint, and all those together will, I 
hope, give you more insights regarding the topic itself, 
and where you can take it in the future. The workshops 
that are being held this afternoon are a really good space 
for you to share your own experiences and talk and learn. 
We’re going to be on Facebook live for people who can’t 
follow this, so if you have any friends who couldn’t come 
today, please spread the word. I want to thank Insite for 
blogging as usual. You’re always so generous with your 
time. Other than that, I hope you have a really lovely time 
here this morning. Verdala Palace is an amazing space 
to be to discuss this particular topic. So now, with great 
pleasure and without further ado, I have the pleasure of 
inviting Her Excellency Marie-Louise Coleiro Preca, the 
President of Malta, to make her opening address.

Welcome Note
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Good morning. Before I start my opening 
remarks, I would like us to observe a few 
moments of silence, as we recall the atrocious 
murder of journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia 

a year ago today. Such an occasion is a stark reminder 
that we have to continue to strive to safeguard freedom 
of thought and expression at all times. So please, let’s 
observe a few moments of silence.

[silence]

Thank you. 

Good morning again, your Excellencies, distinguished 
guests, and friends.

It is truly my pleasure to welcome you to this 3rd 
National Conference on Wellbeing, facilitated by the 
National Hub for Ethnobotanical Research, organised by 
the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, 
and being held on World Food Day. I am truly proud 
of my Foundation for putting wellbeing, in its diverse 
dimensions, on the national agenda, and also for bringing 
to light so many issues that, for many years, have been 
kept under the radar, and away from public discussion. 
Today’s presentations and activities will highlight food 
from an essential perspective. This conference will 
be discussing, primarily, access to healthy, clean, and 
sustainable food.

This important subject matter is intrinsically related to 
human rights, as access to healthy, clean, and sustainable 
food is also at the heart of Article 25.1 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, which states that everyone 
has the right to a standard of living which should be 
adequate for the health and wellbeing of each and every 
one of us and our families, including food. Therefore, this 
conference is being organised at a most appropriate 
time, when we are practically on the eve of the 70th 
Anniversary of the United Nations Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights.

To acknowledge and promote the important message 
that this conference aims to convey, we have included 
the contributions of various experts, who will explore the 
subject from diverse areas of specialisation. Let me then 
begin by thanking Dr Vandana Shiva, a prominent global 
activist, and Dr Matthew Camilleri, Head of the Fishing 
Operations and Technology Branch, from the Food and

Her Excellency 
Marie-Louise  Coleiro Preca,
President of Malta 

Opening Speech
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Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations, for 
their participation. Dr Shiva and Dr Camilleri will be 
contributing to make this conference a unique space 
to share good practices and strategies for the future. 
We truly appreciate their participation during this 
conference, as they will also be sharing their experiences 
and expertise together with our Maltese experts.

I would also like to commend the Conference Steering 
Committee for creating such an enriching programme, 
and in particular Dr Ruth Farrugia, Director-General 
of the President’s Foundation and her team, for their 
inspiring work. I augur that the outcomes we achieve 
through this conference will give an added momentum 
to our national debate about the importance of food 
rights, and encourage each and every one of us to keep 
the concept of health and wellbeing at the heart of all of 
our endeavours.

As we know, food justice is a complex issue, and the 
world of food is constantly changing - from innovations 
in agriculture, to discussions about public health. It 
is therefore the responsibility of all stakeholders to 
acknowledge the relationship between food and politics. 
The values of food justice must continue to remind us 
that healthy food is a basic human right. Everyone, 
regardless of their socio-economic status or background, 
should have access to healthy, clean and sustainable 
food. Ensuring that the values of food justice are 
accessible to all should be a long-standing commitment 
by the international community. Research shows us that 
people practicing the values of food justice, including 
responsible methods of growing and sharing food, and 
protecting access to healthy food for all people, will 
create stronger food systems - more self-reliant, within 
resilient communities, and in a healthier environment.

I believe that we must work together, as an international 
community, to nurture stronger food systems, and to 
ensure that nobody is excluded or left behind. In the 
words of Debra Eschmeyer, co-founder of FoodCorps, 
“the economic health of our countries is dependent upon 
the health of the next generation.” Access to healthy 
food is definitely key to the present and future prosperity 
of our countries. In this context, an exploratory study 
on access to clean, fair, and healthy food, conducted 
by the National Centre for Family Research and the 
National Observatory for Living with Dignity, within 
my Foundation, was launched earlier this year in Malta. 
Under the direction of both Professor Angela Abela 
and Professor Carmel Borg, this research has helped to 
highlight the need for greater awareness of the rights 
to access healthy food by all of our communities. The 

research revealed that there is an alarming gap between 
what food professionals promote as healthy and 
nutritious food, and the perceptions of the general public. 
The study also states that more work needs to be done 
to reconnect consumers with the farmers who produce 
their food, in order to create mutually beneficial socio-
economic relationships. The research describes healthy 
food as food which is produced locally, fresh, nutritious, 
affordable, and culturally-appropriate, with care for the 
wellbeing of the land, the workers, and the animals. 
The issue of the cost of healthy food to the consumer 
has also been highlighted by this research. If healthy 
food is expensive, or if vulnerable or precarious groups 
are restricted from accessing it, then this is proof that 
injustices and inequalities prevail within our societies.

Access to food is a basic benchmark, by which we can 
assess the overall wellbeing of individuals, and entire 
communities. A study conducted by Caritas Malta in 2016, 
entitled “A Minimum Essential Budget for a Decent Living”, 
reported that food constitutes the highest expenditure 
being incurred by families of 4 members in Malta and 
Gozo. It was found, through this same research, that for 
the food which such families consume to be considered 
healthy, they have to spend a high amount of money. 
Therefore, we must ensure, one way or the other, that 
families experiencing vulnerability or precarity will have 
access to healthy food, as this is their fundamental right.

As we all know, what we eat has a massive impact on 
the quality of our lives. We must take effective action, to 
ensure that nobody is excluded from access to healthy 
food. We must also address alarming indicators from 
Eurostat, which rate Malta as among the countries with 
the highest incidence of obesity in Europe. Another 
alarming indicator is the fact that almost half of the 
deaths in Malta are a result of cardiovascular diseases 
which are directly related to obesity and other related 
factors. The link between these worrying indicators, and 
the need for us to promote healthy lifestyles and access 
to healthy food, is clear. By ensuring that each and every 
family has the ability to make choices which are healthy, 
we will also be taking practical action to implement the 
United Nations’ Agenda 2030, in particular Sustainable 
Development Goal Number 2. SDG 2 commits the 
international community to take action to end hunger, 
to achieve food security, and to improve nutrition and 
promote sustainable agriculture. The implementation of 
SDG 2 is key to unlocking the future development and 
inclusive prosperity of our planet. 

Furthermore, I believe that our conversation about food 
rights must also address other examples of severe human 
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rights abuses and challenges, including poverty, climate 
change, and forced migration. Each one of these 
phenomena is intrinsically linked to food inequality. I 
also believe that at the heart of all of these issues are 
the relationships that exist between human beings. As 
research shows us, time and time again, our relationships 
with others are crucial for us to achieve physical, 
emotional, and mental wellbeing. For this reason, we 
must nurture our relationships with one another, even 
across the food chain. Our relationships must transcend 
borders, to support local food production. We must 
link with other communities, through collaborative 
networks of food distribution, particularly in cases where 
nations face risks to their food security. I believe that we 
must also consider the ways in which the international 
community can do more to protect our biodiversity, 
which is an essential factor to safeguard food security. 
Unfortunately, many people are losing touch with the 
seasonality of food, and with the people who work so 
hard to produce and make it available to us. Educating 
ourselves and our children about these realities is crucial, 
and I am confident that today’s conference will make a 

valuable contribution to the national debate, about the 
importance of education for sustainability, food justice, 
and environmental responsibility.

On concluding, let me quote the inspiring words of 
Professor Michael Pollan from Harvard, who said that 
“the shared meal elevates eating from a mechanical 
process of fueling the body to a ritual of family and 
community, from animal biology to an act of culture.” I 
augur that the people of the Maltese islands, the people 
of our Mediterranean Region, and all the peoples of the 
world, will rediscover a shared culture of respect for our 
ecosystems, by nurturing a stronger relationship with the 
planet, through the power of food. May this conference 
continue to enlighten our conversation about this 
important topic, but most of all, may this conference be 
an eye-opener for our authorities to take the necessary 
action, and to ensure that no one in the Maltese Islands 
lacks access to healthy, clean and sustainable food.

Thank you for your attention, and I look forward to the 
outcomes of this conference.
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Your Excellency, 
Your Excellencies, 
Distinguished guests, 
Ladies and gentlemen. 

It really is a great honour for me to be here today. For 
the last 12 years, my job with the FAO has taken me to all 
corners of the world, and very rarely do I get the occasion 
to come back to my country to speak. So it really is an 
honour. The other thing is that, as the President has 
pointed out, today is World Food Day. FAO exists for 
World Food Day. It is our mandate. On the FAO emblem, 
there are the words ‘Fiat Panis’ written. That means ‘Let 
there be bread’. So this is why FAO exists: for World Food 
Day, and to make sure that food reaches all the population 
around the world. Without much further ado, I must say 
from the onset that I’m a fisheries expert, and not a food 
expert or an agriculture expert, so I’m just going to be a 
bit biased and try to convince you how important fisheries 
is to world food security and nutrition (Figure 1).

First of all, we all know that the world population is 
growing at immense rates, and therefore, this means 
that there must be more supply of food. Hunger has 
been coming down since 2005. And in 2005, almost 
15% of the world’s population went to bed hungry. This 
has been coming down over the years, but for the last 
2 years, we’ve seen it coming up again. Now, that may 
be because the population is increasing and therefore, 
the supply of food is not enough, but it can also be that 
there are more countries which have, unfortunately, been 
affected by wars and natural catastrophes, so that may 
be the slight peak (Figure 2).

It is alarming that when we are trying to solve the 
problem, the problem is coming back to haunt us. And 
that means that we have almost 900 million people in 
the world who go hungry today. We know that the world 
population has been increasing (Figure 3). 

Food Justice and Sustainability: 
Achieving Sustainable Fisheries for 
Food Security and Nutrition

Dr Matthew Camilleri 
Head of Fishing Operations and 

Technology Branch, Fisheries and 
Aquaculture Policy and Resources 

Division, Food and Agriculture 
Organisation of the United Nations
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Figure 1 Figure 3 

Figure 2 

WORLD FISH UTILIZATION AND APPARENT CONSUMPTION

The number of undernourished people has been 
on the rise since 2014, reaching an estimate of 
815 Million in 2016
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In Figure 3, the yellow line is the increasing population, 
and the red line is the per capita consumption. Of 
course, consumption has increased, but the fact that the 
per capita consumption of fish has increased with an 
increase in population means that the world’s population 
is depending more on fish as animal protein supply. 
So fisheries is becoming even more important as the 
population increases (Figure 4).

The colour scheme indicates where fish is more important, 
that is, the consumption of fish as animal protein. As 
you can see, Greenland, Iceland, Portugal and Spain and 
Norway are some of the countries which consume fish 
most per capita. It’s a very important industry for them, 
and they do invest a lot in that. You can also see that there 
are a lot of other countries which are highly dependent on 
fish. What is interesting in this map are those yellow dots, 
and most of them land on small island developing states. 
You can see them in the Pacific and in the Indian Ocean, 
in the Caribbean, but also in coastal states of Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Those dots mean that in those countries, more 
than 20% of the animal protein intake comes from fish. 
In some of those countries, fish accounts for 50% of their 
animal protein intake. So small island developing states 
and coastal developing states are highly dependent on 
fisheries. If we don’t keep fisheries sustainable, then these 
countries are going to have a bigger problem (Figure 5). 

Fish is fantastic: it gives us so many proteins, and so 
many vitamins. It is unique. And therefore, it’s not only 

a source of food, but a source of good nutrition. So 
how have we been faring with fisheries production 
over the years? I’m sure everybody in the room has 
heard of overfishing, of course (Figure 6). 

As you can see, from 1950, there has been a tremendous 
increase in production of captured fish, that is, the orange 
part. The blue part (that is aquaculture, fish farming) has 
been increasing. So, more or less, the world production 
of fish is about 90 million tonnes, and aquaculture, fish 
farming, appears to be almost, today, matching the 
production of capture fisheries. At this juncture, I’d like to 
point out that this is apparent, because for fish farming to 

Figure 4 

Fish: Nature’s superfood

Figure 5 

Figure 6 
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in selling it, so they throw it back into the sea. And that 
amounts to about 10%. So about 10% of what is caught 
is thrown back into the sea. Then we have post-harvest, 
where maybe the fish are gutted - head off, tail off. And 
one may say “But that is useless to us”. No, it’s not. That’s 
full of protein. You can take it in, you can create a silage, 
a paste, that is nutritious. However, unfortunately, that 
goes to waste. In the processing industry, again, there is 
more waste. Then, the consumers waste a lot. How many 
of you go to a fishmonger and ask him to fillet the fish? 
There’s a lot of meat still left on the bone. So in some 
areas, such as in Northern America and Oceania, 50% is 
wasted. So 35% worldwide is the average. That’s quite 
a lot. If we just simply reduce that waste, we’re going 
to feed a lot more people. One trillion dollars is wasted 
every year. My branch has been involved in a global 
study on discards, that fisherman just throw back into 
the sea, and found it to be 10.5 million tonnes annually. 
This is increasing, not decreasing, and this is a problem. 
So what we are trying to work on are more selective 
methods of fishing. Therefore if a fish is too small to 
be caught, then you use fishing gear that will avoid 
catching that small fish. FAO works a lot with developing 
countries and we teach them how to be more selective 
and how to improve: not only how to catch the fish, but 
also how to preserve. A lot goes to waste because it is 
not preserved well. In these hot developing countries, in 
some cases they don’t know how to preserve the fish, 
and it just goes to waste (Figure 8).  

Figure 8 

take place, you also need to have the wild fish, because 
part of the wild fish is used to make the feed. So you’re 
using caught fish to feed the farmed fish. This has to be 
taken into consideration. Nevertheless, fish farming is a 
good supplement to capture fisheries. And you can see 
that it is tapering off: the world fisheries production, the 
capture fisheries, is tapering off. So what is happening? 
Can we actually extract more from the oceans? Is this 
going to collapse and come down?

 A shocking statistic is that out of that production - out 
of 90 million tonnes of fish that is caught from the oceans 
- 35% of that goes to waste. That’s more than a third of 
what we catch, which ultimately goes to waste. A large 
amount of this waste comes from discards. So fishermen 
catch small fish and throw them back dead into the sea. 
Or they may catch low-value fish, so they’re not interested 

Figure 7
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This chart shows what the state of the stocks in the world 
are. Below that white line are the underfished stocks. 
Indeed, there is a phenomenon of underfished: you can 
fish more on a stock without causing damage. The number 
of stocks that are underfished has been coming down. 
Then we have this other group which is the maximally 
sustainably fished, and that accounts for about 60% of the 
world stocks which are fully fished. That is, if we fish more 
on those stocks, they’re going to start to collapse. So we’re 
at the maximum. And then the overfished is increasing: 
more than 20% of the stocks are overfished. What does 
overfishing mean? It’s that with the current rate of fishing, 
as years go by, there’s going to be less and less and less, 
because we are targeting adult specimens more, or we’re 
taking too many of the small ones, and not allowing them 
to grow. So this is all a problem, and this comes from lack 
of proper fisheries management.

Sustainability is a word that is used often, misused, 
and misunderstood. “Sound fisheries management 
guarantees the long-term conservation and sustainable 
use of fisheries resources [...] maintaining their quality, 
diversity and availability for present and future 
generations”. This definition comes from FAO’s Code of 
Conduct for Responsible Fisheries. This is just a definition, 
but there’s much to take in from that, and to achieve it is 
not a small task. 

Now, what’s the difference between fisheries and 
agriculture? People are told that fisheries are part of 
agriculture because they’re producing food, however, 
there’s a big difference. With agriculture, countries, first of 
all, have their land where they can produce agriculture. A 
farmer knows his plot of land, and more or less knows what 
he can get out of that land - of course, subject to having 
enough water and no diseases, etc. Though more or less, it 
is possible to estimate what that piece of land is going to 
produce, because it’s defined. With fisheries, it is not. Fish 
are in the ocean. It might be argued that countries have 
their own exclusive economic zone. Yet fish don’t have 
passports: they go into one zone and into another, and 
they go into the high seas. We’re sharing those resources, 
so countries need to act together. What use is it for us 
to have strict regulations in avoiding catching undersized 
fish, and my neighbour, on the same stock, is just doing 
whatever they please? This is the challenge in the 
Mediterranean, where we have the EU’s strict regulations 
and monitoring, and of course we share a region with so 
many other countries that are not part of that. To help in 
bridging the gap, there are regional fisheries management 
organisations, which are governing bodies taking binding 
decisions. For the Mediterranean, for example, there is the 
General Fisheries Commission, which is in fact an FAO 
body as well. There are some 30 of these regional fisheries 
management organisations around the world. 

In looking at the top graph (Figure 9), there is a curve 
which explains fisheries science. As you fish more, you are 
going up that curve, and you reach a point of MEY, that is 
the ‘Maximum Economic Yield’. That is when your fishery 
is most profitable. You can still fish more: you’re not going 
to make so much profit, but you can produce more, and 
you reach this ‘Maximum Sustainable Yield’. Beyond that, 
you’re in an overfished situation, up to a point where you’re 
not getting enough fish out of the ocean, and you’re losing 
money. So the best place to be is between MEY and MSY. 
This is what we try to balance in fisheries management. 
It’s easier said than done, but the ‘Maximum Sustainable 
Yield’ means that it’s the maximum you can get out of 
the ocean for that particular species or group of species 
without causing it any damage, and it will continue to give 
you the same amount every year. It’s a very fine balance. 
Of course, this highly depends on a scientific process, but 
it also depends on very strong political will, and strong 
policy in place. 

Fisheries management requires that many issues are taken 
into consideration when plans are being developed. Is the 
species a long-lived species? Is it a short-lived species? If it 
is a long-lived species, they’re more vulnerable to fishing, 
because they take longer to mature and have offspring. 
There are biodiversity and ecological considerations: where 
are we fishing? Are we fishing on coral reefs? Are we 
getting our fish but destroying the ecosystem? We need to 
understand where fishing is taking place. 

Figure 9 
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Environmental constraints: with climate change, things 
are happening in the ocean all the time. Fish migrate 
according to different fronts, and with changes in sea 
surface temperature, fish may start taking different routes. 
Perhaps there’s going to be more natural mortality for a 
certain species, and other species take over. So this needs 
to be taken into consideration. 

Fleet capacity and technological considerations: what are 
we dealing with here? Does my country have small-scale 
boats or big commercial vessels? We need to adapt our 
policy and regulations to take that into account. 

Socio-economic dimensions: how important is fisheries 
for the economy? Most of the time, as in the case of Malta, 
fisheries does not contribute so much to the GDP, but 
its importance far outweighs that element. It’s important 
for tourism, and it’s important for our social wellbeing. A 
fishery cannot just be closed, because that will have an 
impact on the fishers, and on the economy. So things 
need to be taken into perspective. 

Institutional setup and coordination: I travel to some 
countries where everything is controlled by the military 
- even fisheries management. In others, perhaps it is the 
Maritime Authority. In others, it is nobody. So regulations 
and policy need to be based on the institutional setup of 
the country, and interagency coordination. In fisheries, 

there are labour issues, fisheries management issues, 
customs, and maritime safety. All these agencies need to 
coordinate amongst themselves to make sure that there is 
sound management. 

Timescales: when developing a fisheries plan, it must be 
established whether the plan is for a year, depending on 
the species, or a 10-year plan, for example. That needs to 
be taken in consideration. 

