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1. Methodological note
The primary focus of this research is on non-contributory benefits. Such benefits are
intended to meet the needs of persons living beneath the ‘at risk of poverty’ level and
providing social and medical assistance to heads of households who are unemployed and
either in search of employment or unable to work because of some specific illness (provided
their family's financial resources fall below a certain level). By definition non-contributory
benefits are the equivalent to minimum income schemes, they are financial means tested
(as opposed to the universal Contributory Scheme) benefits regulated by the Social
Security Act (Cap. 318 of the Laws of Malta).
It is pertinent to note that this report refers to social welfare benefits as those social
assistance payments which are independent of any contributions a person might have
made to the national insurance system. It is given to relieve people who are going through
a hard time. In fact, social assistance is commonly known by people in Malta as ir-relief
(the relief). It is means tested i.e. people who have a capital restricted to a first home, a
second holiday home, a car for each working parent, and any other capital (including
money in the bank or immovable assets) whose value is lower than the limit established
by government from time to time (Cardona, 2010).
For the purpose of the report, minimum income schemes are defined as essentially income
support schemes which provide a safety net for those who cannot work or access a decent
job and are not eligible for social insurance payments or those whose entitlements to these
have expired. They are last resort schemes which are intended to ensure a minimum
standard of living for individuals and their dependents when they have no other means of
financial support. This report investigates the adequacy, coverage and take-up of minimum
income schemes in Malta with a particular focus on the Social Assistance benefit (i.e. Social
Assistance (SA), Unemployment Assistance (UA) and Single Unmarried Parents (SUP).
Research was carried out between the 1st April and mid-July, 2014. It is pertinent to note
that this research focuses on the working-age population.
This report presents a secondary research of various official documents and government
data on minimum income schemes in Malta. The researcher also carried out fieldwork
meetings with various stakeholders in the form of qualitative unstructured interviews.
Several meetings were held with different stakeholders namely with two social workers
working with people experiencing poverty and social exclusion, an expert in mental health
issues, a human rights lawyer on migrants’ related issues, two social security officers within
the Department of Social Security, three social security district office managers in two
areas with concentrations of beneficiaries of welfare benefits and various representatives
of the Anti-Poverty Forum.
The next chapter introduces the socio-economic scenario of the Maltese Islands with a
particular focus on welfare. Chapter 3 describes minimum income schemes in Malta.
Chapter 4 underlines the link between minimum income schemes and the other two pillars
of the active inclusion strategy (inclusive labour market and access to quality
services). Chapter 5 identifies the obstacles to the implementation of adequate minimum
income schemes in Malta. This section also investigates whether minimum income schemes
in Malta are adequate or not. It attempts to make an adequacy test by comparing two noncontributory benefits for several case scenarios with (i) the minimum essential budget
required to enjoy a decent standard of living and (ii) the at-risk-of poverty threshold. This
study closes with a list of eleven (11) policy recommendations as a roadmap for advocacy.
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2. Introduction
Several studies on the Maltese social policy model show that it would be inaccurate to claim
that Malta fits into any of Esping-Andersen’s welfare regimes1. There are no clear-cut traits
that replicate one particular model of welfare. The Maltese model of welfare is a hybrid
system of welfare, the result of a number of interconnected factors such as “Malta’s colonial
history, the country’s geographical location, the importance of the Church, EU membership
amongst others” (Bugeja, 2010, p. 1).
Bugeja concludes that the Maltese welfare model is unique and does not replicate any of
the models put forward by Esping-Andersen. Pace (2009) and Gal (2010), too, describe
the Maltese welfare model as a hybrid welfare state, with characteristics of various
regimes. Pace asserts that Malta carries features of liberalism (on the British model, but
also due to relatively low national wealth) even while having a predominantly generous
welfare state (2009, p.357). He concludes that the Maltese welfare traits cannot
appropriately fit into one single model.
Social solidarity has a long history in Malta, going back to the establishment of charitable
bodies in the XVII century by the Knights of St. John. Vassallo (2009) writes that the first
government sponsored social benefit as of right was introduced on the island in 1885 in
the form of a pension scheme for the members of the Malta Police Squad. Modern social
security measures were first introduced after the 1921, when Malta was awarded selfgovernment by the UK Parliament. In more recent times, social security has become a
lynchpin of Maltese social life.
It is within this theoretical context that this action research project on minimum income
schemes in Malta is conducted.

