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Intervention by Mr John Bencini, President Malta ESC
The Future of Europe: A Perspective from the Periphery
Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen,

The European Union is strongly premised on the building of a common basis of strength through the diversity and distinctiveness contributed by the individual members. For this mantra to have any meaning for the future of Europe, it must, to my mind, mean two things.
Firstly, the diversity and distinctiveness credo must apply not only at the level of the Member State, but extend to the lower levels of regions, social groupings and individuals – conversely, the commonality of the strengths build through the union must extend – not merely trickle – but actively extend to the individual through the various social and representative structures that exist.
Secondly, we cannot expect strength to be built through diversity, which is an essentially bottom-up foundation of the Union, if the same Union tries to unduly force top-down policies in a one-size fits all manner. 
I believe that it is shortcomings on these two basic realities which are creating an increasing chasm between Europe as a collection of institutions, and Europe as a force of 500 million citizens trying to forge their way in today’s complex industrial and social realities. This transformed the Union from a block aiming to be a world economic leader up to a decade ago, to a two- or three-speed grouping questioning the very basis of its existence.
This calls for a shift of emphasis from the Institutions, asking less of the citizens what they can do for Europe, to ask more for themselves what they can do for their citizens. Within the context of globalised competition, migration threats, technological impacts on industry and increasing social diversity, institutional failure in this regard cannot but result in the phenomenon of populism – a phenomenon which is more of a symptom, rather than a cause, of a disease. 
Within the general framework, I will bring the context of Malta, the smallest of the EU States, accounting for 0.04% of the Union aggregates by many comparisons of size. Yet, it is managing to be one of the fastest growing economies with the lowest rates of unemployment. The main stresses it faces nowadays are more emanating from the consequences of rapid growth rather than the high unemployment and economic sclerosis which characterise much larger economies.
Malta’s economic success did not come by chance. Evidence of this is the fact that there are very many comparable regions across the EU that are doing significantly less well. Malta’s economic success is a result of policies which focus on its distinctiveness to offer services and products with international appeal at competitive costs. This offering varies from an enviable Mediterranean Island tourism offering, spanning to financial services, i-gaming, and higher value-added manufacturing. These activities are thriving in spite of inherent disadvantages faced by the country, in terms of its smallness, absence of natural resources, and peripherality from the European mainland and the focal centres of business activities. Through a combination of sound economic policies, including the attraction of investment, building of human capital, maintenance of low costs, and fiscal consolidation, business is flourishing. Social dialogue is also making its contribution in keeping industrial peace while promoting social cohesion in a small community.
The economic growth recipe is however only part of Malta’s vision for development. The final target is to integrate social progress, environmental and climate investments, and the enhancement of cultural capital to make a Malta a sustainable community to hand over to future generations. 
I think that the sustainable communities concept can play a key role in addressing the conflicts and stresses currently affecting the European Union, and in effectively addressing the key question of its future evolution. The community level can serve as the middle ground where the friction between the top down, largely homogenising approach, and the bottom-up idiosyncratic needs and potentials can reach not only a compromise, but a working arrangement that is conducive to the development of the entire Union.
What are the implications of this for EU policy? Sustainable communities are very much a function of the territories inhabited, be they islands, mountains, cities, urban areas, core or peripheral zones. They are also strongly influenced by cultural and antropic capital, which in turn determine the social and economic potentials of the community. In turn, sustainable communities are more likely to create networks with synergies that can extend across themselves, and are eventually be multiplied and magnified upwards at the national and Union levels.
This requires a fresh outlook for economic and social policy in the EU, touching on fundamental features such as funding rules and competition and State Aid policies. Without entering into unnecessary technicalities, the essential point I want to make is the fact that policies need to be rendered flexible to the needs of communities, rather than expect communities to adapt to policies which are often viewed to serve no purpose apart from purely academic ones. State support for transport in Island regions, for instance, should not be subject to stringent state aid rules which practically put operations in a straight jacket with costly compliance requirements. Likewise, de minimis rules for Governments to promote private business in small communities pay no attention to the disproportionate dependence which such small communities would often have on large firms. In terms of EU funding programmes, rules and guidelines should be reflective of the local context in which the resources are to be deployed, in order to ensure their optimised effectiveness. 
In conclusion, all of us around this table must make the best use of social dialogue so as to ensure a Europe that is truly citizen- and community-centred. In order to do this, we have to ensure that we remain as ever relevant for our constituents, available to them, properly equipped with the tools necessary to do our jobs, and sufficiently resourced to take forward our agendas. We are ourselves fundamental pillars in the sustainable communities on which we want our future Europe to be built.
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