Stakeholder participation: this is crucial, from the fisher, 
to the people trading in fish, to the consumer, to the 
tourism industry, etc. It is important that in setting a 
policy for fisheries, and in setting management plans and 
regulations, it is not a top-down approach, but a concerted 
action and consultative approach. 

Precautionary approach: if something isn’t known, it 
doesn’t mean that anyone can do what they like. For 
example, if we don’t know the status of a stock, and we 
don’t know whether our actions will cause damage to an 
ecosystem, then we shouldn’t do anything. 

Above (Figure 10), I try to show what the fisheries 
management process involves, after taking those elements 
into consideration. You will see that there is a balance 
between fisheries control, fisheries science, policy, and 
statistics. So based on the objectives and considerations I 

Figure 10
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shared earlier, the policy and legislative framework can be 
formulated. This is an essential point. You cannot move on 
without having a strong policy and legislative framework 
based on international law, and regional law and policy. 
When that is in place, management plans can be formulated. 
Based on those management plans, regulations can be 
adopted, which include what kind of fishing gear can be 
used, how many boats can fish, how much fish can be 
caught, etc. Regulations alone are not enough. Of course, 
regulations have to be implemented, and there needs to 
be proper enforcement, proper monitoring, control and 
surveillance to make sure that those regulations are being 
adhered to. However, that is not the end of it. A review 
process is also needed, to understand whether what is in 
place is actually working. It is a cycle - it is something alive. 
The review process must be continual, and this comes from 
stakeholder consultation in every single step of that cycle. 
This is fuelled by data collection, research and analysis. So 
the hub in the centre feeds into every single step of that 
cycle. There are some countries where a lot of training for 
inspectors has been received, and inspectors do an excellent 
job, but the legislation does not necessarily give them the 
powers to do that job. And vice versa: some wonderful 
regulations and legislation may be laid down in a developing 
country, however the institution cannot implement those 
regulations, or they don’t have trained people, or it’s too 
expensive. Others believe that satellites and technological 
innovations to monitor the activities at sea are going to solve 
the problem. Although these may deter, at times the cost 
of running the monitoring, control and surveillance centre is 
more than the whole value of the fishing industry. So there 
has to be a balance there. 

This is ultimately what we must try to achieve. And I stress, 
this is no one country on its own: individual countries must 
have this in place, but a group of countries would need to 
have that harmonised together because they’re taking from 
the same bath. 

We have one big problem here: illegal fishing. Illegal 
fishing attacks every single point of that ideal fisheries 
management cycle. It goes against legislation, management 
plans, regulations and implementation. Then there is the 
phenomenon of unreported fishing. “Why should I report my 
catch?” Of course you should report your catch, because the 
scientists need to know how much fish has been taken out 
of the water, otherwise they are going to have models that 
are going to be false. So unreported fishing is a problem. 

Unregulated fishing: yes, there are many big areas of the 
world within exclusive economic zones, and on the high 
seas, where there are no fishing regulations. To remove this 
phenomenon of IUU (Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated) 
fishing, as we call it, it’s important to have a good governance 
framework in place. 

How big is IUU fishing? 1 in every 5 fish that we consume 
comes from IUU fishing. That’s up to 26 million tonnes of 
fish that comes from IUU fishing. It’s important to combat 
IUU fishing, and FAO works to help flag states, port states, 
market states and coastal states to combat IUU fishing. Flag 
states are those which license vessels; port states are those 
that receive foreign vessels in their ports; coastal states are 
those that own a piece of ocean; and market states are 
those which trade in fish. Malta is all four of them. IUU fishing 
should not be confused with other crimes. Unfortunately, in 
the fisheries sector, there are other crimes to deal with. There 
are fisheries-related crimes: so perhaps illegal fishing is not 
conducted, but there may be indecent working conditions 
on board, or there may be tax evasion on legally caught 
fish. Those are fisheries-related crimes. Then there are other 
crimes taking place: arm smuggling, drug smuggling, human 
trafficking, etc. 

There are a number of international agreements that have 
been adopted by the world community. Some under the 
United Nations: of course, everyone knows the Law of the 
Sea, and then there’s the UN Fish Stocks Agreement. More 
recently, we have the Port State Measures Agreement, and 
the Compliance Agreement. Ultimately, the message to take 
home is this: these are texts that have been negotiated, as 
international instruments which give instructions as to the 
minimum requirements that states should employ. And if 
all states around the world were to do the minimum that is 
required, we would not be speaking about overfishing, or 
IUU fishing, or food waste. 

Finally, what is required to secure these adequate supplies 
of fish and fisheries products for present and future 
generations? Let us strengthen national, regional and global 
mechanisms and governance frameworks to effectively 
manage our fisheries. We must reduce discards and post-
harvest losses, to eliminate the 35% wastes. We must step 
up actions to combat illegal, unreported and unregulated 
fishing, which undermines the fisheries management 
cycle. It is important to strengthen developing countries’ 
national capacity to sustainably manage their fisheries, and 
to regulate and monitor their fisheries, and also improve 
market access. Adaptation strategies must be developed 
to deal with the impact of climate change, where in some 
areas of the world, some species are vanishing and others 
are appearing. Developing countries need to be taught how 
to shift from fishing for one species and go to another, and 
they must be provided with the means. And finally, reduce 
pollution (which is another anthropogenic impact on the 
marine ecosystem), because ultimately this is going to have 
an impact on fish. There are a lot of microplastics that are 
found in the fish that we consume. 

I welcome your questions, and thank you for your attention. 
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His  Excellency Patrick Duffy 
Ambassador of  the Republic of  Ireland 

Good morning. Thank you very much. My name is Patrick 
Duffy. I’ve recently arrived as the Irish Ambassador 
to Malta and, Dr Camilleri, thank you very much for 
the enlightening presentation. I’ve learnt a lot. I had a 
question, maybe bringing it back to the high-level SDG 2. 
It’s to do with terminology, and maybe to get your view 
in terms of whether… well, at the end it’s called ‘nutrition,’ 
and there’s also the term ‘nutrition security’. So I just 
wanted to get your view on that today. I remember 
from the SDG process, Ireland and other delegations, 
for instance, were very much working towards the term 
‘nutrition security’. We felt with ‘nutrition’ there on its 
own, it was left hanging a little. In our view there’s a 
difference, albeit subtle, in terms of wording. At the end 
of the day, it didn’t fly with the majority of delegations, 
but we see it as an evolving process, that nutrition is 
actually guaranteed. So I’d just like to get your views on 
that please. Thank you.

Ms Anna Sangaré
Sustainability Consultant

 
I’m a Sustainability Consultant, and I actually have three 
comments and one question. The first one is: you did point 
out the developing countries and their fishing practices as 
having an impact on the environment. I’d like also to point 
out that, granted, there are some illegal fishing practices 
there, but there are also a lot of conservation projects 
going on, and sometimes it’s also the developed countries 
that have the most impact with fishing practices like 
electric fishing, which just kills the floor basically. And also, 
I was surprised because you did mention climate change, 
but if we look at the recent report by the IPCC, showing 
that all the scenarios were quite optimistic, it means that 
all the hypothesis that we have taken into account in terms 
of fish stock and sea temperature were quite optimistic as 
well. So I’m a bit concerned about the type of ‘business as 
usual’ kind of prediction for the fish industry, knowing that 
the conditions will evolve more rapidly than we thought. 
And maybe that leads me to my third comment. We 
see that the meat industry is going to other directions, 
recognising that protein will not only come from animals, 
and that a lot of companies are moving to diversify their 
operation to offer plant-based protein. How is it in the fish 
industry?

Questions from the Floor
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Regarding the SDGs, I think your question 
is, are we going to achieve these goals? 
And yes, SDG 2 aims at addressing the food 
security and nutrition aspect. However, a 
lot of the other SDGs are linked to that 
as well, and so that SDG is dependent on 
others. In our case, in fisheries, it is linked 
to SDG 14: life under the oceans. If other 
SDGs fail, then SDG 2 is also going to fail. 
So of course, it’s very highly dependent 
on the others. I can’t comment about the 
other sectors, but definitely, with SDG 14, 
it is about trying to eliminate overfishing, 
and trying to reach that Maximum 
Sustainable Yield with all the factors that 
are affecting the fish stocks. Some are 
beyond our control: they’re environmental 
factors and form part of the natural things 
that are happening. Fisheries science is 
quite young: it’s only been around about 
100 years or so, in the form that we know 
it today. 

With regards to the other comment, 
perhaps I did not explain myself properly. 
I want to stress that it’s not the case that 
developing countries are solely responsible 
for phenomena such as IUU fishing. What 
I meant is that developing countries need 
to be assisted in having a capacity that will 
help them to fish more efficiently, because 
they may be using fishing gear that is not 
efficient. They must also be supported to 
be able to understand what to monitor,  and 
to be able to develop their management 
plans. They need help in combatting IUU 

Dr Matthew Camilleri 
Head of Fishing Operations and 

Technology Branch, Fisheries 
and Aquaculture Policy and 

Resources Division, Food and 
Agriculture Organisation of the 

United Nations

fishing, by their own vessels and by the 
others coming into their zones to steal 
their fish. And in fact, developing countries 
are most vulnerable to IUU fishing, because 
they don’t have the means  to protect and 
to surveille their oceans. So yes, indeed, 
it is wrong to say that IUU fishing is only 
about big commercial vessels coming in 
to steal fish from the small-scale fishers. 
We must remember that IUU has three 
components. It’s not illegal fishing, and 
this is a mistake that many people make. 
The unreported and unregulated part is 
60% of the problem. 40% is illegal. So a 
small-scale fisherman, wherever this small-
scale fisherman is, in a developing country 
or in a developed country, under-declaring 
the catch of 2 kgs every day is a lot. And 
that information is crucial for scientists to 
be able to come up with their models. 

The last question is on climate change, 
I believe. In fisheries, we contribute to 
mitigating climate change by trying to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions from 
the fishing vessels. It has been estimated, 
and it’s not huge, but it does contribute 
to that, so there are new technologies to 
reduce emissions. However with fisheries, 
it’s about adaptation. There are some 
countries that have been dependent on 
a certain resource that is vanishing. What 
they perhaps don’t know is that another 
resource may be coming in. Nothing can 
be done about that. It’s vanishing. The 
effects of climate change are what they 
are, and it is here now, whoever’s fault it 
is. Our role as FAO is to help countries to 
adapt to that change. The ultimate goal is 
to get food for people to survive, and to 
have proper nutrition.
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Dr Maria Pisani (Facilitator)
Dr Noel Buttigieg, University of Malta

 Rev Kim Hurst, Food Bank
Prof Suzanne Piscopo,

National Centre for Family Research
Ms Simone Cutajar, Researcher

Panel Discussion - Are we locally and globally on track towards 
achieving SDG Target 2.1, which aims to ensure universal access 
to safe and nutritious food by 2030?

Hi. First of all, thank you very much for inviting 
me over here. The first thing I think we need 
to think about when addressing the food 
security issue globally is - how do we want to 
do it? Do we want to keep on going as we are, 
with a bit of a disregard to the environment 
around us, to the communities around us, and 
to the people who are actually growing the 
food? Or do we want to start - or if nothing 
else safeguard - a system which has already 
been there, that is conscientious, and is aware 
of these different situations when it comes to 
growing food? Here is where we usually talk 
about heirloom food, heirloom seeds, heirloom 
fruit, and heirloom 

Dr Maria Pisani 
Simone, I’m going to begin with you. In light of 
your background and research, my question 
to you is how can technology and traditional 

knowledge work hand in hand to address the SDG 2.1?

Ms Simone Cutajar
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vegetables. I found myself wondering “Why do 
we call it ‘heirloom’? Why do we call these fruit, 
these vegetables, these seeds, ‘heirloom’?” A 
quick search in the dictionary confirmed that 
‘heirloom’ means something which is passed 
down through generations, something that 
is hereditary, and something that has value. 
Its value is usually put on the object after a 
bit of time. Hence, it’s not something that is 
so common; it has value which is placed on 
it. So why do we actually talk about fruit and 
vegetables as being ‘heirlooms’? Well, you’re 
not going to pass down a fruit or a vegetable 
itself, because unless you eat it, it’s going to rot. 
What we’re passing down are seeds. And why 
don’t we do this anymore? Unfortunately, a lot 
of seeds now have either hybridised, or they’ve 
gone through different processes. They can 
be passed down, but they’re uselessly passed 
down. If you go and actually try and grow 
something from those seeds, you’re not going 
to get what you’re expecting (the same fruit, 
or the same plant). We’ve unfortunately lost 
this passing down of seeds. It isn’t being done 
as often. Also, unfortunately, with the current 
seeds that we’re mostly using in the mass 
agricultural system, they’re not as valuable 
anymore. We want to use more heirloom 
seeds, but how do we want to use these 
heirloom seeds? When it comes to seeds, fruit 
and vegetables, the word ‘heirloom’ came into 
existence during the green revolution, which 
was around the mid-20th century. What the 
green revolution did to the agriculture industry 
was to bring more fertilisers, chemicals, and 
pesticides, so at the beginning it really helped 
with the yield that was being produced. 
However, what was happening in parallel was 
a process of commodifying food. It is also 
where people began disregarding the link 
between the producers, the food, and the 
people consuming the food. So there was a bit 
of artificiality that the agricultural system was 
being exposed to. 

If you look at statistics, what started happening 
after this (in the late 1980s) was that the 
yield continued to increase, though not so 
exponentially. In 2013, there was a plateau. 

There wasn’t really any increase in yield. 
Clearly, what we were going for - this increase 
in pesticides, this increase in chemical use - 
was not really working anymore. This leads me 
to my other point: it’s not that we shouldn’t 
be using technologies, or that we shouldn’t 
be using science. I’m a firm believer that we 
should. However, how should we use it? Do we 
expect to find a silver bullet? A panacea? One 
size does not fit all, and that’s what we’ve been 
trying to do for the longest time. So I really 
believe that we need to be thinking small - not 
just regionally, even just community-based - to 
have a higher, reverberating, and more positive 
impact on a much larger scale. This would 
not only affect the communities around you, 
but also the environment at the end of the 
day. This leads me to my last point. Millions 
and millions are spent in the food industry. 
However, in speaking about the producers, the 
farmers, they are usually spoken of as users. 
“They’re using our product”, “They’re using 
the product that the agricultural industry is 
pushing out” or “They’re using our fertilisers.” 
However, we need to start thinking about 
farmers as being makers - as being producers 
within the industry itself. So they’re not simply 
there to use products that are being pushed 
out, but they’re there to also help inform the 
products that need to be made, and that 
need to be out there. Farmers are there all 
day long. They know the field, they know the 
soil, they know the climate, and they know 
what needs to be done. Unfortunately, there 
has been a disconnect between the industry, 
scientists and producers. However, there 
has been a huge push in recent years where 
this has started to change. This is especially 
so in developing regions, such as Kenya and 
Indonesia - there are beautiful programmes 
with farmer-centered projects, farmer schools, 
and where you have farmers coming together, 
teaching each other, and sharing knowledge. In 
Indonesia, they started tackling the pesticides’ 
use in the rice paddies really well through one 
of these projects. Farmers were supported to 
collect and interpret data themselves, and to 
later come up with natural pesticides that they 
could use to help with the rice paddies. 
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I’m a cultural historian with particular interest 
in trying to understand how humans have, 
through times, spoken through food. So, 
as much as I’m interested in food products, 
I’m also interested in how humans have 
communicated their identity through their 
consumption patterns. We’re actually standing 
in a place where Grand Master Verdalle loved 
his drink, and loved his food, but was also 
faced with the problem of hunger at one point 
in time, for almost two years. Since we’re 
trying to focus on Malta, we also have to keep 
in mind that we’re talking about a society that 
has been constantly worried about having 
enough food to eat. Of course, we know that 
the majority of the food that we consume is 
actually coming from outside the country. So 
technically speaking, we’re also talking about 
a society where, for a significant number of 
years, the worry about the origin of the food 
was absent. For centuries, we knew that the 
farmer producing that particular product was 
not actually a local farmer. Of course, there 
were local farmers, and we’re still talking 
about the same problem today. In other 
words, we are losing contact with our food. 
You just had that coffee, or a sip of water, or 
an orange juice, and I’m not sure how many 
of you have actually thought about the origin 
of that product. It is likely that none of you 
actually questioned who processed that food 
or that drink. This is clearly because in our 
head, we don’t really think about the origin of 
the food (e.g. the two kilos of fish that is not 
registered). 

We are a society where we constantly use 
the word progress. I use the word hunger 

and fear of hunger, the need to seek, and the 
need to make sure. How many of us actually 
think about the origins of food? And by the 
same token, we all believe that whatever 
we’ve consumed has gone through a rigorous 
programme of checks and balances - in other 
words, that it’s safe to eat. Productivity has 
brought about significant changes. I love to 
use the term ‘democratisation of food’, which 
is what we are talking about today. Specifically, 
we are talking about whether everyone should 
have an opportunity to eat enough, to sustain, 
to live and not to worry about hunger. We’re 
not talking about famine - we’re just talking 
about those moments of hunger. Most of us 
don’t really have to worry about that, even 
though right now you might be thinking about 
what you’re going to be eating this evening. 
However, there’s an element of security in your 
thought. We also have a significant number 
of people today who do not have that kind 
of security. Most of us are Maltese here. There 
was a time where we only had one type of 
bread, one type of milk, etc. Today, walking in 
to a supermarket, it is easy to see a process 
of gentrification. The supermarket itself also 
aligns people with particular money in their 
pocket, in specific spaces. Why isn’t the whole 
supermarket healthy eating, and not just a 
corner somewhere in a secluded place? That’s 
what ‘democratisation of food’ is all about. One 
packet of almonds is €1 from the normal shelf. 
It’s €2 from the healthy section. What are we 
doing? Are we aware of how we are segregating 
society? Is this truly a democratisation of 
food? Some of you might say “Yes, because 
everyone is eating.” However, if we don’t pay 
attention, we might also get to a point where 
instead of solving the problem, we actually 
accentuate it in a slightly different manner. Of 
course ‘good’, ‘clean’, and ‘fair’ are beautiful 
words. Sometimes I start to wonder whether 
they’re empty words, because there are some 
people who can never get anywhere close to 
good, clean and fair. We have been talking a lot 
about producers. We also need to start talking 
about consumers, and I believe that today we 
will have that opportunity. Consumers make 
the market. We make the food choices. We 

Dr Noel Buttigieg

Dr Maria Pisani 
 I should mention that when we met to discuss 
this panel, what should have been a ten minute 

meeting went into an hour and a half. There was so much 
to talk about, and I learnt a lot on that occasion. Noel, 
what can you tell us about food heritage? Can you take 
us along that road within the context of universal access 
to food?
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Dr Maria Pisani
Thank you, Noel. Suzanne, can you tell us a little 
bit about your research and the relationship 
between the consumer and the producer?

decide on the market, and the market reads 
our demands. So part of the exercise is that we 
educate the people out there, so that they start 
to understand the impact that we generate on 
the market that we service. 

Of course. My colleagues have been 
mentioning a number of elements within 
research which was conducted over the past 
few years. The research actually looked into 
how we can provide healthy, clean, and fair 
food to the consumers on our islands, whilst 
at the same time being responsible and fair 
to the producers of the foods on our islands. 
We did this in multiple ways. This was a 
qualitative piece of research where we did 
interviews with several people who would 
be interested, or would have some kind of 
influence with regard to food supply, from 
researchers and academics up at University, 
to actual producers, to actual historians, 
sociologists, and those who can influence 
in different ways. Another piece of research 
involved talking to consumers themselves, 
and actually observing consumers as they 
are shopping in supermarkets. We also set up 
a little pop-up stand in a local market, and we 
purposefully sold healthy, clean, and fair food 
from the stall, and tried to see how people 
reacted to that. 