2.1 Unemployment and deprivation in Malta
In April 2014 the number of persons registering for work with the Employment and Training
Corporation (ETC) stood at 7,291. The number of registrants aged 45 and over went up by
3.0 per cent, to 3,061. Decreases were recorded among persons aged less than 25 years
of age (National Statistics Office, 2014). The National Statistics office reveals that when
compared to April 2013, an increase of 488 persons was recorded among those who had
been registering for more than one year. On the other hand, the number of persons who
had been registering for less than 21 weeks declined by 256. The number of disabled
persons registering for work numbered 536, at par with last year. Males accounted for 83.2
per cent of the total number of registrants with disability (National Statistics Office, 2014).
There is an inverse relationship between the work intensity of one’s household and the
corresponding at-risk-of-poverty rate.
Abela and Tabone (2008) state that
“unemployment is perhaps the number one indicator of poverty and social exclusion”
(Abela, 2008, p. 13). Eurostat figures reveal that the in-work poverty rate in Malta is

1

Capitalist welfare regimes ideal-type classification proposed by Gøsta Esping-Andersen (1990)
which clusters capitalist welfare regimes into three main ideal types: The conservative
corporatists, the liberal and the social democratic types. This typology has been measured with
dimensions of decommodification, stratification and de-familiarisation.

8

amongst the lowest in the EU, at 5.9%, in 2010. The EU 27 average in 2010 stood at
8.5% (McKay, 2012, p. 44).
In terms of work intensity, the Southern Harbour district emerged with “the highest
percentage (23%) of households with null work intensity” (SILC, 2009, p. xxi). Figure 1
shows that the number of persons receiving unemployment assistance in 2008 was higher
in the Southern Harbour region particularly in Valletta, Bormla, Xghajra and Żebbuġ
(Gozo). Refer to Figure 1 for Unemployment Assistance by locality - the greener the colour,
the higher the rate of beneficiaries.

Figure 1 - Unemployment Assistance by Locality (2008)

Other statistics, reference year 2009, verify the relationship between unemployment and
poverty. The “top ten Maltese localities with the highest unemployment rate consisted of
three Gozitan towns and seven Maltese towns, all from the Southern Harbour region”
(Cardona, 2010, p. 31). The Statistics on Income and Living Conditions Survey revealed
that severe material deprivation affected 9.1 per cent of persons living in private
households in 2012. The at-risk-of-poverty rate stood at 15 per cent in 2012.
The aim of this study is to investigate the adequacy of non-contributory schemes (or rather
minimum income schemes) which were originally intended to meet the needs of persons
living beneath the ‘at risk of poverty’ level, but has evolved over the years into a
comprehensive scheme with a number of provisions that are interconnected in such a way
that one type of benefit supplements another. These benefits are mainly aimed at providing
social and medical assistance (the latter, both in cash and in kind) to heads of household
who are unemployed and either in search of employment or unable to work because of
some specific illness, provided their family's financial resources fall below a certain level.
Persons suffering from certain chronic illnesses may also receive free healthcare,
irrespective of their family's financial resources. Any persons who qualify for social
assistance will also receive rent allowance, if the head of household pays rent for his place
of residence, and is also entitled to a supplementary allowance (Employment Social Affairs
and Inclusion European Commission, 2013, p. 5).
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3. Panorama: short description of minimum income scheme(s) in
Malta
The Social Security Act (Cap. 318 of the Laws of Malta) provides for two basic schemes,
namely the Contributory Scheme and the Non-Contributory Scheme. The basic
requirement for entitlement under the Contributory Scheme is that specific contribution
conditions are met.
In the Non-Contributory Scheme, the basic requirement is that the conditions of the
means-test are met. Originally intended to meet the needs of persons living beneath the
‘at risk of poverty’ level, as indicated earlier, it has evolved over the years into a
comprehensive scheme with a number of provisions that are interconnected in such a way
that one type of benefit supplements another. These benefits are mainly aimed at providing
social and medical assistance (the latter, both in cash and in kind) to heads of households
who are unemployed and either in search of employment or unable to work because of
some specific illness, provided their family's financial resources fall below a certain level
(and who are not entitled to unemployment benefits).
Persons suffering from certain chronic illnesses may also receive free healthcare,
irrespective of their family's financial resources. Any persons who qualify for social
assistance will also receive rent allowance; if the head of household pays rent for his place
of residence, and is also entitled to a supplementary allowance (refer to Figure 2 below).
According to the National Statistics Office, 2013 publication Social Security Benefits: A
Locality Perspective 2013, there were 46 social benefit schemes2 in force between 2004
and 2012. The Children’s Allowance Flat Rate and Pensions of Widows with Children were
introduced in 2008, while the Maternity Leave Benefit was introduced in 2012 (NSO, 2013).
The Contributory Scheme may be said to cater for the other side of the coin. This ‘pay as
you go’ scheme is universal, since it covers practically all strata of society. The contributory
scheme in Malta is a system where employed and self-employed workers (persons earning
more than € 1,005, if single, or € 1,470, if married, annually) or persons not in receipt of
a salary (those under the age of 65 who are neither employed nor self-employed and whose
income does not come from economic activity but from other sources such as rents,
dividends, etc.) pay contributions on a weekly basis, in accordance with the provisions of
the Social Security Act.
Table 1 represents the list of contributory benefits.

