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Speech by Mr Mario Galea, Parliamentary Secretary for the Elderly and Community Care during the Opening and Award Giving Ceremony of the 

Gamian Conference

5th November 2009
As Parliamentary Secretary responsible for community health I have done my best to ensure that mental health in Malta is in the fore front of our political agenda. Can I also assure you that in this, I have the unconditional support of our Prime Minister Dr Lawrence Gonzi and his wife Kate who are very much committed to the issue of Mental Health. In fact, as some of you might know, Dr Lawrence Gonzi was the first one being awarded this prestigious  honour for his hard work and for promoting mental illness in Malta. 
I was also told that there is a former politician with us this evening Dr John Bowles who was not only a former MEP in London, but also renowned for his active involvement in human rights, epilepsy and mental illness. Thank you very much Dr Bowles for your outstanding role as a politician and as a doctor, but above all for honouring us this evening. 
I see that one of the areas of GAMIAN EUROPE is the issue of advocacy. I have to congratulate the NGO’s that have been working in Malta to bring change to policy and legislation. In this regard, I cannot but commend the commitment given in this area by Richmond Foundation, for their tireless efforts to give a voice to clients who unfortunately and very frequently are voiceless. I can only say that through Richmond Foundation and other NGO’s, clients with Mental Illness did not only manage to acquire a voice, but a voice which at times was deafening. Well done and keep up your efforts. Please allow me at this stage to take the opportunity to thank Ms Dolores Gauci, CEO Richmond Foundation and President of Gamian Europe for her outstanding contribution. Dolores you have personally taught me so much since I was assigned with the responsibility of Mental Health as a Parliamentary Secretary and I sincerely owe you a lot. Thank you Dolores… Thank you so much.
I hope and anticipate that soon a new Mental Health Bill will be tabled in front of the Maltese Parliament. This new Act is Rights based and it includes important issues such as quality treatment, access to information and right to refuse. It is envisaged to be in conformity with the United Nations General Assembly Resolution 46/199 passed in December 1991 and to which Malta is a signatory. My Ministry is also a signatory of the Helsinki Mental Health Declaration.
We are also looking forward to the recommendations which are coming out from the thematic conferences as a result of the European Mental Health Pact. I sincerely believe that the European Mental Health Pact is indeed a very important one. It has managed to shed light on disturbing Mental Health Issues across member states which in my opinion are first and foremost alarming and secondary such mental illness are seriously hindering the success of the European Union in reaching its economic goals. The information which came from that pact is frightening to say the least - 50 million European citizens are suffering from Mental Health Illness, depression continues to be the most common condition in Europe and in every nine minutes a European Citizen loses his life as a consequence of suicide. This Pact definitely reveals the frightening high prevalence of Mental Health illness across Europe.
The theme of the 12th Annual Educational Convention “Self Management and Access to Treatment” is indeed an interesting one, because it deals with the empowerment of people who live with a mental illness. Having patients taking control over their health and being actively involved in their treatment-plans will possibly ensure better treatment.
Living an empowered live does not mean that people with mental illness no longer experience psychiatric illness. It does not mean that they will have endless choices or success in everything they do, or that they will never experience stigma again. However people with mental illness can and should be empowered in some areas of their life. Furthermore, empowerment entails having the confidence, motivation and willingness to try new things that can give them further control over their own lives and that they can withstand failed efforts without damage to their sense of self.

Empowerment is a process that increases personal and interpersonal power. It is a unique feeling that the individual can take action and improve their life situations. Empowerment is not and should not be a concession given to patients by professionals. It involves a partnership which should include shared-decision-makings and negotiation. It is a situation where the client has a voice involving his future and that of his family.
I know that another important aspect addressed at this convention is the issue of holistic care. This is of utmost importance because I am sure that you all agree that there is no health without Mental Health.

I won’t take much more of your time. I wish you all a successful convention and a lovely stay in the small but beautiful island of Malta. 
Allow me to conclude with one fact which might be of interest to you. It is a known fact that former UK Prime Minister Sir Winston Churchill, which I personally consider as one of the wittiest politicians ever known, unfortunately suffered from chronic depression. He wanted a relaxing, quiet, beautiful place with marvellous scenery to travel to as part of his treatment.
Incidentally he chose Malta.