I’m sure that if I had to ask you what you 
understand by ‘healthy’, you’d probably, 
more or less, give me a very similar definition: 
having a variety of foods, a balanced diet 
with a variety of foods, low in fat, low in salt, 
and low in sugar. These are things which I’m 
sure we’re all familiar with. I’m going to skip 

‘clean’ for a second. When it comes to ‘fair’ - 
again, probably, we’re on a similar wavelength. 
Fair food is food which has been produced 
and sold at a fair price, in other words, that 
it is what the producers merit, and that this 
income goes back into the communities 
where that food is produced. When it comes 
to ‘clean’, however, we found that there was 
really no one singular definition. The term 
‘clean’ is fairly recent, but there are some key 
factors involved. We’re looking at food which 
is minimally processed, and which respects, 
protects and conserves the environment. Even 
as people are consuming this, the sense they 
get from eating clean food is a positive one. 
We wanted to try to see how all this fits within 
the realm of food supply and consumption in 
Malta. 

Interestingly, my colleagues were mentioning 
the disconnect between the consumer and 
the producer. Well, there can be disconnect on 
many different levels. How many of you actually 
spoke to a farmer or a fisherperson in the past 
one year? Or in the past week? That’s the reality 
of physical disconnect. We are not meeting our 
local producers. I love the aroma when passing 
by a local bakery...but do we actually pass by 
many of these local bakeries anymore, where 
the bread is being cooked in the authentic 
manner, and with a traditional recipe? Some 
people might argue about what is ‘authentic’, 
but that’s another story. The reality is that people 
are not going to the local baker anymore, or 
talking to them. I love to go to Gozo, to where 
there are still a couple of these little bakeries, 
possibly even in Qormi and other places around 
Malta, where we actually talk to the baker. We 
have men and women involved nowadays, and 
luckily some of them are continuing. It’s still a bit 
of a family business. It’s just wonderful to talk 
to them, and to hear what their everyday life is, 
how they spend their day, and it is possible to 
value and appreciate what they’re doing. This is 
the disconnect which we have: we are not giving 
value or appreciating the hard work which goes 
into producing our food. When we spoke to the 
farmers, they were so saddened and let down 
by this. And they said “We want the people to 

Prof. Suzanne Piscopo 
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know that we’re often doing this with great 
passion.” They’re often up at 3 o’ clock in 
the morning doing this work. So there’s this 
physical disconnect, but then there’s also this 
disconnect on the level of understanding. We as 
consumers may not know the full story behind 
the production of our food; the hard toil that 
goes into it; the indigenous knowledge; and 
the knowledge that the farmers, the fisherfolk, 
and other producers of our food have. They’ve 
inherited this knowledge over generations, but 
they’ve also adapted it to meet local needs and 
to meet new technology. They know how to 
adapt. On the other hand, the producers of our 
food perhaps don’t know enough about what 
the consumers want, and how they perceive 
food. As part of this study, people came to our 
market stand in Birkirkara, and we were selling 
them all these different snacks. All the food had 
a good nutritional profile, was organic and fair 
trade, and locally sourced as much as possible, 
so seasonal as well. We looked at this concept 
of ‘willingness to pay’. When they saw that they 
were kind of healthy, and learnt a little bit about 
the food being fair (and what that means), they 
were actually willing to pay. If they saw that it 
was aesthetically pleasing, that it was presented 
in an interesting manner, and that it would fill 
them up (in terms of the sensory value of how 
it looked) they were really interested. If they felt 
that buying that amount, and for that amount 
of money, was going to be satisfying, they were 
then willing to pay for the food, especially when 
they understood the whole story behind it. 
We need to bring the producer and consumer 
back together, and not just physically. We 
need to get more children to the farms, and 
to organise community kitchens through our 
local councils, where people come together 
with farmers and cook together. We need to 
have more urban gardening, where you have 
the local community and farmers coming along 
and working together on these urban gardens. 
We need to use mass media and social media 
better. We need journalists to tell the full story 
about farmers and fisherfolk, and really paint a 
true picture which is fair, and which does not 
leave the consumers with misinformation.

No, we’re not in a position where everybody 
can afford to pay. Everybody would love to be 
able to, and there we have two options: we 
either bring the price of the food down, or we 
increase people’s ability to pay. Many people 
in Malta in recent years have hugely increased 
their ability to pay, and there are many who 
don’t have the ability to pay at all. There are 
statistics that show how many people are 
coming to the food bank, and week on week, 
year on year, that number is increasing. At the 
moment, we are inundated with people that 
don’t have that choice. The food bank can 
only give food to people who are in temporary 
crisis. We provide packs of food which we try 
to make as nutritionally balanced as possible, 
but we can actually only give out what people 
give to us. If somebody has €10 and they 
want to donate that €10 to the food bank, 
they can buy ten bags of pasta, or they can 
buy two items of organic healthy food. When 
we’re given funds, we have to look at using 
the funds we’ve got to buy as much healthy 
food as possible, and to ensure that people 
know how to cook that food, and use that 
food to feed their families. At the moment, 
we’re feeding somewhere in the region of 80 
to a 100 families a week. We hand out €3000 
worth of free food a week in Malta, and that’s 
just the people in crisis, not the amount of 
people that are going to the Community 
Chest Fund for help, or who are going to their 
priests for help. These are people who are 
referred by social services because they are 
in crisis, and because when the social worker 
visits the house, there isn’t anything in the 
fridge. It’s scary to think of how many people 
we’re feeding, but it’s a reality. 

Dr Maria Pisani
Thanks, Suzanne. There was willingness to pay, 
but Kim, are we living in a world where we are on 

target to ensure that everybody can afford to pay?

Rev. Kim Hurst 

Dr Maria Pisani
Thank you, Kim. I know that last year you did the 
reverse advent calendar in the run up to Christmas. 

Are you doing it again? Is it a long two months for you?
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Last year, forty schools did the reverse 
advent calendar. This morning, those forty 
schools all received an email asking if they’ll 
participate again, however we’ve got a 
mailshot going out to every school in Malta 
asking the schools to help. Last year, we 
had between 2000 and 3000 boxes of food 
donated to us. It was incredible. Do it as a 
family, do it in your office, do it in your school, 
but the idea is - one item each day, 24 items: 
that transforms somebody’s life. And try, if 
you can, to think of what you’ve put in the 
box, and where it comes from.

Our website is www.foodbanklifeline.com. 
If you go onto our website, you’ll find out 
everything. Thank you. 

Dr Maria Pisani
And can you give us website address?

Dr Maria Pisani
Any questions from the audience?

Rev. Kim Hurst 

Rev. Kim Hurst 

Ms Rachel Radmilli
I have a general question for the panel, but most 
specifically perhaps for Reverend Hurst herself. Thanks for 
your interesting presentations, everyone. When speaking 
about food security and access, many people justify their 
choices through the umbrella term ‘convenience’: that 
it’s more convenient to go to the supermarket, and buy 
everything at one go. Perhaps something else which I 
often associate with convenience is the whole logistical 
exercise of procuring food, and I’m quite curious to 
see how an organisation like yours manages the whole 
logistics of getting the right food in, at the right time, to 
the right people as well. 

Ms Elizabeth Micallef
 I’d like to talk about the seeds. When I was a child, farmers 

used to have some plants remain in the field for a long 
time so that they produce seeds, and then those seeds 
were dried and used for the next season. Nowadays, this 
doesn’t happen because seeds are bought from abroad, 
and these seeds are being used to produce food. Now, 
I’m going to jump from this scenario to another scenario: 
the beekeeper. I talked to a beekeeper and he told me 
that the plants that are being planted in Malta - both 
vegetable plants and flowers - do not produce pollen, 
and do not produce nectar, because they are produced 
in laboratories. So the bees don’t find food to produce 
honey. This is a wave - a repercussion that is moving from 
the vegetable scene onto the beekeepers and honey. It 
would be better if we go back to the traditional seeds, but 
it’s not possible because nowadays, everything is brought 
from abroad and the old method of producing seeds has 
been lost.

Ms Francesca Fenech Conti
I’m a Social Policy student. I would like to ask a question 
to Professor Piscopo, please. You mentioned about 
communities, and educating people to eat the right food 
and working together. I’m very interested from the social 
aspect. Do you have any ideas? Together with the Migrant 
Women Association, we’re trying to set up a food truck, 
and we’re finding it very difficult to find people in the 
local communities to help us with kitchens, and it’s very 
expensive to rent a kitchen to cook for the community. 
Perhaps you could share other ideas, or guide us and help 
us. Thank you.

Dr Ruth Farrugia
Just a really quick one, but we’ve been talking a lot about 
abundance of food and access to food, and we haven’t 
touched upon wastage. Actually, Dr Camilleri spoke about 
the wastage in filleting fish, and the amount of food we 
throw away every year. I’m just interested in your take on 
this, and sensitising people. Perhaps we should move for 
legislation regarding food that will otherwise go to waste?

Ms Simone Cutajar

Ok, I’ll respond to the first one with regards to 
food waste. I’ll keep it brief, because there’s a 
lot to say.  Labels are there for a reason. They’re 
there for information, but sometimes, they 
actually misinform. One of the main issues is 
the ‘best before’ date. It doesn’t say ‘don’t eat 
it after this date’, it’s just ‘best before’. A lot  of 
people are not aware of that.
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Familiarising people with how to read 
labels properly could go a long way in that 
regard. Somebody spoke about community 
kitchens - something else that came out of 
the research is that this is a huge issue in 
Malta for different caterers, specifically small 
caterers who are trying to be ethical with their 
produce. They’re trying to be ethical with the 
food that they bring out, and be honest and 
transparent. That’s a huge issue with a lot of 
people. Something that would really work 
- and I’ve seen it working abroad - is having 
community kitchens where you can actually 
chip in for the rental of the space. Obviously, 
if you need information as to who might 
potentially be interested in that, please talk to 
me afterwards. 

We have some people, and some charities, 
who donate to us regularly. When there are 
items we are short of, we put it on our website 
and our facebook page and say “Please help 
us. These are the things that we’re short of.” 
That’s how we work, although we always need 
more. People go into the storeroom and think 
“Oh, there’s a lot in the storeroom.” And they 
say “Oh, look at all that!” And I say “Yes, but 
we hand out 150 kgs of pasta a week. We hand 
out 100 kgs of rice a week.” So there may be 
a lot in, but it doesn’t necessarily last a long 
time. On food waste, we’re currently working 
with the mayor of Valletta and the President 
herself in looking at trying to get a private 
member’s bill through Parliament, which isn’t 
going very far, very fast. If we get that private 
member’s bill through Parliament, the bill 
would suggest that, instead of throwing food 
away, before it gets to its ‘use before’ date, 
it’s given to charities like ourselves that hand 
the food out to people that really need it. We 
do have some wonderful wholesalers in Malta 
who regularly ring me up and say “We have 
lots of food that goes out of date next week. 
Do you want it?” And I very rarely say no. So,
it’s being able to hand things out before they 

go out of date, but also having legislation in 
place that helps our producers to do that.

A couple of years ago, a group of Home 
Economics teachers (we have an association 
called ‘Home Economists in Action’) had a 
project called ‘Food Rescue.’ If you go to 
‘Home Economists in Action Food Rescue’, 
you’ll find a set of recipes which are all about 
using leftover food, using the whole part of the 
fruits and vegetables, etc. People throw away 
leaves and stalks which could actually be used 
for making dishes, etc. So that’s just a practical 
point there. With regards to convenience, 
this was a huge issue which emerged in our 
research as well. When you talk about cooking 
from scratch, people often say “I have no time 
for cooking from scratch.” However again, we 
can educate on how to still eat healthily and 
take shortcuts. That can be done through 
community kitchens, where perhaps people 
can work with the schools to get together, 
rent the school, bring the different ingredients 
or pitch in to the necessary ingredients, cook 
the food together in advance and freeze it, etc. 
Then they won’t have to resort to fast food and 
less healthy food during the week, and when 
they’re very busy in the evenings. We have to 
keep on persevering. Also, in this report, there 
are a number of practical recommendations 
which we made. In the US and other countries, 
rather than giving handouts in the sense of 
money, people with low incomes are actually 
given vouchers which they can only use in 
farmers’ markets, or in other places where 
healthy food can be bought. We have farmers’ 
markets in Malta, but we need more of them in 
different localities. If we can do this in a means 
tested way, where vouchers can only be used 
to buy fresh fish, and can only be used to buy 
fresh produce, food and vegetables from our 
local farmers’ markets, that would help to bring 
together local producers and consumers, while 
helping those people who are truly in need. 

Rev. Kim Hurst 

Prof. Suzanne Piscopo 
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I would refer people to the Valletta 18 Food 
Cluster. There’s an opportunity there, but 
it is definitely a little bit of a challenge. I 
hope that there’s someone here in the 
audience that can further support this, 
because it is something that we definitely 
need. With regards to food waste, we’re 
talking about offal. We’re obtaining the 
product and we’re just getting rid of it. 
Look at our bread. We’ve spent centuries 
trying to get rid of the chaff, and now we’re 
paying more money for it, and that’s what 
culture is all about. We make that culture, 
we make that market, and so, we make the 
waste too. Kim, I think we need to start 
with the end in mind, rather than focus on 
the problem. We want to know what our 
destination is going to be, and I think the 
food bank project is a perfect example of 
‘Determination will get there.’ Thank you.

The community kitchens themselves have 
not been set up in Malta yet. I actually 
had a Master student who ran one as a 
pilot project. She actually ran it a couple 
of times, and it was very welcome. So 
basically, parents and their children came 
together, at a school in fact, and for a 

couple of weeks (they had a session a 
week) they produced different food. The 
pilot was very successful. There is an 
interest in setting up these community 
kitchens where you get people together. 
Yes, of course, there’s the issue of logistics, 
but again, we have schools, we have local 
councils, we have industries that are 
willing to help us, there are the NGOs, etc. 
So I guess it’s a matter really of trying to 
get around the table and pooling in our 
different resources, and seeing how this 
can materialise. If there’s one thing we 
can take out of this panel here, it’s that we 
should all put our minds together and set 
up community kitchens in Malta. We have 
a great team of Home Economics students 
and graduates out there for whom this is 
their bread and butter. They can do this, 
they can bring these people together, and 
they can teach them and educate them. 
Let’s utilise this group of people. I have a 
fresh group of graduates graduating soon, 
so you can start using them. Thank you.

Dr Noel Buttigieg

Ms Giselle Consiglio
I work in education. I’m just asking: where are 
these community kitchens in Malta? In December, 
I volunteered at the food bank, and we also sorted 
out food in terms of boxes, etc. People don’t only 
want to give donations, people want to actively do 
stuff. And if you have families, there’s this sense of 
passing on the information, and passing on a sense 
of gratitude. We distributed boxes, we chopped food 
with Caritas, but where else can we go? And where 
are the community kitchens?

Prof. Suzanne Piscopo

Dr Maria Pisani
So that’s one concrete recommendation and there seems 
to be a lot of enthusiasm. Let’s keep the conversation 
moving. Thank you.
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Prof. Everaldo Attard
Just to start off with the discussion, I would like 
to highlight an important point. You already 
know the title of our discussion. Basically, here 

we’re dealing with food chains. When we’re dealing with 
a food chain, we are looking at a link that links to another. 
So we have got a chain connection between these links, 
and failure in one link would lead to the failure of the 
whole chain. Unfortunately, sometimes we perceive 
these food chains just as a straight chain. Basically, within 
this chain, we’ve got actual links that interlink each other 
in such a way that we’ve got cycles - it’s not just a simple 
link there. All of the main players are interdependent on 
each other. You cannot say that the producer is more 
important than the vendor, or that the consumer is more 
important than the producer. Wherever you start, this 
would lead to the success or the failure of the whole 
system. In agriculture we use the saying: ‘Which comes 
first, the chicken or the egg?’ It is a cycle that goes round 
and round. To begin with Lorna, could you please tell us 
more about the activities of SOS Malta, and how it can 
contribute to this agro-food chain system?

Prof Everaldo Attard (Facilitator)
 Ms Lorna Muscat, SOS Malta

 Mr John Portelli, Slow Food Movement
 Ms Jeanette Borg, Malta Youth in

 Agriculture Foundation
Mr Matthew Grech, Smart Supermarket

Panel Discussion - Nurturing human connections and 
relationships along the food chain: How can good and clean food 
be universally affordable, while remaining fair to the producer?
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I came from a bit of a different perspective to 
the rest of the panel, in that we work on an 
international level, and so I bring, perhaps, a 
more global perspective than what we have 
already been discussing this morning, and 
what the panel might be discussing. When we 
look at food security, we’re talking about the 
physical and economic access to food, but it 
has to be safe and nutritious, and therefore 
good and clean, as is mentioned in the title 
of the panel. However, what does that mean? 
Access to good, clean food can be affected 
by political, economic, environmental or 
gender issues. So depending on where 
you are positioned, it affects your ability to 
access good and clean food. People that 
are affected by hunger are mostly from the 
developing world. They are mostly women, 
and also people from rural areas. So we’re 
talking about a very specific area of people, 
and that’s perhaps very different to what we 
have in Malta. We’re not from the South. The 
global hunger problem mostly affects the 
developing world. So when we’re discussing 
food and food security, we can’t ignore that 
fact: that we are looking at a global system, 
and food insecurity globally. So what does 
this look like? Some of the statistics regarding 
food insecurity globally: we’re talking about 
800 million people who do not have enough 
food to lead a healthy and active life, so that 
is 1 in 9 people on earth. 98% of the world’s 
hungry are in developing countries, mostly 
in Sub-Saharan Africa. However, it is not 
only about access to food - it’s also about 
access to nutritious food. So 2 billion people 
suffer from micronutrient deficiencies, and 
poor nutrition causes nearly half of deaths in 
children under 5 globally. So it’s not just about 
access - it’s about access to good, clean and 
nutritious food. Some of the things that drive 
this problem globally is obviously commodity 
and food prices. Food price hotspots globally 
affect how people can access food. We’ve 
already mentioned climate change. We 
cannot underestimate how that affects access 
to food globally. Crop failure; losses of seed; 
degradation of land; consumption patterns 
globally; gender imbalances (women are 

invariably affected more than men); land use 
and distribution; and conflict. They are caused 
by people, and the relationships between 
them. We are the drivers of food insecurity: 
how we trade, how we are conflicting with 
each other, and how we are relating towards 
different genders. When we talk about 
power relationships, we can see that poverty 
accounts for around 70% of why people are 
food insecure globally. This is what happens 
when people are food insecure: they don’t 
have safety nets to fall back upon, they have no 
means to invest in their production, they can’t 
afford high food prices globally, and they often 
also have their rights violated. It is not only 
about the growing of food - there are other 
factors involved in this. Rights violation can be 
the conditions in which they’re working. We 
have massive food producers who have been 
criticised for how they treat their employees, 
and for marketing their produce vigorously 
to children in developing countries. So if they 
have money to spend, they’re urged to buy a 
fizzy drink instead of buying food. The power 
imbalances and the power relationships within 
the world are also affecting how people are 
able to access food. Seeds were mentioned 
earlier. There is the issue of Monsanto. They 
are global gatekeepers of food, and the food 
supply. Seeds have been patented, which 
farmers are forced to buy annually, and which 
means they no longer have sustainable means 
of production. There are examples over and 
over again of different ways that people are 
changing and affecting food security, and 
access to good, clean food. So obviously, 
something needs to change. We need to 
change what we are doing, and everybody 
has a role in that. We need to try and look at 
gender equality. It’s not just access to food - it’s 
different social, economic and environmental 
aspects. We must look at addressing gender 
equality globally; looking at the political will 
to change systems; to change governance 
of food systems; and investing in sustainable 
production and other different measures, 
such as social safety nets which could allow 
farmers in the Global South to have more 
sustainable means of production. 

Ms Lorna Muscat
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We, as people, are all involved in these. These 
sound like big solutions, and big things that 
we need to do, but everybody has a role. 
The relationships that we have - even small 
things that we do - can affect how these 
relationships spread across the globe. We as 
individuals can act. Private sector, NGOs, and 
governments all have a role in addressing 
these power relationships, and these power 
imbalances globally. At SOS Malta, we work 
both locally and internationally on this issue. 
Internationally, we work in Uganda specifically, 
looking at sustainable development at the 
community level, and this also includes access 
to food. We currently have a school feeding 
programme which feeds over a thousand 
students a day, and it’s growing. It provides 
them with one meal a day in school, and we 
have taken this approach because we have 
seen the need to not just feed the children 
in the community where we’re working, but 
also to get them into school. These two 
things are invariably linked. If a family does 
not have access to food, often the girls are 
kept out of school and they help the mother 
to collect the food, and to prepare the meals 
that are needed in the evening. When the 
meal is provided at the school, the parents 
have a reason to send those girl children to 
school. Through that, you can address many 
of the other SDGs that are being tackled. So 
through our programme, we are increasing 
the number of children in schools, increasing 
their educational attainment (if you’re well 
fed, you concentrate better, and you can 
achieve more) and we’re increasing the ability 
of families to have a sustainable livelihood as 
a whole. This is just one example of things 
that can be done. There are other examples: 
I love, for example, a programme where pink 
mobile phones were given to female farmers, 
so that they can be sent the price of food 
at markets, so that they know what they 
should be selling their food for. They made 
the phones pink so that the men don’t take 
them, and the women can carry on gaining 
their income. Small things can be done, but 
that’s my favourite example. 

Now, we can say “Ok, but how does that affect 
me? So you are doing that work globally. How 
does that affect me as an individual? How 
does that affect Malta?” It’s not just NGOs or 
governments or corporations that can affect 
change. It is the individuals. We have been 
talking about some of those aspects already. 
We need to focus on our own decisions also: 
what are we buying? Do we know where it 
comes from? We talked about the need to 
invest locally, but you cannot get all your 
food from the local market. Do we produce 
chocolate in Malta? A little. We might want 
to get some chocolate from overseas. 
Bananas - we have only a few, so we need to 
buy bananas from overseas. There are many 
things that we buy that come from the global 
market. So we need to look a little more at 
where we’re getting them from. Who has 
produced them? What has been involved 
in that production? Is it ethical? Is it fair? 
We mentioned fair trade earlier. If we buy a 
product that is fair trade, we know that the 
producer has been given the right income, 
that the producer has been given the right 
working conditions, and that our investment 
is going towards the sustainable production 
of food globally. We must also think when 
reading the labels: what ingredients are 
in our food? Does that food contain palm 
oil? We know that it’s not sustainable, but 
these are decisions we have to make when 
we buy our own food. Where is it coming 
from? Who has been affected by it? Are we 
contributing to ensuring global, sustainable 
food production, and what is our relationship 
with the producer that produces food? We 
must think not just about our relationship 
with our neighbour, and with the farmer, but 
relationships on a global level.

Prof. Everaldo Attard
Thank you, Lorna, for your intervention. In 
fact, you’ve touched on globalisation here, 
and lessons that can be learnt from these 

situations, also to be applied locally. Now I turn to Ms 
Jeanette Borg, who will be talking about the local 
agricultural society, especially the young farmers.
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Prof. Everaldo Attard
Thank you, Jeanette. In fact, you have linked all 
three players there, within the food chain system. 
And now I’ll give the floor to Mr John Portelli, 

who is from the Slow Food Movement. He will perhaps 
highlight the consumers’ point of view a little more, in 
relation to experiences abroad.

Thank you, Professor Attard. First of all, 
thank you for sparing a thought towards 
young farmers. I’m very proud and happy to 
represent them today. First of all, I think the 
previous panel gave a very good overview of 
what our current situation is. However, when 
I heard the question ‘Are we using the local 
seeds? Are we protecting local bee keeping?’, 
I wanted to assure you that farmers do keep 
their own seeds. Not all of them, and the 
reason why they produce crops and flowers 
out of manufactured seeds is because the 
consumers are demanding it. So my thought 
is: if we as consumers put more effort in our 
decisions based on how something looks, 
then the farmer has no choice. The farmer 
is an entrepreneur. The farmer has to try to 
earn money, which is very difficult nowadays. 
So my thought is that as consumers, we 
are not putting enough effort into what to 
buy. Sometimes I believe that consumers 
are choosing convenience, are choosing 
looks, and are choosing price as well. Local 
vegetables, for example, cost less sometimes. 
Sometimes they cost more. Sometimes, we 
are not producing enough, and more than 
70% of what we eat is produced abroad. How 
do we conserve that little bit that is produced 
locally? I think by trusting the local farmers. 
As the MaYa Foundation, we are very active 
on social media, and we see that people are 
not very kind to local farmers. Whenever 
there was an article on the newspapers, or 
something that tried to sow doubt in Maltese 
people about the genuineness of local 
products, unfortunately many consumers 
chose to trust a newspaper more than the 
person who works 80 hours a week in the sun, 
and in the rain. So I don’t think we’ve been so 
fair. None of us in this room are farmers, and 
the fact that they’re not here is a wake-up 
call. They don’t have the time to be involved 
in such discussions, and unfortunately, they 
are poorly represented by authorities, and by 
people in the sector. The disconnection has 
been created because everyone is too busy. 
Everyone has a job, and everyone is running 
from one place to another. The least we can do 

is ask for a local product. I know that coffee, 
chocolate, sugar, and most of our wheat 
is imported, so our staple food sometimes 
comes from abroad. However, when it comes 
to fish, fruit and vegetables (and they taste 
second to none), we are failing to ask for that 
product. Ask, and trust the local farmer. 

If I may say this - apart from thank you for 
believing in local young farmers - farmers are 
willing to improve their operations. They are 
trying to find methods of combatting climate 
change, of using less pesticides, and of using 
less fertilisers. However, we still lack a lot of 
education and networking, so I think these 
have to come in the next few years. One last 
thing is that, over the past few years, while 
there has been a lot of negative publicity, there 
has also been more interest in what we are 
doing. I think the information in the food chain 
is flowing in the wrong direction. Sometimes 
we have experts who do not have contact with 
the rural community, yet who talk about what’s 
happening in the local agricultural industry. 
Most of the people here are not in contact with 
farmers, and sometimes we are quick to judge. 
This quick judgement is leading us to make 
choices that are affecting the future. Thank 
you.

Good morning, everyone. I’m very glad to 
be here to convey our message as the Slow 
Food Movement. I would like to start off with 
a small story, which will perhaps draw 

Ms Jeanette Borg

Mr John Portelli
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a link between food waste and how this all 
came along. A long time ago, a light bulb 
manufacturer used to produce light bulbs 
that lasted forever. It’s a glass tube with an 
element inside which, when you apply a 
current to it, converts energy into light. They 
were doing very successfully. Eventually, one 
of the scientists at the factory discovered that 
if you apply a shock to that lightbulb, it gives 
that lightbulb a specific lifetime. This same 
principle is applied to food on our shelves: to 
make you change your food on your shelves 
on a regular basis, all they had to do was invent 
the ‘best before’ label on all food packaging. 
This way, the food industry is guaranteeing 
itself a continuous market. So that’s the small 
story. Maybe it gives you a lot to think about. 
Well, let’s talk about Slow Food. Slow Food 
has been present in Malta for the past 12 
years, and Slow Food knows its beginnings 
in 1986, when the first McDonald chain shop 
was being opened in Rome, on the Spanish 
Steps. If there is something that the Italians 
don’t like, until this day, it is that someone 
fools around with their food. They gathered 
in their thousands on the Spanish Steps, and 
they protested against McDonald’s opening 
their first branch in Rome. This gave birth to 
Slow Food, so you can see that Slow Food 
has been around since 1986. In 1989, the first 
manifesto was signed, and the terminology 
that you have been using - ‘good, clean and 
fair’ - were coined together by the Slow Food 
Movement. I would like to elaborate on what 
each and every word actually means. When 
we talk about ‘good’, what is good food? We 
mentioned that it is healthy: it doesn’t have 
too much fat, and it doesn’t have too much 
salt. But apart from the quality, we look at the 
flavours of the food itself. The ingredients. 
If something tastes bad, you obviously 
wouldn’t like to eat it. There are obviously 
some tastes which are acquired tastes. 
‘Flavoursome’ is also part of the definition of 
‘good’. Quality: what is ‘quality’? It could be 
bad quality. It’s also a quality, as in, a merit 
of something. We talk about good quality. To 
give you a small example: if you’re making 
extra virgin olive oil, the only way to get good 

quality extra virgin olive oil that qualifies by 
the regulations is you have to start with good 
quality olives. You can’t use olives which are 
rotten, which have been left on the ground 
and picked up eventually, which are infested 
with worms, and expect to end up with a 
good quality olive oil. It’s the same in our 
kitchen. If you want good food on your table, 
start with good quality ingredients. The food 
industry has discovered, eventually, through 
food scientists and through food panels and 
all the rest, that people get addicted to sugar, 
people get addicted to salt, and people get 
addicted to fat. They put these in the right 
dose, so that when you taste something, it 
tastes flavoursome. However, is that really 
good quality food? No, because you’re 
putting in excessive sugar, excessive salt, and 
excessive fat. So we have to shop for good 
quality food, not just good food. Quality 
food, and healthy food. Excessive sugar: we 
know of the problem in Malta where, as they 
said earlier this morning, more than 50% of 
deaths in Malta are related to cardiovascular 
issues. We’re eating a lot of what are called 
‘empty calories’: food which is unhealthy for 
you. Many people in Malta are overweight. 

We also talk about ‘clean’, but what does 
that mean? Does it mean washing apples? 
Washing lettuce? Unfortunately, people 
think that by washing fruit, and washing 
your lettuce from certain pesticides, it will 
simply clear the pesticides away. In reality, 
most of the pesticides in use today have 
active ingredients. They penetrate through 
the system. This is where farmers have to 
be responsible to produce and supply the 
market with clean food. It must be harmless 
not only to the human, but also to the 
environment. The bee colony collapse is an 
issue at the moment. Bees pollinate 70% or 
more of the fruit we eat every day, so it is 
very important that what we eat is actually 
good for the environment. This means that 
the methods used are sustainable methods, 
and that the chemicals used don’t persist in 
the environment. I’ve worked with a lot of 
farmers in helping them use systems that are 
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an alternative to pesticides, such as using 
traps instead of spraying with insecticides; 
using natural products like sulphur, and other 
things that deter insects from attacking your 
crop. We also spoke about fairness. It is a 
statistical fact that most farmers do not get 
more than 12-13% of the final selling value 
of any produce, which is a pity. The farmer 
is the guardian of our rural environment, 
and the supplier of our food. If the farmer 
is not helped by us responding back and 
buying their product which is fairly sold, thus 
enabling the farmer to get their fair share on 
the product, then the farmers are going to 
just pack up. 

Slow Food is spread over 160 countries 
around the world, with half a million 
members, and today it’s evolving fast and 
moving into speciality areas. For example, 
there is Slow Food dedicated to bees, and 
to climate change. Family farming is on the 
agenda as well, and food waste is a major 
sector, along with GMOs, and indigenous 
people and indigenous land. By consuming 
biofuels, countries end up being encouraged 
to cut down their forests to grow soya, 
so that biofuel can be used. Land grab: so 
much agricultural land in Malta has been 
lost to petrol stations alone in this last year. 
Slow meat: what is Slow meat? Slow meat is 
meat that is not fed other animal products, 
as is being done with the fish industry for 
example. It is grown in a humane, healthy way. 
We talk about slow cheese, slow Europe, and 
why not? We also have Fish for Tomorrow in 
Malta who are linked with slow fish. There is 
even Slow Food travel. Today we encourage 
people to visit these endangered varieties, 
and support them in the best way. 

Good morning. I have a background of working 
for ten or eleven years in supermarket, in 
different areas: from marketing, to commercial 
divisions, to imports, to business development. 
It is our firm belief that the supermarket is 
not just a retailer. Many customers use it as a 
source of their food and nutrition. We take that 
responsibility very seriously, because we know 
that the way we conduct our business affects 
people’s lives, and their lifestyles. In 2016, 
67% of the food products bought locally was 
done through non-specialised stores, and this 
number has increased over the years. In terms 
of specialised stores, you’re talking about the 
butchers, the fishmongers, and the vegetable 
shops. When we talk and communicate with 
our customers, we can see that convenience is 
a very important thing. We believe in providing 
cleaner alternatives, and healthier foods. Our 
challenge is mainly sourcing them locally. We 
do some imports ourselves. Luckily, when it 
comes to the retailer that we’ve partnered 
with (Tesco), most of their products have less 
e-stuff and additives when compared to the 
A-brands. We are continuously trying to see 
how we can make more range available for 
the customers that do care about nutrition 
and health and clean eating. Unfortunately, so 
far, it’s been a bit of a challenge. The reality is 
that when it comes to organic products, most 
of them come at a premium when it comes 
to sourcing them, and that is a problem. For 
the products that we do import that are 
organic, we normally price them at the same 
price as the non-organic items. Traditionally, 
with customers, you would think about the 
different customer profiles, like whether a 
person is brand loyal or price sensitive, or more 
aware to the environment and sustainability. 
However, the fact is that when you look at 
different shopping baskets, most of the time 
you’ll find a mix of the different profiles. We 
need to differentiate between the customer 
and the consumer, because the person that is 
doing the shopping may not be the consumer 
themselves, but they are feeding the rest of 
the family. And something that we have been 
seeing is that there’s been a general trend 
towards more awareness, to more enviornmental

Prof. Everaldo Attard 
Thank you for your intervention. We have touched 
mainly on the consumer and the producer’s point 

of view. Now we shall be looking at another important 
key player which is the vendor, and the supermarket. And 
we’ve got Mr Matthew Grech who will be talking about the 
experience of the local supermarket, but also within the 
global perspective.

Mr Matthew Grech 
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consciousness as well as sustainability, 
especially when it comes to clean foods. 
For example, this morning I was talking 
to a customer of ours about some of the 
challenges that we face. One of our initiatives 
is that we are doing our best to remove 
the use of plastics from our operation, and 
moving to compostable materials instead. If a 
customer cares about it, they will appreciate 
it. If a customer doesn’t care about it, their 
service is not affected. So with that approach, 
we believe that if we do that on other levels 
as well, we are making some other concepts 
available and accessible, which may otherwise 
have been more of a challenge in terms of 
changing the mindset of a potential customer. 
Even though some customers are aware and 
are activists, the reality is that their lifestyle 
is busy and hectic. Sometimes they have to 
trade off the different values they believe in. 
For example, a few years back we used to 
sell fresh produce at the counter, and then 
we started pre-packing them, which reduced 
queues, increased service, and also basically 
shot up our sales in fresh produce. The good 
thing is that more customers are consuming 
fresh produce. The bad thing is that there are 
more plastics involved in selling the product. So 
it’s a double-edged sword. What we’re doing 
right now is that we’re importing compostable 
trays for us to pack them in (because we can’t 
source them locally), and we’re importing and 
testing all the different materials. Our main 
challenge remains the cellophane - the kind 
of plastic wrap - to make that available. We’re 
continuously working on improving that. 
So yes, our relationship with our customers 
is very important. We are a relatively small 
business, and as the management, we are 
continuously there on the shop floor, talking 
to our customers. We get feedback directly 
from them, and we continuously act on the 
feedback. One piece of the feedback was 
regarding the health section where, over 
time, while keeping the health section there, 
we also did a double placement within the 
primary categories of food. Some of our core 
values, apart from services, is caring for the 
planet and caring for the people. Wastage 

was mentioned earlier on. We’ve been 
operating for 35 years - we have an on-site 
bakery, and the products that we produce, 
which are not sold but are still consumable, 
are always donated. The items that we import, 
and which are past their best before date 
but are still usable and consumable (even if 
they cannot be sold), are always donated to 
different charities. Something we’re doing in 
our marketing is that we’re trying to simplify 
how we communicate simplified scratch 
cooking to use more fresh produce - which 
is something that we believe in as well. There 
is a general trend towards cleaner eating. We 
can see more awareness towards sustainable 
farming, and we would like to be involved in 
sourcing better quality local produce that is 
cleaner. 

Somebody mentioned the community 
kitchen. Please do get in touch with initiatives 
such as these. When it comes to making food 
available, we have our economic challenges 
in sourcing these products, because they are 
not freely available in our market. Malta is 
small, and we depend on our suppliers a lot 
for the products we stock. We also look to 
import them ourselves to make our selection 
even better for our customers, because 
that’s very important to us. Please feel free to 
contact me with other initiatives that relate 
to food and what we’re mentioning here. I 
personally see most of our feedback that we 
get through our Facebook page. Thanks.

We believe that the supermarket is a key 
contact point for the customer. When it comes 

Prof. Everaldo Attard
Thank you, Matthew, for your intervention. In 
fact, the supermarket can act also as a social 

meeting place for people, and can also aid in the 
education of individuals.

Mr Matthew Grech 
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Dr Karen Mugliett 
I’d like to make two comments. The first to Matthew: 

something that came to mind is what really happens 
abroad quite a lot. Supermarkets could have home 

to food, we can be part of the solution. We’re 
mentioning a lot of different problems, and the 
way I see it personally, when you look at the 
participation of health products and organic 
products, the percentages are very small. 
When it comes to other forms of awareness, 
the percentages are still very small. If you do 
it in a way where the customers that don’t 
care about it are not affected by it, or we can 
educate them, it makes a massive difference 
in the end. In supermarkets, we believe that it 
only takes one to start, and then the rest will 
normally follow. When it comes to the local 
scene, whatever we can do, we can be part of 
the solution.

Prof. Everaldo Attard
Thank you. So now I open the floor for any 
questions and interventions please.

economists as part of the staff, implementing ideas such 
as educating the consumer. We had a Masters student 
who carried out a study in different supermarkets, 
educating the consumer on the need for calcium in the 
diet. Initiatives like these along with community kitchens, 
etc, could very easily be organised by home economists. 
My other point is to Jeanette. You were talking a lot 
about the farmers and the consumers. I think you missed 
out on another stakeholder who is very important and, I 
think, who has left a very big impact on the diet of the 
Maltese, and also on what has happened to local produce 
along the years - and that is the importer. If you think of 
the Maltese decades ago, we used to look for local food, 
because that was what was mostly available. We used to 
not waste food so much, because families would cook, 
for example, a rabbit for lunch on a Sunday, and then with 
the leftovers, they would make them into a pie the next 
day, for example. If there’s a vegetable in season which 
there is a glut [of] - for example, a lot of cauliflower – 
people would buy the cauliflower when it is cheap and 
also preserve the cauliflower. It could be tomatoes, and 
all other kinds of things. What has happened along the 
years, I think, is not only that the consumer has changed, 
but that there is much more accessibility, and I suppose 
that has created a problem. I wrote a book on seasonality 
and sustainability to try to educate people to use the 
food which is in season along the year. The consumer 
now has all that food available, even if it is not in season 
locally. The market has changed, and the education has 
to go to the importer not just the consumer.
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I greatly agree with what you said. Importers 
now have a huge impact on people’s diets. 
However, I’m here representing young farmers, 
and I want to highlight how important it is for 
consumers to base their choices not just on 
price. Although we have a lot of consumers 
that are very environmentally sensitive, from 
all the impact we’ve seen, price is still the most 
important factor. However, yes, I do believe in 
educating people to make seasonal choices. 
There was a project recently which publicised 
what’s in season, and at which time of the 
year, because many people have lost that 
knowledge. We don’t know what’s seasonal 
in that time of the year. No one mentioned 
fraud. Earlier on I said that it’s very important 
for us as locals to ensure food security, that 
we ask for local, and that we trust farmers. 
Sometimes people go and ask for local, and 
they are not given a local product. We have 
huge amounts of food fraud - in honey, for 
example. We had bad years of honey, because 
agricultural produce is not a luxury. You might 
have it, you might not; you might have a 
good season, you might not. We’ve had bad 
seasons of honey, and you see local honey on 
shelves. No olive oil on the market - and I’m 
well acquainted with these products - and you 
find 50ml bottles on the market. So where is 
this coming from? I don’t blame consumers for 
sometimes choosing, but I urge consumers to 
trust more and to ask more. Maybe if there’s 
an atmosphere of asking for local products, 
we could have improvements. This could 
include improvements from authorities, for 
example, who we really need to back us in this 
fraud issue. Thank you.

From my end, regarding the home economists, 
I do think it’s a great idea. Today, I met my 
Home Economics teacher from Form 3. It 
was the first year that Home Economics was 
available to boys, and I was part of that class. 

Education is very important and it’s a topic 
that is very, very valuable when it comes to 
food. So let’s get in touch and do it.

Ms Jeanette Borg

Mr Matthew Grech

 Audience Member
First of all, I want to say thank you because I’ve learnt 
a lot today. I think one of the things that is needed is 
publicity. I heard a farmer speaking on the radio, and you 
learn from the other side. We say that vegetables are 
expensive, but then you learn that farmers spend a lot 
to buy the seeds and so on, aside from the work itself. 
In terms of publicity and communication, people such 
as SOS Malta are doing so many good things, but more 
people need to know about them. For example, I’ve never 
heard of Slow Food. What is the meaning of Slow Food ?

Prof. Everaldo Attard 
We will take some more questions and answer 
again at the end.

Mr Peppi Gauci 
I’m a permaculturist at heart, and I’m actually a full time 
farmer as well. First of all, I’d like to congratulate the panel, 
and the panel before as well. We’re all bringing up serious 
concerns, and serious challenges and problems that we’re 
facing. In fact, if we look at it and we think of it globally, it 
can be quite overwhelming. I’d like to focus on the local. 
Locally, there’s this disconnection between the consumers 
and the farmers, and we should note that farmers are dying 
out. We do not have farmers any more. This is the reality. I 
am not sure of any one my age who’s a farmer. 

A permaculture approach is a way of designing with 
nature. It means understanding what ecosystems actually 
do, and what nature does. It means working with those 
actual, living, biological systems in order to create your 
design – eventually your crop. And one of the things 
which also comes back to the earlier discussion was about 
heirloom seeds, for example. I’ve been quite passionate 
about keeping seeds and trading heirloom seeds, but my 
own experience as a full time farmer has actually pushed 
me out of this ability. Heirloom seeds is not just about 
having the seed. You can only save the seeds by actually 
using them and taking them from one season to another. 
So it’s useless having a box of seeds because, unless by 
some miracle they’re super well preserved, they’re not 
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Thank you for your comment about needing
more publicity and about the work that SOS 
Malta does. It is true, we always need more 
publicity, so like our Facebook page, go on 
our website, and spread the word that we 
are working on these issues, and on our 
Facebook page you’ll be updated on all our 
different activities. Just as Peppi said, if we 
look globally, it’s a bit overwhelming: don’t 
ignore the global, because everything we 
do locally also has an impact globally, so 
just try and do what you can and make your 
decisions ethically and responsibly.

I would like to start first on the farmers’ issue. 
Statistically, around Europe, the majority of 
farmers are over 55 years old. In 10 years’ 
time, will we have farmers? Unless we support 
young farmers to take up this profession, in 
10 years we’re going to have a crisis on our 
hands in terms of where our food is going to 
come from. The other thing is the food waste 
problem. To quantify: 250 billion litres of water 
are needed to produce all the food we waste. 
That means that if we reduce food waste by 
half, we are also saving billions of litres of water. 
30% of the land is used unnecessarily, because 
food is being wasted. Post-war, Europe used to 
consume 20kgs of meat. Today, per capita, we 
consume 90 kgs of meat in Europe alone. In

Ms Lorna Muscat

Mr John Portelli 

going to last. They have to be maintained, and maintained 
wisely. So my own experience has brought me to a place 
where I had to specialise on my crop and what I produce, 
in order to survive as a farmer. And this points me back 
into analysing according to a permaculture system’s 
frame of mind, by understanding that actually, the whole 
mechanism that farmers are operating today is wrong. It’s 
not natural. Farmers are, at the moment, mostly operating 
in an entrepreneurial and competitive market, when 
nature itself tells us that there must be cooperation, not 
competition. This brings us back to the main idea that we 
need to have cooperative systems if we actually need to 
keep feeding ourselves and the generations to come, and 
we must work hand in hand with nature to do that. We have 
the understanding, the science, the mechanisms and the 
technology to do so. It’s mainly about how we can put it 
together in order to take it further. Thank you.

Prof. Everaldo Attard
I’m taking just one last question, then we’ve got 
a round of last comments from our panel, please.

Ms Francesca Fenech Conti 
I’m very interested in what the supermarket is doing to 
promote local. Convenience for me is really key. I’m guilty 
of buying food which is not local, but I would love to 
support local produce. It’s very difficult to tell what is local, 
and what isn’t. It’s not easily found. Maybe supermarkets 
can have a stand that promote local farmers and local 
initiatives. We can promote cooperation between the 
farmer and the local consumer and the supermarket.

Prof. Everaldo Attard 
So, perhaps we can continue further discussions 
during the workshops. Just the last comments 
from the panel members, please.
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the States, they consume about 120 kgs. A person 
from an African country maybe has access to 2-3 
kgs a year. So we shouldn’t expect an Afxrican 
country to cut down on their consumption of 
meat at the same rate as us, because if you cut 
half of what they don’t have, there’s nothing left. 
Once you cut down on food waste, you are also 
cutting down on the carbon dioxide emissions, 
which amounts to 8% of the greenhouse gas 
emissions released into the atmosphere. In terms 
of Slow Food, as I said, Slow Food started as a 
counteraction against the fast food chains. We 
know what fast food chains are. That’s how it 
came along, and today it has actually expanded 
- protecting seeds, protecting biodiversity, and 
protecting consumers.

When it comes to the fresh produce on display 
in store, we normally have the price tickets, and 
they normally differ between local and not local. 
We can look into doing particular labelling, that 
we further accentuate what is local. Regarding 
a whole section of local foods, this is a 
recurrent conversation that we have in store. 
When a customer makes a purchase, and when 
they’re shopping in store, there’s a hierarchy 
of decisions being made. Most of the time, 
whether they go for local or not is not in the top 
tier. So first, for example, I need that category 
of product, and I’ll look at what I have to use it 
for, and then the brand or the price. We always 
try to put in the different mix of different price 
points, and the attributes that the product has. 
So for example, if you’re looking at coffee, you 
should be able to find organic coffee with the 
normal coffee, pasta the same, rice the same, 
and everything else the same. So with the same 
philosophy, with regards to produce, if you’re 
looking at the tomatoes’ section for example, 
you’d have the foreign and the local next to 
each other. Though I think we can do better at 
communicating what is local and what is not, at 
the moment of truth. This way, consumers can 
have a more streamlined shopping experience.

Thank you for highlighting. We badly need it, 
but I think it’s also a weakness coming from 
the industry, that we’re not pushing ourselves 
enough. We need to liaise more with people 
within supermarkets. Perhaps it’s an issue 
that some sectors within agriculture were not 
represented today. For example, local milk is 
present in most supermarkets, even in foreign 
chains, and that’s a sign that when farmers are 
well represented, they are also at the end of 
the food chain. And one last comment - we 
do have young farmers, and I think one of the 
projects we should take up is to show who our 
young farmers are. We have young farmers 
who are 23 year olds, 25 year olds, and people 
don’t know their faces. When you are in a 
profession, you care more for your profession 
than marketing your profession. Farmers do 
not market their profession. On the contrary, 
they are very shy and at times intimidated 
by people from the outside world amongst 
consumers. This is a responsibility I have on my 
shoulders, that I have to portray more of who 
our young farmers are, and what are they up 
to. Thank you.

Mr Matthew Grech

Ms Jeanette Borg

Just my three take-home points. Read the 
labels, read the fine print. Buying honey which 
is labelled ‘from EU and non-EU sources’ means 
nothing, and unfortunately, this is permitted 
by law. Slow Food today started a challenge: 
food for change. If you go to #foodforchange, 
you’re going to join millions of people around 
the world that are submitting to this challenge. 
My final word is: vote with your pockets. When 
you buy stuff, buy the right stuff. Vote with 
your pockets. Your money takes you a long 
way. If you put your money in the right place, 
you get the right products back.

Mr John Portelli

Prof. Everaldo Attard
Thank you all very much.
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Perception vs Reality

It is a real pleasure to be back in Malta, and 
to be here for this celebration of World Food 
Day, but through the lens of wellbeing. We 
seem to have forgotten that food is life. We 

have ancient texts in India that remind us that everything 
is food. Everything is something else’s food. The web of 
life is a food web. If you really think of it, that’s how all 
of nature works. We created an illusion where man was 
put on the top of a pyramid. No - we have the circle of 
life, and at the end of it we are food for microorganisms. 
And because food is the real currency, and its quality is 
the real currency, it is the condition of wellbeing. It’s the 
condition of wellbeing of the planet and people, both 
as producers and as consumers. One of the aspects of 
the so-called rationality is the irrational assumption that 
we are separate from nature. How much more irrational 
could we be, to think that we live outside nature? That 
we are separate from her? That we can be her masters 
and conquerers? It is the arrogance of that false rationality 
that has literally brought us to the brink. Every scientific 
study is showing us that if we continue on the path on 
which we are, within a century humanity could absolutely 
destroy the conditions of its life on this planet. Of course, 
the arrogance is feeding some people, like three or four 
of the billionaires saying “And then we’ll go to Mars.” And 
they spend more time figuring out how to grow food on 
Mars than taking care of this Earth. It is the mentality of 
escape. I remember in the whole colonial period, when 
Cecil Rhodes went off to colonise the country that then 
became Rhodesia and now is Zimbabwe, he said “We have 
to escape from the poverty of Europe to new lands.” And 
this problem of escape, based on irresponsibility, is behind 
every colonisation, every scarcity, and every aspect of 
poverty. How we grow our food and how we distribute 
it has the single biggest impact on both planetary and 
social wellbeing. Look at the soils. The desertification we 
are witnessing now is so intense that the United Nations 
Intergovernmental Panel on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services, which is the equivalent of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, has warned that if we don’t 
change agricultural practices, we are going to be uprooting 
so many people from the land. The refugee crisis is really 
the crisis of making people homeless by farming in violent 
ways. Syria is talked about in war terms but people forget, 
first of all, that it was the fertile crescent and secondly, 
that in 2009 they had an extended drought. This is also 
where the same green revolution destroyed the land of 
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Punjab in my country, which began my journey on 
agriculture. I’m trained in Physics and Quantum Physics. 
This wasn’t supposed to be my life’s dedication. I thought 
I would have a passionate engagement with the psi 
function for the rest of my life. Quantum theory is such a 
challenging idea. A hundred years later, we are still solving 
its basic puzzles. I could have spent a lifetime on that, but 
then Punjab, the most prosperous state of India, erupted in 
violence. I’d studied there, having done my MSc Honours 
in Physics from Punjab University. Then, working for the 
United Nations University, I said “I must look at what’s 
going on, because this was a peaceful land, and something 
has gone wrong.” What had gone wrong was a chemical-
based, non-sustainable farming system. The same system 
in Syria also drained the wells. In Punjab, the water level is 
going down by 10 cm a year, with the level of depletion of 
the aquifer within 10 years. Farming can be very difficult. 
In Syria, the water wells had gone dry, and the drought hit 
them. It’s extended drought. I’ve never been to a Europe 
that is this warm in October. Climate changes and climate 
extremes are part of what is happening. They too are 
linked to how we produce our food. Partly because fossil 
fuels were so obvious in energy use, everyone focused on 
energy. However, food is the first energy. When we stop 
producing food in sustainable ways - in ecological ways - 
we turn to fossil fuel-based chemical inputs. As the small 
farms disappear, people then have to be substituted by 
machines and chemicals - the larger the scale, the more 
the intensification. Those machines are direct guzzlers of 
fuel. If you see the American landscape, it looks more like 
a war. People are now talking about driver-less cars as the 
next innovation, and they’re talking of driver-less tractors. 
Now, there was one job left for a farmer in America - to 
drive a tractor. Even that is being taking away.

I wrote a book called ‘Who really feeds the world?’ at the 
time of the Milan Expo. I was asked to do it. I looked at the 
land issue, because the land issue is a big issue all over the 
world. And I looked at the US land issue. The farmers are 
leasing their land back from the banks and the institutions, 
and paying a rental. Half of the cost of production is the rent 
they’re paying for land. It’s a totally unsustainable system. 
And when you get that big, you can’t go around collecting 
the three greens that you’ll make a nice soup with. In India, I 
measured that 250 of the uncultivated plants on our farms 
are edible. And women collect it. For example, ‘bathua’, 
which is a spontaneous crop, and absolutely nutritious. 
Today it’s treated like a weed. It has to be sprayed with 
Roundup. Beyond that, Roundup is sprayed with drones. 
I have been to Argentina where there are planes spraying 
Roundup, and which then spray it all over communities. 
Children are being born with birth defects at a very high 
level. Cancer rates are ten times higher. 

We don’t need more instruments in farming. It’s the 
ultimate human activity of connection with the Earth, 
and it’s the most basic activity. Somewhere along the 
line, economies got together and said “Progress is linear.” 
It’s the last bit of my first book ‘Staying alive’. The idea 
that progress is linear means first you have agriculture, 
and then you can forget about it. Then you’ll have 
industry, and then you’ll have the service sector. Now of 
course people are thinking that the whole digital world 
will replace everything. However the digital world can’t 
replace. It’s an instrument. It’s a tool. It is not a creative 
process in and of itself. It can’t make anything. It’s not 
a productive process. It might be the case that those 
who are in that sector have managed to manipulate it, 
very effectively, to become the new robber barons, as 
it’s being called. Look at the five richest people. Did they 
make anything? No, they didn’t make anything. It took a 
lot of battles. I have a new book called ‘Oneness [vs.] the 
1%’, on the new stage of this hyper separation from the 
Earth, and a hyper industrialisation of every process, and 
a hyper externalisation of the costs of that process. We 
create these illusions. When the chemical fertilisers were 
first brought to agriculture, they talked about making 
bread from air. During Hitler’s time, they learned how to 
burn fossil fuels at very high temperatures to fix nitrogen 
from the air, which is something that beans and legumes 
do very non-violently in the soil anyway. They didn’t 
know plants can do this. They didn’t know plants have 
nitrogen-fixing capacity. So they have this very violent 
process which made the explosives and the ammunition, 
and then those factories were retooled. Then we were 
told we’ll make bread from air. We don’t need land. We 
can destroy the land, because we can always compensate 
with chemical fertilisers. You can’t. Our studies in India 
are showing that the production is going down this way, 
because the soil was assumed to be an empty container, 
but it’s a living system with billions and billions of soil 
organisms. When you do good farming, all you’re doing 
is providing them food, and they to the rest of the 
world. Our studies show that with our organic farms, 
in Navdanya we have a research and training centre, 
and a conservation centre of biodiversity in Dehradun. 
We’ve helped about 2000 farmers convert in Neyveli, 
and hundreds of thousands around the country. I worked 
with the soil scientists this year, and the data shows that 
with ecological agriculture, we have replenished organic 
matter up to 99%. The interesting part is the chemical 
fertiliser bit, because you assume that when you are 
applying nitrogen fertiliser, you improve nitrogen in the 
soil. The nitrogen in the synthetic nitrogen fertilised soils 
is 24% less. It’s declined by 24%, whereas in the organic 
soils it’s gone up by 100% without any external input, 
because all those microorganisms are producing it for 
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you. Now when we use these synthetic fertilisers, not only 
is the production itself very intensive (for 1 kg of nitrogen 
fertiliser you use 2 litres of diesel), but that process is 
an emitter. The nitrogen fertiliser emits nitrous oxides 
which are 300 times more deadly for the climate than 
carbon dioxide. I’ve written a book called ‘Soil not Oil,’ 
which shows that if you add the long distance transport, 
and you add production which is fossil fuel intensive - 
We are literally eating oil. In the industrial system, we’re 
eating oil. Add the transport, add the food miles, add 
the packaging, add the processing, and it adds up to 
about 45-50%. There are many studies now. I did the 
book for Copenhagen, but today there are many, many 
assessments which show that industrialised agriculture 
and globalised trade and food is the single biggest 
contributor to climate change. 

On water: when you apply chemicals, you need ten times 
more water to grow the same amount of food, which is the 
reason for the water crisis. We had no water crisis in India 
until the green revolution. When I was young, we used 
to travel the country. Even in the desert, you had water 
at 10 feet. In those days we used to irrigate with persian 
wheels, which are those beautiful bucket wheels. Today 
there are places where people are going down to 1000-
2000 feet, and then you can’t go further, or the aquifer 
is dry. Migration today, and the refugee crisis today, is 
very much driven by desertification and the water crisis. 
And then there’s biodiversity. India used to grow 300,000 
varieties of rice. Why would peasants evolve 300,000 
varieties of rice? First, because creativity is human. That’s 
what we are. Second, because every one of those rices 
has a different unique quality. My valley is famous for the 
basmati, the aromatic rice. It was pirated and patented. It 
was a company in Texas that claimed to have invented the 
basmati, like Monsanto claimed to have invented a wheat 
variety that does not cause gluten allergy. No, the ancient 
wheats don’t cause a gluten allergy, because breeding has 
taken food in a direction where expression of gluten has 
increased, and therefore the allergies have increased. This 
is the same system that is driving farmers off the land. It’s 
driving farmers off the land because that same rationality 
calls it productivity. They call it productivity on the basis 
of people as an input, rather than people at the core of the 
food system - both as working with the land to produce 
good food, and as eaters. So productivity has been 
reduced to a totally irrational ratio. It should be output 
per unit input. Output should include everything you can 
produce. Good farms are biodiverse, so there should be 
biodiversity. Good farms are not just biodiverse, they’re 
multifunctional. They don’t only have one function. They 
have multiple ecological services. If we measure all of that, 
ecological systems produce much more. In terms of input, 

a sustainable system should measure the resources you 
use: how much water you’re using, how much funding you 
are putting in, and how many chemicals you are using. That 
should define the efficiency, but those inputs are left out. 
Those inputs are actually causing the devastation of the 
planet, and are also causing the indebtedness of farmers. 
The reason for family farms disappearing everywhere is 
because of debt. You’re trying to stay on that treadmill, 
and beyond a certain point, the mortgage catches up 
with you. I remember very clearly - I was at a meeting in 
those days where we were doing the work on GMOs in 
England. I had to give a keynote, and then there was a 
panel. A representative from a union of small farmers was 
supposed to come. He came half an hour late, and he says 
“I’m terribly sorry but I can’t speak now as a small farmer. 
My land has just been mortgaged. They put on a lock. I am 
now a truck driver.” 

This dispossession is the silent crisis of the world, and it 
is the crisis which causes young people like you to say 
“there are no small farmers anymore.” My dedication in 
life is that we’ve got to make good farming the highest 
vocation of humanity. That’s why I started the school the 
Earth University on our farm. We do gardens in every 
school. We do community gardens, and we do nutrition 
gardens. In India 300,000 farmers have committed 
suicide because of debt, and because of this capital-
intensive system. At the end of it some people might 
say ok, the Earth is paying a high price, and farmers 
are paying a high price, but we have lots of food and 
so consumers are doing very well. We actually don’t 
have more food, we have less food. We have more 
commodities. Food is the diversity of the nourishment 
we get. We used to eat about 10,000-12,000 species of 
plants. And every place can grow something special. In 
the desert of Rajasthan they can have the bajra. They 
might not be able to grow rice, but they have food. In 
Greenland, they might not have vegetables, but they 
have lots of fish. I remember a particular debate in 
Greenland, where the vegans are very passionate, and 
a young woman put up her hand and she said “Why 
aren’t you vegans?” This native indigenous person from 
Greenland says “You can’t grow plants out here”. So 
we’ve got to understand that food is diversity. Diverse 
things grow in different places. That is what shaped up 
particular local food culture. And as agriculture became 
industrialised, it became reduced in diversity, and now 
we grow ten globally traded commodities. Everywhere 
you go you see hybrid corn now. Europe is just covered 
with hybrid corn. Is it going to humans? No, it’s animal 
feed. It’s biofuel. Today, the subsidies for biofuel and 
animal feed are so much higher that it works for a farmer. 
Farmers are not farming for food any more. Farmers 
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are farming for subsidies. I’m very worried that, as the 
links between climate change and farming increase, and 
awareness grows, we find investment managers who say 
“Farmers aren’t doing enough growing food, but now, 
we can make them trade in the carbon in the soil.” It’s 
a violation of the soil, and a violation of the farmer. We 
need to recognise them as the providers of nourishment, 
and not apply that violent mindset towards extracting the 
last dollar (or the last euro) from the ecological services 
of nature. We’ve manipulated nature and exploited her 
enough. In this moment of crisis we should wake up to 
the crisis, and shift to humility from arrogance. We must 
shift from extracting more to giving back. That’s the 
moment we’re in. Now, for the last 31 years, this violent 
system has pushed me on the path of seeking non-
violent systems. We started to save seeds. We created 
seed banks everywhere, and for me it was just the simple 
moral imperative of ‘Got to protect the seed’. Today 
we realise that with our seeds we are providing more 
nutrition per acre, because we measure yield by acre and 
not nutrition by acre. Yield can be of a toxic, nutritionally-
empty commodity. And 75% of the chronic diseases that 
the world is being impacted by today come from the 
food you eat, and toxins in the environment which are 
from the food you eat. They are from the pesticides and 
the herbicides. There are 8000 cases going on at the 
moment on glyphosate and cancer in America. There 
was a big denial for a long time, but these things are now 
in the courts. The WHO said glyphosate is a carcinogen. 
We knew that neonecotinoids are killing bees. France 
has just banned it. We must look at rejuvenating local 
farming, and see it as providing health and wellbeing, 
rather than a commodity. In the commodity mindset, 
small farmers can’t compete, and local agriculture can’t 
compete. In a wellbeing mindset, it’s an imperative. Care 
for the soil, care for biodiversity, care for health, and then 
it becomes. And that’s where policies must shift. It is not 

easy, because the vested interests are so powerful. Greed 
is such a terrible addiction. I watch these billionaires who 
want to become richer out of exploiting more people. 
I wish people would realise when enough is enough. 
Understand enoughness, because that is the ultimate 
source of wellbeing: to know when enough is enough, to 
know what the limits are, and to know what the planetary 
limits are. Science is about planetary limits now. Every 
planetary limit is being violated. Good science is about 
working within those limits and producing what we need. 
We can do it ecologically. We have the knowledge. 

Through the movement I’ve built in India and in Navdanya, 
we managed to reverse the migration, because by 
growing biodiversity, small farms get two kinds of 
resilience. The first is a resilience to the climate, and our 
research is showing that the more diverse your farm is, 
regardless of flood or drought, there won’t be a failure. 
The diversity is the cushion in times of climate change. 
Small farms then also become resilient to a very, very 
exploitative and a very, very manipulative global market 
that is like a casino now. Prices can collapse to nothing. 
The structure of the system is to extract every euro, and 
every rupee from the farmer. This year, I was looking at 
potato: for a sack of potato of 50 kgs, farmers in India 
were getting 5 rupees. I think that a euro is about 80 or 
90 rupees. 5 rupees for 50 kgs, and 20 grams of potato 
chips is 20 rupees. So a 20,000% jump. If you want to 
know why farmers are getting poorer, you just have to 
look at where the money is going. True cost accounting 
is very important, not to put a new financial burden of 
accounting on farmers, but to have a caution of what is 
the wrong thing to do. We did a study on wealth per acre, 
and for India alone, the environmental and social costs of 
chemical farming are 1.3 trillion dollars. We know things 
through biodiversity, through food sovereignty, through 
seed sovereignty, through knowledge sovereignty, and 
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through knowing your mind. We’re now being told  
that we can’t know, because we don’t have big data. 
Farmers will have to buy a new commodity called big 
data. What’s the health of the soil? They’ll have to buy 
it. What’s the state of their water? They’ll have to buy 
it. So, in a way, colonisation was terra nullius: the Earth 
is empty. Biopiracy, the patenting of life, was based on 
the assumption that life is empty until we patch it. I 
think it’s now becoming like menta nullius: the mind is 
empty until we pump data into it. No! We are intelligent 
to the ultimate level. New research is showing that on 
wellbeing, it is the biodiversity and care for the soil that 
is care for humans, because the biodiversity out there is 
connected to the biodiversity inside us. In our traditional 
sciences, we know that food and the gut is the central 
place for health. Now they’ve just discovered the gut 
microbiome with trillions of microbes. They’re now 
recognising that more neurological activity goes on in 
our gut than in our brain. This is being called the second 
brain. What’s coming out is that all these microbes are 
super intelligent. Not only are they intelligent in and of 
themselves, but they decide our intelligence too. The 
explosion of neurological problems is now being traced 
scientifically to the deprivation of nutrients. Our gut has 
billions of sensors, and they each respond to different 
tastes and different flavours, all of which is needed. 

Diversity of the diet, such as the Mediterranean diet, 
is to be celebrated. Diversity is a wellbeing imperative. 
Diversity is a democratic imperative. Diversity of cultures 
comes out of it, along with the diversity of our languages, 
and the diversity of our minds. I think the monoculture 
of the mind is one of the most impoverishing aspects 
of this irrational rationality. The diversity of the mind is 

what is waiting to flower today. Every time we think this 
problem has become too big, we must look at the small 
place where we can begin to be part of the solution. If 
we look at the atmosphere, we can’t think of solving it. If 
we start from our gardens, we realise we are part of the 
solution. I’ve just done a wonderful festival with women 
from around India - we originally organised it in 1993 as 
‘Diverse Women for Diversity’, and women made their 
different kinds of breads with their particular kinds of 
grains. We are made to believe that there is only one kind 
of bread that can sit on a shelf for six months. That bread 
doesn’t go bad, because it’s got so many preservatives. 
The festival was on the 2nd October, which is Gandhi’s 
birth anniversary. We celebrated the 150 years of his 
anniversary, which means 150 years of his legacy to 
celebrate non-violence as our true creative power. The 
women sat together, and we put our ideas together. The 
festival was called ‘Our bread, our freedom’. We said 
that we are going to grow food everywhere: we’ll grow 
gardens everywhere till the planet becomes a garden 
of nutrition, a garden of biodiversity, and a garden of 
peace. Yesterday I was very honoured to be in an award 
ceremony where an award was given by the FAO and 
the World Future Council to the Sikkim government. The 
gold award was given to the Sikkim government which 
has gone 100% organic. And the chief minister, with 
whom I’ve worked very closely, repeatedly says “This 
is an ethical imperative.” The planet has to be poison-
free. We are working together for a biodiverse, organic 
Himalaya. We are working for a biodiverse, organic 
world, so that by the year 2050, not only will we have 
farms and farmers everywhere, but we will have good 
food everywhere, and no poisons anywhere. Thank you.
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Audience Member 
Excellent speech, as usual. One area which you 
haven’t touched is how people are becoming 
more and more conditioned everyday about the 

need to take probiotics, food supplements, and that they 
can’t live without vaccines. What’s your opinion?

 
We’ve just done two new publications: one is 
called ‘Annam’ which is food for health, which 
is more in the Indian setting, connecting the 
aryuvedic tradition with our ecological work. 
We have a contribution by a leading public 
health expert who has synthesised all the 
studies on food supplements. It doesn’t work. 
Food is a holistic system. It’s the whole that 
makes for the health. Supplements are just 
being flushed out, because they don’t have the 
complementary qualities of food that allow the 
bio-absorption and the transformation into 
life processes. Our work has shown that with 
biodiversity, we can produce all the carotene 
in the world. We don’t have zinc deficiencies, 
or magnesium deficiencies. There is this idea 
of external input, which began with chemical 
farming and is now going into the nutrition 
sector. It is the denial of living processes, and 
their capacity to not just produce life, but to 
produce the nourishment that we need. That’s 
the new science of nutrition, that’s the new 
science of ecology, that’s the new science of 
agro-ecology, and it’s growing very fast. The 
attack on it is also very intense, because the 
power has concentrated so much that this 
year, those who control the chemicals in seed 
have been reduced to a cartel of three. Bayer 
has merged with Monsanto, Monsanto is now 
Bayer, Syngenta has merged with ChemChina 
and Dow has merged with DuPont. They are 
not competing with each other: they have 
all kinds of cross-licensing arrangements. 
They were four junk food processors. I don’t 
think they should exist. Why should we take 

something sacred like food, and turn it into 
junk? Surely a good society would say “this 
is wrong.” Now we reward them with tax-free 
status, and tell them to take the water, and take 
the electricity for free. Now power has grown 
- not in a natural and organic way, but in a very 
violent way. The industry said “We are going 
to patent seed and impose it through WTO.” 
I said “No way, you don’t invent a seed. You 
can’t have a patent on seed, because patents 
are for inventions.” I started saving seeds but 
I also worked with my govermental right laws. 
It’s still in the courts, because they are trying 
to dismantle laws that say that seeds, plants 
and animals are not inventions, and therefore 
they are not patentable. This is a simple fact. 
The concentration of power right now is so 
big, and the greed hasn’t stopped. So now 
they are saying “Oh, we’ll have a merger of 
the biotechnology, the financial technology, 
and the digital technology, and this will be 
a total control system.” This is what they’re 
hoping will silence everybody. However, that 
also means no possibilities of growing the 
right food, and the good food. No possibilities 
of ever bringing farmers back to the land. 
And of course, think of it: if you’ve destroyed 
every farmer, are you going to sell your next 
big data to the machine? You can’t! It’s a non-
sustainable enterprise, but the long-term 
thinking is not part of what currently happens. 
This is why sustainability is about long-term 
thinking. It’s a very, very fragile moment for 
human evolution. We could either go down the 
dead end very quickly - and for the refugee 
who’s uprooted, they’re already there. For the 
little child who got diabetes at 7, and for the 
relatives who got cancer… I’m surrounded by 
people with cancer now. It’s already a dead 
end road. For humanity, it’s either a dead 
end road, or else we take the other path of 
finding the right way to do things, which is 
centered on the wellbeing of the planet, and 
the wellbeing of people.

Questions from the Floor

Dr Vandana Shiva
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I come from the academic world, and there’s 
a lot of talk about the fourth Industrial 
Revolution. It is promoted by the World 
Economic Forum. I don’t buy into that quite 
frankly, but this discourse of this fourth 
Industrial Revolution...Supposedly, we had 
the first one, which was steam-driven; the 
second one which was much more electricity-
driven; the third one is digitally; and now this 
one is AI-driven, etc. What effect does this 
kind of discourse have on people’s relation 
to the rest of the cosmos, and which also 
includes food?

The same billionaires who are shaping this 
revolution that they call the fourth Industrial 

Revolution (and shaping the inevitability that 
it has to happen), are also talking about the 
fact that 99% of humanity will be useless now. 
When I talked about the irrational definition of 
productivity, it defined people as the problem, 
and the more you can get rid of them, the 
more efficient your production system is. The 
fourth Industrial Revolution is a reductio ad 
absurdum; that people are such a problem that 
we can get rid of them totally. Then, of course, 
there’s the whole issue of what you do with 
them. 99% wasted people. If 5% of people in 
a city are unemployed, and 2% are homeless, 
this can create havoc. I read an article which 
stated that 99% useless people are going to 
be very problematic and very unstable for 
the political situation. So basically, the same 
people who have rendered them unemployed 
with artificial intelligence and robotics and 
smartphones should now give each of them 
a smartphone, so that they can play games 
and stay busy and not create havoc. And I’m 
saying the opposite. It’s not the smartphone 
that’s going to rescue you. Grow your food, 
and make food the revolution; a peaceful non-
violent revolution that reclaims our right to 
life (because food is life). It reclaims our right 
to meaningful work. The idea that you can 
deprive people of work, and still leave them 
with a humanity is such a false idea. What we 
do defines who we are, and the more we lose 
that, the more we are entering a situation of 
negative identity. If I’m a gardener or a farmer, 
I know I’m a farmer. If I’m a teacher, I know 
I’m a teacher. However, when all that is taken 
away from me, and I’m insecure, and someone 
comes and says “So-and-so is your enemy”, 
that’s where the politics of hate and fear 
starts growing. It’s externally-defined identity. 
Samuel Huntington, who wrote that book on 
clash of civilisations, says “I can only know 
who I am when I know who I hate.” And that 
is the perception that’s gone wrong. I can only 
know who I am when I know who I love, and 
that I’m part of the Earth, and I love the Earth, 
that I love my community, I love my society 
and I will work collectively with them for the 
wellbeing of all. That’s the identity. Thank you.

Prof. Peter Mayo

Dr Vandana Shiva

Mr Mario Gerada 
Any more questions? The refugee issue was 
mentioned a lot. Malta, as you know, is one of the 
countries that receive people seeking asylum, 

and food is one of the issues that is a point of contention. 
People who come here are given food which may not be 
what they’re used to, or what is useful for them. There 
are no possibilities of people growing their food here, or 
finding the seeds of food they’re familiar with. These are 
points that we haven’t resolved yet, and we’re far from 
resolving them. I will mention one interesting example: 
one of the groups we’ve worked with were women from 
the Philippines, and one of the foods that they did not 
find in Malta was a type of melon. They managed to bring 
the seed over and grow it here. They had a friend who 
had a field, and they started growing it there. So they 
started supplying each other through this vegetable 
which is a basic food. This is a success story, and a very 
simple success story, but it links to the creativity. It also 
links to ‘This is not what we are doing.’ A lot of people are 
not only isolated and exiled from their home, but they’re 
exiled from their ways of doing things, and from the food 
they are used to. It’s something that we are also scared 
of. What does it mean to bring seed into the country and 
grow your own food? How does that affect? I don’t know 
if there are any more questions.
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Ms Rachel Radmilli 
Good afternoon, everyone. We’ve had a whole 
day discussing food, and we’ve gone through 
connections and disconnections, back to 

connections, and back to disconnections again. What 
we’re going to do in this particular panel is possibly 
find some different forms of connections and make 
different connections because, you may have realised, 
this panel is actually composed of quite a diverse series 
of very interesting people. There’s Dr. Joanna Drake 
from the Commission as a representative policy-maker. 
Unfortunately, we had two political representatives 
from both sides of Parliament who could not make 
it at the last minute. We have academics: Professor 
Godfrey Baldacchino and Dr Stefano Moncada. We have 
educators, and we have people who are actively engaged 
in the field itself, so John Gauci and JD Farrugia are here 
representing both land and sea. So we’ve started off 
with the fisheries, thanks to Dr Matthew Camilleri, and 
now we’re also going to end up with Fish for Tomorrow 
thanks to JD’s contributions. When our panel first met, I 
gave my panel participants a rather ambitious working 
definition. It was a definition which was published by 
FAO, which reads to the following: “Where food security 
is commonly understood as the state where all people 
at all times have physical, social, economic access to 
sufficient, nutritious and safe food to meet their dietary 

Ms Rachel Radmilli (Facilitator)
Dr Joanna Drake, Deputy Director-
 General, European Commission DG

 Environment
Prof Godfrey Baldacchino

University of Malta
Mr Malcolm Borg, MCAST

Mr JD Farrugia, fish4tomorrow
Dr Stefano Moncada, University of Malta

Mr John Gauci, Farmer

Panel Discussion - Food Security and Sustainability in a Small 
Island State
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Thank you for the introduction. Perhaps a 
good way to start is to remind ourselves that 
Malta is not an agricultural island. Let’s start 
from there. So unlike many small island states, 
which have spent centuries operating as what 
are called ‘plantation economies’ - operating 
as platforms for the production of cash crops, 
be it sugar, pineapple, bananas, different kind 

of crops around the world - Malta is not like 
that. That, therefore, also means that national 
policies about development have not been 
driven by agriculture. It’s important to remind 
ourselves that the contribution of agriculture 
to GDP is not considerable. We have very few 
full-time farmers left, and we have a large 
number of part-time farmers. So there’s no 
real political constituency. There’s no strong 
identifiable lobby that speaks on behalf of the 
farming community. In fact, even the definition 
‘farming community’ begs discussion. This 
also means that issues regarding the role of 
agriculture to national development are also 
quite particular to the particular configuration 
of Malta and the Maltese archipelago. 

Figure 1

Prof. Godfrey Baldacchino

needs and food preferences for an active and healthy 
life.” Over here we’re going to move away from the triad 
of good, clean and fair, and now we’re going to move 
on to policy, people and environment. I’d like to invite 
Professor Baldacchino to be the first person to address 
this idea, perhaps of access and security, and ask how we 
fare as an island state. 

Figure 1 extracted and reproduced with permission from Attard, M. (2015) The impact of global 
environmental change on transport in Malta. 
Xjenza Online – Journal of The Malta Chamber of Scientists. Vol. 3(2) pp 141-152    
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This picture shows the effect of sea level rise 
on the north of Malta. The deep red indicates 
areas that will eventually be flooded with a 
2-metre rise; the orange parts refer to areas 
that will be flooded with a 5-metre sea level 
rise; and the yellow parts are those that would 
be flooded with a 10-metre elevation of the 
water. I deliberately chose this part of the island 
because it shows straight away that some of 
the areas that will be flooded very quickly are 
those that also happen to be rich agricultural 
land. So here we’re talking about Salina Bay, 
Burmarrad Valley, St Pauls Bay, Xemxija, the 
Pwales area leading to Għajn Tuffieħa – all 
rich agricultural land. It is naturally irrigated, 
so you don’t need additional inputs to provide 
water. I think it’s important to remind ourselves 
here: we sometimes talk about agriculture, 
and we implicitly recognise its importance. 
However as a small island state that’s also 
vulnerable to economic impacts like this, we 
really need to think long-term. We’re talking 
about policy now, and I think it’s important to 
start thinking about, for example, developing 
salt-resistant crops. If we want to maintain 
agricultural production in those parts of Malta 
and elsewhere, then it’s going to be extremely 
important that we start thinking about crops 
that will survive the slow but steady influx of 
sea water into those areas.

The latest statistics show that, in Malta, we 
grow 20% of our food. This is a statistic which 
is a few years old, so due to the increase in 
the population and the decreasing farming 
community, it’s probably even lower now. 
We also don’t have to rely on statistics to see 
this. Some months ago, when the weather 
was not very good and the catamaran 
shipping in food from Sicily did not work, we 

had empty supermarket shelves. So, we ask 
ourselves “Are we really food secure?” I think 
that we are not, for various reasons. So first 
of all, if we think about what we eat - we are 
a Mediterranean country with a British diet. 
We use more butter than olive oil, our most 
popular legume is baked beans, and our 
most popular fish is salmon. We cannot really 
expect to ask our farmers to supply that 
demand, because they can’t. That is, I think, 
the first reason as to why there’s a huge gap 
between what we eat, and what farmers 
are and can produce. Secondly, I think that, 
throughout the years, we have lacked any kind 
of middle management. So it’s not the farm 
management (I think we have good farmers 
that produce good food), but we lacked 
someone that could coordinate farmers, and 
so this gap between the production and the 
consumption increased further. There was 
no one that could coordinate the efforts of 
the farmers, that could understand what 
consumers needed, and so this gap increased 
even further. And thirdly, politicians had no 
will to revive this sector. They know exactly 
what needs to be done for agriculture to 
be improved. They know exactly what laws 
need to be changed, but they do not do it. 
Perhaps this is partly because agriculture 
does not contribute to the GDP as much, but 
Malta’s agriculture contributes to the GDP as 
much as the UK’s, and as much as Germany’s. 
There is no European country that has an 
agricultural sector that contributes a lot to 
the GDP, except for some countries in the 
East, and Ireland as an exception. We don’t 

Ms Rachel Radmilli
Thank you so much. Malcolm? John?

Mr Malcolm Borg
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Mr John Gauci 
I would like to ask: who will be producing food for the 
next generation? Where are the farmers who will do 
this kind of job? We are not discussing today’s situation. 
We’re discussing the future. We’re discussing the next 
generation, and what we’re going to prepare for them in 
order to have food security. I think that young farmers are 
not willing to be part of this sector, because this sector is 
not ready and is not organised enough to produce food 
for the nation. I believe that there should be a political 
drive in order to attract young farmers, and I also believe 
that although this sector in general does not contribute 
a lot to the GDP, farmers must be considered as land 
stewards. Farmers are the main actors who contribute 
to the culinary tradition, and therefore we should aim 
to protect them and to give them enough resources to 
continue on this journey. Considering my background in 
general, my parents always told me not to continue in 
this sector. However, I decided that I love this particular 
sector enough, and I want to take on this journey, and 
I want to face these challenges and continue on what 
they already started. I recognise that there are certain 
challenges in this sector. This sector in general is facing 
different problems, such as climate change. I believe 
that we should change our agronomic interventions. We 
need to learn and get more researchers involved in this 
sector. In order to maintain food security, and in order to 
protect our amazing culinary tradition, we need to invest 
in the young farmers of today. The skills must be learnt 
and, in order to learn skills, you need to be there when 
there are established farmers who can teach you how to 
practise farming in general.

Ms Rachel Radmilli
Perhaps Stefano would like to step in from the 
perspective of environment and small islands.

have time to go into the other contributions 
that agriculture gives to tourism, to the 
environment, etc. I think these are the three 
main reasons why we are playing with fire. We 
do not discuss food security. It’s not on our 
political agenda, and we think that because 
we find food on our supermarket shelves, we 
are food secure.

Thank you, Rachel, and thank you, everybody, 
for inviting me here. I think there is a big need 
to intervene in a sector where there have 
been many failures. We’re not a food secure 
nation, and perhaps the geographics and the 
inherent vulnerabilities will never make us 
able to be food secure, as far as that definition 
goes. Nevertheless, we should at least aim at 
having both the production as well as the 
consumption be a bit more secure. This is not 
happening, and it has not been happening, 
also because of some failures which cannot 
necessarily be attributed to how individuals 
work, but how the system works. So we know 
that there are some market failures that do not 
recognise the environmental impact of both 
agricultural production and consumption. 
This is not captured by the way we pay for 
certain products. We keep on subsidising 
what is wrong and not helping, instead of 
supporting what is good. The highest subsidy 
- in history and even today - that we give to 
the industry is fossil fuel. Almost 500 billion 
every year is given to subsidise fossil fuel, 
and most of this goes to agriculture. Now, it 
would of course be difficult for a farmer to 
switch overnight, especially where they have 
perhaps been investing in a certain way of 
producing. I think that it’s the role of public 
authorities, as well as local communities, 
to come up with incentives for a different 
structure of subsidies that supports the good 
and discourages the bad. We’re not there yet. 
On the contrary, a few years ago, there was a 
big water crisis and the entire nation, including 
farmers, went through many troubles. The 
response of the authorities was to give a cash 
transfer to farmers who were affected by it. 
Of course, there is that need as well, but in 
exchange for what? That could have been 
a very interesting moment where perhaps 
a different pact could have been signed 
with farmers, in order to change and transit 
towards something which is more sustainable: 
use of less chemicals and pesticides, and a 
different way of producing more locally and 
enhancing what is good, including in the diet. 
That was a lost opportunity. The approach so 
far has failed  us in tackling the problem of

Dr Stefano Moncada
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food security among, of course, other 
components. I would like to close on 
something else, and perhaps there will be an 
opportunity to expand on this later. It’s the 
effect on poverty. Low-income households 
are the most affected by this. We rarely talk 
about this, but relative poverty is growing 
very highly. It affects more than 25% of 
Maltese citizens, who are relatively poor. 
The way that people consume, and the way 
that they buy food, also has an effect. I think 
this is an argument which perhaps is worth 
talking about. Thank you.

Thank you. A lot of the statistics and the 
issues that I could mention were already 
mentioned a lot better than I could hope 
for by Dr Camilleri earlier today. So you 
can take, for example, the statistics that we 
saw earlier, that 80% of global stocks are 
fully or overfished. That number grows to 
90% in the Mediterranean - correct me if 
I’m wrong - or at least, by the last statistics 
that we have available to us. A lot of these 
statistics, data, and scientific research is 
vital for policy formation when it comes to 
fisheries. One of the biggest weaknesses is 
illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing. 
Due to this, and because of the estimated 
numbers of IUU fishing that we have, it could 
totally change the way we look at policy, 
and totally change the policy that needs to 
be implemented as well. Fisheries is a very 
interesting industry. Fish is the only animal 
product that we consume which is still wild 

caught, on a larger scale at least. When we 
think about everything else we eat, and when 
we’re talking about animal protein, it’s mainly 
farmed. Now we also have aquaculture, and 
that’s a whole other topic which we could 
go on for a long time. If we’re talking about 
security in Malta - we are surrounded by sea, 
so that gives us the impression that there’s 
an abundance of fish. However, we are also in 
the Mediterranean which, as we’ve just heard, 
is not in the best state. We’re also looking at 
problems with pollution and climate change. 
We have the migration of fish from the eastern 
basin to the western basin because of climate 
change. How does this affect the industry? 
How does this affect the ecosystem? If we 
are talking about security, I think it’s worth 
mentioning a report that’s been coming out 
every year for the past few years by the 
New Economics Foundation. They calculate 
what they call ‘fish dependency day’ or ‘fish 
dependence day’. They calculate the day 
when the EU would run out of fish if they 
had to rely solely on EU-caught sources, with 
the way we’re fishing at the moment. The 
latest date for the EU is the 9th of July. So 
after the 9th of July there would be no more 
fish. They also calculate this date for all the 
different countries, and the latest date for 
Malta is the 31st of March, which is quite a 
worrying figure. We also have to look at the 
threats to small-scale fisheries as well. This 
is probably one of our biggest issues. When 
we as ‘Fish for Tomorrow’ try and think about 
where we want to go, with all our limitations 
as a small NGO, the problem needs to be 
tackled on a number of different fronts. First 
of all, everything we say and everything we 
campaign for has to have scientific backing. 
So, therefore, everything we say in terms of 
the consumer or policy needs to be backed 
by facts. We need to lobby. Or rather, we 
need to speak to policy makers to ensure 
that this happens, but we also need to speak 
to the consumer. We feel that we have a 
responsibility to be the voice for the small 
scale fishermen as well. At the end of the day, 
a lot of the sustainable fishing practices are 
done, generally speaking, by small scale 

Ms Rachel Radmilli
Thank you. I’d like to move to JD Farrugia, 
who’s coming in both from the perspective of 
civil society coming together to work on certain 

incentives, and as a representative of Fish for Tomorrow, 
who are trying to advocate for a sustainable approach to 
fish consumption.

Mr JD Farrugia
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operations as well. These are operations that 
are dying out through similar challenges, as 
well as the fact that the larger scale fishing 
operations are at a much greater advantage. 
When we talk of the consumer, we are kind of 
left in the dark. We try, as ‘Fish for Tomorrow’, 
to promote and to identify more sustainable 
fish. However, even that is difficult due to the 
lack of data. When we talk about sustainable 
fish, it comes back to diversifying what we 
eat, among other examples. Dr Vandana Shiva 
earlier said that diversity equals resilience. 
If you look at our diet, as Malcolm said, the 
most popularly consumed fish in Malta is, in 
fact, salmon. That’s tragic. The other popular 
fish are tuna and swordfish. These are all fish 
which are overfished. A lot of the fish which 
is sustainably caught is not that popular - 
types of mackerel, for example. This is not 
consumed as much, for some reason. If there 
had to be more of a demand for this sort of 
fish, there could also be more opportunities 
for small scale fishermen as well. In doing 
so, we’re also easing the pressure off a lot of 
other species. There’s a lot to talk about, and 
it’s a real multifaceted situation. 

Thank you very much. Good afternoon 
to everybody. First of all, I would like to 
congratulate you on the choice of topic here, 
because I think it is really connecting to what 
is going on globally, and that is the SDG 
agenda, the Sustainable Development Goals 

Framework, and also the other opportunity 
of the Global 2030 Agenda. Somebody said 
that we’re not thinking about food security, 
and we’re taking it for granted. It’s also a 
matter of, perhaps, not actually thinking 
holistically and in an integrating manner 
about the policy itself, and how it links up 
to what we, perhaps, don’t normally link it 
up with (for instance, consumer information 
about food). It’s not only about agriculture, 
and we should not only address this debate 
to farmers or to fishermen. I think that it’s a 
much wider debate than that. We need to 
talk about food waste. As such we need to 
have the numbers, and we need to have the 
figures. There is a UK report which has just 
come out, for instance, showing that about 
320 million freshly prepared food packs 
that you find in supermarkets are thrown 
away and binned every year. Every day, that 
means 900,000 fresh food packs are actually 
binned. Do you know how many times that 
would feed the UK alone? It would feed five 
times the population of the UK. Do we have 
these numbers in Malta? I’m not sure. We may 
have them, and I think we should, because 
this is the information that will put the 
writings on the wall. How do we think about 
water scarcity, and what are we doing about 
that? All these are linked up. Are we really 
thinking holistically about the process from 
farm to fork? Or are we just thinking about the 
farmer, and what sort of policies we’re going to 
put in for the farming community to continue 
to receive subsidies? We, in the European 
Commission, would obviously like to be one 

Ms Rachel Radmilli
When our panel met up, I promised most of the 
panel members that we would have a dialogue 
between various different stakeholders. Much 

of this dialogue is now falling upon the shoulders of 
the Commission Representation, due to forces beyond 
our control. So, Dr Joanna Drake, I hope you don’t mind 
coming in at the end, possibly reacting to the voices that 
we’ve heard so far before playing back to them as well.

Dr Joanna Drake
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of the forerunners of bringing the Sustainable 
Development Goals down to very identifiable 
targets. Otherwise, we don’t work towards 
anything. I think we’re just citing platitudes 
and well-wishing objectives that, unless they 
are put down to numbers and methods, and 
ways of how they will be achieved over a 
certain amount of years, will never happen. 
I think we missed an opportunity through 
the recent budget exercise, for instance, 
for 2020 to 2027. And as you know, the 
Commission issued its budget proposals 
in May of this year. Obviously, this is still a 
struggle between the Commission, and also 
the Member States and the Parliament. The 
opportunity we had was to have a look at the 
Common Agricultural Policy again. It is one 
of the oldest (if not the oldest) policies that’s 
linked up with subsidies to farmers and food 
production. Of course there had been many 
attempts to review this in the past, with a view 
of linking it up to the needs of the world’s 
growing population. This includes not having 
enough food on the table for everyone, not 
having affordable food, and also not having 
the right kind of food to have a healthy 
population. How do you link up to that? At 
the same time, we’ve got desertification and 
water scarcity. How do we link up to climate 
change with food, for instance? All these 
need to be looked at in this dimension. Of 
course, the opportunity for us to really put 
our money where our mouth is, is as follows: 
what are we going to do with the Common 
Agricultural Policy, and how are we going 
to help the Common Agricultural Policy be 
a tool in itself, to contribute to the long-
term objectives that we are also pursuing 
in climate change, and in environmental 
challenges all over the world? There was a 
lot of emphasis on farmers being compliant 
with legislation to do with environment, with 
food safety, security, you name it. However 
this time, we are saying that we want 
farmers to actually be a tool themselves, to 
contribute towards tackling climate change, 
to the adaptation and mitigation of climate 
change, and to mitigate other environmental 
impacts that are happening in the world. I’m 

not saying this is going to go through. We 
hope that it will at least make a dent in the 
usual format and formulas that have been 
used in the past for the Common Agricultural 
Policy. The environmental impacts also 
involve food waste, water scarcity, and the 
circular economy, for instance. How are we 
going to adopt that? What we said was, 
“Let’s shift the giving of subsidies to be 
based on performance.” Performance means 
being tied down at the Member State level, 
and not having the European Union decide 
for each Member State. It’s the Member 
States that need to decide what objectives 
they are going to link up to. They have to 
devise schemes, methods, and formulas 
for the farmers to actually participate in 
those schemes, in order to qualify for better 
results in terms of subsidies, and in terms 
of other assistance methodologies from the 
European Commission budget. This doesn’t 
mean that it’s going to go through. However, 
what I think needs to happen much more 
(and we see pockets of these results already) 
is that you take stock of the situation, and 
you see how you can actually improve that 
situation through, for instance, ecosystems, 
voluntary schemes etc. For instance, on 
water scarcity and the reuse of water which 
has been treated, we can appease that 
situation and be the actors working towards 
improving the situation on the certification, 
for instance. These are the methods. I’m not 
the expert on Malta. I may be knowledgeable 
about what’s going in the European Union, 
and how we look at things, but we don’t 
have the solutions either. What we can do 
is work with the Member States to establish 
what is really crying out loud for action, and 
for results to happen. The opportunity we 
took was, as I said, through the budget and 
through this exercise that’s projecting into 
2027, to establish the targets that we want 
to establish, and what we want to attain over 
time.
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My comments are, basically, to ask how 
we can implement all these measures, and 
all these policies. What are we looking at? 
In my opinion, we should stop discussing 
agriculture on its own. We must link 
agriculture with an overarching food policy, 
and we should connect the farmer to the 
supply chain. We should connect farmers in 
general to the food chain. How can we do 
that? I think that, in order to address this 
situation, we should link farmers in these 
kind of discussions. We need to discuss 
these topics with farmers themselves. And 
we need to make them interesting for new 
entrants and young farmers, because if we 
keep on going like this, we will continue to 
lose potential young farmers, and the future 
of food and agriculture itself will be at stake. 
In my opinion, I also think that one of the 
solutions would be investing in landraces; in 
the varieties that we used to grow in the past. 
Where are they nowadays? Are we trying to 
secure their place in our dietary plan? What 
are we eating nowadays? And how could 
we reverse that process and our nutrition 
nowadays to what we used to eat? What are 
the benefits? What about the tastes that we 
lost? And what should we do? How could we 
incentivise farmers to start growing what they 
used to grow in the past? I think that in order 
to do so, we need to see what customers 
want, what is viable for the environment, 
and we also need to change our growing 
patterns. We also need to communicate 
more with the consumers, for example, about 

what’s in season, the seasonality effect, 
and how we can reduce waste. Nowadays, 
different statistics show that approximately 
one third of food produce is being lost, and 
it’s a pity. Most of the food is being lost 
because consumers are deciding to buy what 
is not in season. They are buying processed 
food rather than buying fresh food, because 
they don’t have time to prepare food, or they 
don’t know how to prepare food. We need 
more awareness, and we need to close the 
circuit by educating farmers themselves, and 
educating consumers as well.

I come from the supermarket industry. My 
question to the agriculturalists is to ask for 
their point of view on the produce market, 
and on pitkali. Because right now I can see 
that there’s a major disconnect between the 
producers and us as retailers, and right now, 
the regular operation is sorting it from the 
food market - from the pitkali - rather than 
from the farmer directly. I myself am not 
directly involved with procurement, but that 
is something that interests me. I’d like to see 

Questions from the Floor

Mr John Guaci 

Mr Matthew Grech

Ms Rachel Radmilli 
I’d like to have a few questions from the floor, 
hopefully, and I’d also like to turn to John. John, 
you are possibly the only full-time farmer who’s 

had a voice here today. So a lot, in a way, falls on your 
shoulders as a right of final reply, perhaps, to what has 
been said so far. 

Audience Member 
I’d like to say something about what has been said 
throughout this conference about waste. Everybody’s 
mentioning waste, and there’s a big waste going on in 
our island: the waste of offal and offal products. This is 
all because we do not have the necessary laboratory to 
process the tests that are needed by the European Union. 
It would be a great advantage to our people and to our 
culinary heritage to have our offal back, and our blood 
sausages (blood pudding I think they call them, properly 
speaking) back on the menu. That’s what I would like to 
see done. Thank you.
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what your point of views are on that matter, 
because it’s all about the chain, and possibly 
making it more efficient, and having more 
chance of communication.

So, first of all I would like to react to one of 
the earlier comments. I don’t know if you ever 
saw French farmers in particular protesting, 
spreading manure in the Champs Elysee, and 
spreading milk. They do that for a reason. The 
European Union is signing a lot of free trade 
agreements with a lot of third countries, 
including China and India and America and 
Africa. We are accepting their produce as 
part of this free trade agreement, to the 
detriment of European farmers. European 
farmers have very strict regulations to 
follow, and then we are accepting produce 
from other countries with farmers having to 
follow half the legislations that the European 
farmers do. This is having a huge effect on 
European farmers. That’s why you have a 
lot of farmers protesting in Brussels, and in 
France, and in Italy. We are literally throwing 
away tonnes of food in Europe because 
farmers cannot make a decent living. We 
have a very strict list of pesticides that we 
cannot use in Malta and in Europe, and then 
we get oranges from India that are filled 
with pesticides that have been banned in 
Malta for 20 years. They are very effective, 
and farmers would love to use them because 
they are very effective and inexpensive, but 
they do not. They’re not even available on 
the market. When we talk about the reform 
of the Common Agricultural Policy and the 
environmental importance of the Common 
Agricultural Policy, this is crucial. It’s a savage 
analogy, but it’s like a person who got run 
over by a car, and then worries about his 
shoes getting torn. We have very important 
things to think about, and with regards to the 
environmental impact of agriculture, we have 
to keep in mind that farmers are business 
people. These environmental measures are 
very positive, but they are a risk for farmers. 
So unless we can mitigate that risk, we will 
not have farmers on board. We can talk to 
farmers in different countries, and they all 
have the same opinion: “We follow these 
measures not because we’re convinced of 
them, but because it’s another income. It’s 
another form of income.” I think it’s bad that 
European agriculture is having to depend 

Ms Francesca Fenech Conti
I don’t know much about farming and agriculture, but as 
a consumer, I think we need to make farming fashionable. 
When you talk about food production, it’s much more 
fashionable. You see Instagram which is full of food, and 
the channels are full of food. Farmers are producing 
food and vegetables that go and meet production. So 
I think we need to make farming fashionable. It needs 
to start from, maybe, just changing the name: it’s food 
production, not agriculture. Just as an outside view.

Mr Mario Gerada
Mine is more of a comment than a question. I want to 
address this mostly to Dr. Joanna Drake, and I’m sure 
she’s faced with this comment quite often. Through 
our work over the past couple of years, as a national 
ethnobotanical hub we’ve done quite a lot of work 
with farmers. One of the most common comments that 
we heard was how they feel disconnected from the 
policies that happen at EU level - from the subsidies, 
the schemes that are available, and how these are not 
accessible in reality, especially for those who are more 
medium or small in scale. There is this sense of alienation. 
You mentioned that the farmers seem to be more of an 
agent, also in relation to addressing climate change, and 
I think that’s good news. My own question is, how are we 
going to bridge the gap between making funds really 
accessible, and not burdensome on farmers? One of the 
comments we heard was “I have to farm throughout 
the day, and I don’t have the time to go through the 
bureaucratic demands to access such funds.” There are 
people who are not farming through the mainstream 
agricultural process. There are people who are involved 
in permaculture, and people who are doing farming in a 
different way. A lot of the time, funds are not accessible 
to people who are using the alternative methods.

Mr Malcolm Borg
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on subsidies to make ends meet. That’s with 
regard to the European Union priorities. We 
feel it more in Malta. Even our biggest farmer 
is a gardener, when compared to the farmers 
of Europe. With regard to the pitkalija, I think 
that the pitkalija is the biggest weakness 
of our agricultural sector. We manage to 
reform everything in Malta, but nobody had 
the courage to reform the pitkalija market. 
I have no idea why. It could be political will, 
and it could be that it’s unpopular with some 
people. I have no idea why. I think that the 
pitkalija market is causing farmers to lose a 
lot of money, by fetching ridiculous prices. 
There is huge abuse going on there and that 
is demoralising the farmers. Obviously, you 
then have consumers and supermarkets and 
restaurants going to other places where they 
are served better, and served with a wider 
variety of produce, because farmers are now 
calling it a day. They either stop farming 
altogether, or else they try to sell their 
produce differently. A lot of farmers rely on 
having a good wholesale market. I think that 
when we manage to reform this wholesale 
market in Malta, agriculture would, at least, 
have a new lease of life.

First of all, I would also like to have mazzit 
back on the Maltese menu. Everywhere I go 
in Europe, I seem to be eating black pudding 
and boudin in France, so I’m not sure why 
it’s not possible here. Perhaps it’s one of the 
things that we need to tackle on a national 
basis, since it’s a culinary delight. There are 
many points that were made, but what I’d like 
to say is that I think it’s wrong to just look at 
the issue of food security, food safety, and 
food standards as something that the farmers 
have to shoulder by themselves. I think we’re 
all part of that picture, so whether it’s about 
what sort of choices we make for food, 
what knowledge we have of our own food, 
where it comes from, and which choices we 

should make: I think all these, at the end of 
the day, are nudging factors for our farming 
community and hopefully our politicians 
as well, to make certain decisions which 
are strategic, and which are systemic. This 
isn’t only in reference to Malta, by the way. 
I come from the environmental department 
of the European Commission, and not the 
agricultural department which, of course, as 
you may or may not know, are at loggerheads 
most of the time because we are bearing a 
lot of pressure on the agricultural community 
to evolve. I’m not talking of starving the 
agricultural community - of course not. 
We want them to be agents of change for 
environmental impacts globally. I think the 
huge influencers on not only a healthier way 
of life, but also about what living within the 
limits of the planet looks like, are ultimately 
nudges of change and nudges of creativity. 
This is what we’re looking at here: we’re 
looking at the ways we can be creative in 
bringing about participatory leadership 
exercises - for the farming community, the 
producers, and the food chains - to together 
lead to what could be better results for 
our planet, our health, our food waste, our 
food security, and our standards. It might 
be that if we’re driven only by economic 
considerations, then of course it might be 
that, yes, it makes more sense to import from 
certain countries where the standards are 
perhaps not the same. I’m not saying they’re 
better or worse. They might not be the same 
because the food sensitivities and the food 
cultures are different. What I’m saying is that 
we are Europeans for a reason. We also have 
to take care of our continent, of our regions, 
and of our livelihoods, but we also have to 
create a better and more equitable balance 
with what the reality today is, and where we 
want it to be. If food waste is an issue today, and 
20% of food produced globally is wasted, we 
then have to concentrate not only on seasonality, 
but also on what sort of crops we should 
actually be encouraging. Perhaps it has been 
too long a history of giving subsidies because 
of production, and this is why we always heard 
stories of overproduction in the  European Union.

Dr Joanna Drake
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Things have changed since then. There’s 
more and more consciousness, and there are 
results that we would like to hear about more, 
and put on a platform for others to see and 
be inspired by. There is a quarter of the whole 
of the EU budget - 320 million - that we are 
proposing should go to climate change and 
the environment, and which should also be 
participatory in the agricultural policy and its 
evolution. If this goes through, I think it will 
make a huge impact in terms of how things 
can actually change. People have to see the 
A leading to the B, and the B leading to the 
C. If they see that happening, more and more 
will do it. 

We’re not talking of lesser standards of living 
for the farmer. We’re just talking about how 
that can be reconciled and aligned with other 
huge influences and impactors in the world, 
that is, environmental degradation and 
having a fairer distribution of food in the earth 
as well. These are all part of the story. It’s up 
to us as Europeans to say “What can we do 
all together? Are we actually prepared to be 
a little bit more mainstreamed and systemic 
in our thinking, and in our policy-making, to 
actually allow coherence in our policy for 
our targets to actually be reached? Are we 
brave enough to do that as Europeans? Do 
we really stand for that or not?” We’ve done 
it in climate change. We’re doing it. We hope 
that we achieve some results. We have driven 
others to follow. Hopefully, we can also reach 
this, and I’m sure that farmers and consumers 
alike will be protagonists. I agree in terms of 
simplification. Malta has a particular problem 

in terms of size. There’s less than one hector 
for the farms, and I think that’s a huge issue. 
There has to be much more accessibility. With 
regards to the public consultation we held 
for the Common Agricultural Policy reform, 
this was the one key point that came out: 
simplification, simplification, simplification. 
We are going to be simplifying this through, 
for instance, having more Member States 
devising their own methods that could 
actually make the scheme, the method, and 
the policy work better for its farmers, for its 
constituencies, and for its sizes. It’s really up 
to us. I think that all NGOs and the farming 
community have to work together with the 
government, and with those who will be 
devising these schemes, to actually make it 
happen on the ground. At the end of the day, 
this is what matters: does it really happen 
on the ground? Is it really close to us here in 
Malta and next door? Do we actually see it 
or don’t we? We have to make it work, and 
we are the ones who would have to make it 
work.

Ms Rachel Radmilli
Thank you all very much. One final thing to close 
everything up: somebody once told me “You 
can make bad wine from good grapes, but you 

cannot make good wine from bad grapes.” I think that’s a 
nice analogy to use, to see the synergy that needs to be 
created between the producer and the consumer, who 
also has a responsibility, and everybody else in between, 
to create the right product to reflect a lifestyle we’re 
hopefully aiming for. Thank you very much.
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Our workshop focused on urban farming: basically, 
bringing agriculture to the city. Everybody was in 
agreement that we should keep the pockets of soil 
that are present in our cities and towns and villages. 
These are very important to keep and maintain the 
green lung of the actual city. People perhaps should 
have more access to the green areas within cities 
and towns. There may be some closed pieces which 
even the people within the village or town wouldn’t 
know about. So having them available would even 
help people to appreciate these green spaces even 
more. With regards to children, there should be 
more emphasis on green and urban agriculture. At 
the moment, there is a sort of programme running 
- the VET Agribusiness - in some schools, bringing 
agriculture to the actual school. There are students 
who are growing crops, taking care of rabbits and 
other animals, and they would also attract other 
children, their peers, to look at their work. It is very 
important that this is spread to more schools, and 
more education on agriculture should be provided 
at a very young age. Perhaps when we’re looking 
at green spaces, some of these green spaces are 
private green spaces, and a family would have 
a garden. There should be incentives for the 
upkeep of these gardens. If the family cannot 
cope with the maintenance of such gardens, then 
perhaps the local council, or some other body, 
can help to incentivise these people and give the 
opportunity to others to work these areas, hence 
maintaining this green environment. Education is 
very important, not just to young people but also 
to adults - perhaps through programs, through the 
organisation of workshops in local councils, and 

also when it comes to development. You cannot 
stop development; it’s something that is ongoing, 
sometimes to the detriment of such green spaces. 
Perhaps there could be something that links 
development to green areas, in terms of policies 
related to elevated gardens, for example. There are 
some cities and countries where you can just see 
green areas from the top, even though they’ve got 
skyscrapers in the centre. So it’s like a garden, and 
you wouldn’t notice that there is any anthropogenic 
activity from above. People should exert pressure 
on local councils, and on local governments, in order 
to enhance the issue of green spaces more. Some 
areas are abandoned, and some areas are taken 
care of by companies. Perhaps that’s a limitation. 
Over here we’re not just looking at ornamental 
plants, but also at food plants. If you involve the 
public in growing plants, whether it’s in a pot or in a 
small tray, they will appreciate local produce more. 
If you don’t water the plant, or it is not exposed to 
the sun, the plant dies. So in order to maintain the 
plant within its environment, it’s very difficult. This 
will help them to appreciate the work of the farmer 
more. Also in terms of the media: education is very 
important, not just through schools, but for the 
older generations as well. Media has a large impact, 
both positive and negative. We’ve seen positive 
impacts of the media on agriculture in the past, but 
also very negative impacts, such as people afraid 
of buying local produce because of pesticides. The 
way it has been put forward was in such a way 
that the local produce is all contaminated, so there 
should be even more education on that. Perhaps 
even the general public may visit farms, in order to 
better understand the work that is done in farms, 
and how this is carried out. 

Urban Farming 
Prof Everaldo Attard

Reporting from Workshops – Food and 
Storytelling: How does food strengthen our 
relationships with one another, in a way that 
fosters equality and security?



65

FOOD RIGHTS, PRIVILEGE AND SECURITY 
PERCEPTION VS. REALITY



66

FOOD RIGHTS, PRIVILEGE AND SECURITY 
PERCEPTION VS. REALITY

Our workshop focused on food as privilege, and 
it was interesting because we started off with two 
perspectives. First, we had Josephine Xuereb who 
actually hails from the island of Gozo, and who is 
quite a unique person. Josephine and her family 
are producers of salt, and there aren’t many of 
them around (in Malta at least). We started off with 
her, and we heard her story. Growing up in a family 
where there was this production of salt, she came 
to value salt because she could understand the 
simplicity of nature, in a way. Sometimes we talk 
about the complexity of food production, and it is 
on one hand, but there is also simplicity. You have 
the sea, the wind and the sun, and together they 
work in synergy to create salt. And seeing this, she 
shared Dr Vandana Shiva’s sense that food is life, 
and seeing food being created in front of her eyes 
is a gift which she felt privileged to have. I thought 
that was very meaningful. At the same time, coming 
from a farming (in this case salt production) family 
was perhaps seen a little bit negatively by her 
peers. And in a sense, the question there was: do 
people still see that? That is definitely something 
that needs to be worked on. Josephine shared how, 
as she grew older, she actually came to embrace 
the fact that she’s unique, and that she comes from 
a unique family - the people who produce salt. 

We then had another perspective from Stefania, 
who deals with food, and in a way helps people 
discover food. She runs cooking classes, and the 
whole idea there was that people come to learn 
about different foods, and how these foods can be 
used in everyday life. So the idea was that these 
classes offer a sense of discovery to people. What 
was interesting about this was the discovery of 
traditional foods and traditional dishes, which 
many people had never even heard of or seen, even 
though they’re adults living in Malta. There is also 
discovery of other newer foods which are available 
now on the market. There is privilege in being able 
to offer these new foods, in a way, to participants 
in her cooking classes. Of course, all of this then 
started a discussion of food as a gift, and working 
with food as a privilege. One concern we heard is 
that healthy food is expensive, and some asked, 
how do you work with clients from low-income 

families to share ways of eating healthily on a lower 
budget? This brought about some reactions from 
other people in the room, about how we might 
need to teach about alternative protein sources, 
and cheaper protein sources such as pulses. There 
is also the whole idea which has already been 
mentioned here, of working with seasonal food, 
creating tasty, healthy dishes with seasonal food, 
or buying food which is in season, in bulk, and then 
learning how to preserve it. Of course, we also 
came to the fact of food which is produced locally, 
and local foods versus organic foods. What do 
you do when you’re faced with this dilemma? Do 
you go for the local, or do you go for the organic? 
We do have some organically-grown food locally, 
but it is very limited in itself, and in its diversity. 
So, again, we had comments coming from people 
in the group, saying: “Well, when it comes to 
choosing food, I go for organic, even though it may 
not be local, because I’m concerned that there may 
be a lot of pesticides on it, and there are certain 
foods which tend to naturally absorb a lot more 
of the pesticides used, so that’s how I make one 
choice.” Other people said “I will definitely go for 
fair trade when the food is obviously not produced 
locally, such as coffee, chocolate and other foods.” 
We realised that it’s not easy. There needs to 
be a balance, and people sometimes need to 
compensate by lowering their food budget or their 
food costs on the one hand, to be able to afford 
fair trade and organic on the other hand. One key 
thing we came across was: are we willing to go that 
extra mile to buy local food? Do we actively go to 
search for the Maltese food product in the local 
supermarket, or do we just pick up what is easily 
at hand? This morning people suggested making 
local food more visible. At least then people 
would have a more informed choice. “Ah, there is 
Maltese. Well, maybe I’ll choose that one today.” 
And finally, one last thing which was mentioned, 
but which we didn’t have time to explore, is that 
sometimes when we’re talking about healthy food, 
which could oftentimes be primarily plant-based, 
there might still be a stereotype that these are a 
feminine food. That could be an attitude which we 
need to work on. I want to end by going back to 
something Josephine said - “Once you embrace 
nature, it never lets you go.” I thought that was a 
wonderful thought to end on. Thank you.

Food Privilege 
Prof Suzanne Piscopo
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We started off with two perspectives as well: 
one was on ethnobotany, and one came from 
the Migrant Women Association. In terms of the 
ethnobotany perspective, we saw how it was a 
study of relationships between people and plants 
which led to the conservation of biodiversity - 
both of wild and harvested plants, as well as the 
conservation of cultural diversity and traditions. 
So we’re talking about both the conservation of 
biodiversity, as well as of people’s traditions. The 
perspective that came from the Migrant Women 
Association was mostly on how one of their most 
recent projects is a forefront runner to empower 
and integrate women in society here, and it aims 
to build bridges between cultures. This is where 
we started finding common themes, and realised 
that the commonalities here were the relationships: 
the relationships with the land, relationships 
with our past, the traditions, culture, as well as 
relationships with each other. Basically, the sense 
of togetherness. We also spoke a little about how 
the migration situation, environment and food are 
intrinsically related in a cycle. Migration in itself is 
part and parcel of people, and of humanity. We’ve 
always done it. It’s mostly the intensification that 
is the difference here. That is also shrinking the 
world in its own way as well. How can this lead to 
certain changes? The Migrant Women Association 
shared how, when women migrate to different 
places, they don’t just migrate physically. They 
take their food traditions with them, and they take 
their culture with them too. Sometimes, we try and 
find alternatives when we’re in different places. 
Something that Mario also mentioned previously, 
is that it’s beautiful to actually accept the diversity, 
and potentially try and see if we can bring and use 
seeds here, keeping in mind that the climate in Malta 
is changing. We potentially talk about heirlooms 
and landraces, but it could just be that heirlooms 
and landraces, which are currently extremely well 

adapted to our island, might not be what we need 
in 50 years’ time. There’s a diversity and flow 
that we should be embracing as well. Something 
interesting that came out of that was that by 
learning the food traditions of a country or a place, 
you can start coming to terms with our migratory 
past. We mentioned how olives, vines, and food 
that is intrinsically linked to the Mediterranean diet 
was all imported at one point, a very long time ago. 
It was brought over to the islands. Ironically, as we 
talk about diversity, there’s also homogenisation 
of food and of the market happening. A particular 
example that was brought forward was how in 
the UK, if you speak about curry, that’s just it - it’s 
curry. There isn’t that diversity that you would find 
in India. Curry actually is, in itself, a mix and a blend 
of spices. However, that term isn’t known in that 
sense in many different countries. This is probably 
because we’re playing to the market. And this 
brings us back to what has been discussed before 
as well: how consumers and customers have a 
say, and how that can actually have an influence 
on the market itself. Then we kind of diversified 
in our thinking structure and we went into urban 
gardening in Malta, and the various issues that 
revolve around that. One last thing was about how 
people, unfortunately, still tend to remain in their 
ethnic group. This is obviously also human nature. 
You know the group around you, you know the 
culture around you, and so you will intrinsically 
tend to always fall back to that. One example which 
was mentioned was how previously, when the 
centre in Marsa was still an open centre, you’d find 
different stores there with ethnic food being sold. 
Now, that can be found in Ħamrun, very openly 
and very accessibly. You find a lot of people, or at 
least more people, having access to this food and 
going to these places. However, what’s happening? 
The question that was posed was “Is integration 
really happening here, or is it a service that is being 
provided?” That brings it all together, I think. Thank 
you.

Multi-ethnicity
 Ms Simone Cutajar
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First of all, I want to thank each and every 
one of you - all the speakers, all the staff 
who have been working to organise this 
conference, and who have been working 

during the conference to make this happen. So a big 
thank you to all the people who have put this together. 
It’s been a lot of work, and a lot of work well done. 
I realise that a lot of people had a lot to say. I think 
that’s exactly what we wanted: to create that space. 
One of the things that my friends ask me is “What’s the 
point? What’s the point of organising these conferences 
where the main policy-makers are missing?” Of course, 
they miss them because of other engagements and 
other important issues that crop up. However, I think 
that creating the space to think together - to speak, 

to allow the conversation to happen, to find language, 
and to name - is already the mechanism that we need 
to achieve the policy changes that we want. I think 
that the underlying ask of most conversations was “We 
want different policies” or “We want other policies” or 
“We want other focuses in our policies” or “We want 
policies to be effective”. And I think such spaces allow 
for this conversation, to give us permission to speak. 
As a National Hub for Ethnobotanical Research, and as 
a President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, 
we are very happy to take these conversations forward. 
You are all most welcome to engage further, contact us, 
and stay involved in the activities that are organised to 
bring things forward. Thank you.

Our group talked about food privilege, and that 
food has value. Food has cultural value and social 
value, because in European or Mediterranean 
cultures, you sit down at the table and you talk 
about your day, or what’s going on in news and 
politics, and it brings you together with your family 
or with your friends, or whoever you’re eating 
with. Through that, food has value. In some places, 
people have breakfast in their car from large coffee 
chains. They have a big coffee and doughnut, and 
that’s their breakfast. In many European countries, 
food is more valued, and people spend time making 
the food. Food is a privilege that brings us all 
together. We also discussed how, psychologically, 
we want what we can’t have. During and after 
the war, our grandparents ate the food that they 
got, and that was in season, because they didn’t 
have any other choice. They had to have that, or 
nothing. Now that we have all the food choices 

that we want, we actually want to go back to what 
our grandparents had, because it was better for 
the environment. We want food from different 
countries, which is not good for the environment, 
because we want what we can’t have. Other than 
that, we talked about how the gap between food 
and people is growing. There’s a sense of distance 
when we say that we’re eating beef, which is 
actually a cow, though many young children don’t 
even understand that when they’re eating a burger, 
they’re actually eating a cow. It’s so separated, and 
there’s so much distance between it. As only 20% 
of Malta’s food is actually made in Malta, we begin 
to realise that we don’t know what we’re eating, 
and we don’t know what we’re taking in, and that 
really has to change. In a lot of small towns, you 
know whose meat you are consuming, and what 
farmer it is. You know the butcher, and you know 
the baker who’s baking your bread. Nowadays, 
through technological advancement, and possibly 
through overpopulation, it’s not possible anymore. 
Thank you.

Food Privilege
Ms Natasha Storf

Closing Remarks
Mr Mario Gerada