2

Short-Term Benefits

Contributory Pensions

Sickness Benefits (SB)

Invalidity Pension (IP)

Marriage Grant (MRG)

Retirement Pension (RP)

Unemployment Benefit (UB)

Two-Thirds Pension (TTP)

This including both contributory and non-contributory welfare benefits
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Injury
Benefit
(IB);
Disablement Widows Pension (WD)
Gratuity (DG)/Pension (DP)
Special Unemployment Benefit (SUB)

Marriage Grant (WRG)
Supplementary
Allowance

Orphans

Orphans Allowance (OA)
Table 1 - Contributory Benefits

All employed and self-employed persons, as well as the unemployed, may be insured.
Moreover, under certain conditions, the scheme acknowledges the non-payment (crediting)
of contributions in exceptional cases, and provides for contributions not paid to be credited
to the insured person. All benefits, pensions and allowances payable under the contributory
scheme in accordance with the Social Security Act are subject to different contributions,
depending on the type of benefit being claimed. There are two classes of contributions:
Class 1 contributions, for employed persons, and Class 2 contributions, for self-employed
persons and that not in receipt of a salary.
Generally speaking, any person between the age of 16 and retirement age (from age 61
for men and 60 for women to age 65) is required to pay contributions. This depends entirely
on the date on which the person chooses to stop working on an employed or self-employed
basis, in accordance with the Social Security Act, and claims a retirement pension.
For the purpose of this research project, the focus is on the former category, that is, the
non-contributory schemes (or rather minimum income schemes) intended to meet the
needs of persons living beneath the ‘at risk of poverty’ level to providing social and medical
assistance to heads of household who are unemployed and either in search of employment
or unable to work.

3.1 Minimum Income Schemes
The term minimum income scheme per se does not exist in Malta. The closest, by definition
are the non-contributory (financial means tested, as opposed to the universal Contributory
Scheme) benefits regulated by the Social Security Act (Cap 318 of the Laws of Malta).
These non-contributory benefits will be referred to as minimum income schemes for the
purpose of this action research study.
Originally, non-contributory benefits were meant to assist the poor but nowadays there is
a complex scheme of a number of benefits. Non-contributory welfare benefits are managed
by national legislation. Non-contributory welfare benefits are not regulated by EU
directives. It is up to the national legislation to regulate, monitor and manage noncontributory welfare benefits.
Broadly speaking non-contributory benefits are related to:
Non-Contributory Pensions;
Social Assistance;
Medical Assistance; and
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Family Benefits
(refer to breakdown of non-contributory benefits in Table 2).

NonContributory
Pensions
Age
(AP)

Social
Assistance

Medical
Assistance

Family
Benefits

Pension Social Assistance Sickness
Children
Carers (SAF)
Assistance (SKA) Allowance
(CA/CAFR)

Carer’s Pension Social Assistance Tuberculosis
(PW)
(SA)
Assistance (TA)

Disability Child
Allowance
(DCA)

Disability
Pension (HP)

Maternity
Benefit (MB)

Single Unmarried Medical Aid (MA)
Person (SUP)
Social Assistance Sickness
Board (SAB)
Assistance
Schizophrenia
(SKA)

Unemployment
– Special
Allowance
(USA)

Rent
Element Leprosy
(SARE)
Assistance (LA)

Fostering Child
Allowance
(FCA)

Unemployment
Assistance (UA)

Supplementary
Allowance
(SPA)

Drug
(DAD)

Milk Grant (MG)

Addicts

Table 2 - Non-Contributory Benefits

All non-contributory benefits/pensions are subject to a means test (means-test criteria to
be discussed later in Section 3.3.1). Benefits are adjusted annually by Government through
the budget and are linked to the minimum wage. They are increased annually by twothirds (2/3) of the full Cost of Living Increase (COLA).
Only two types of benefits are not means-tested namely for beneficiaries of (i) Leprosy and
(ii) TB sufferers – for the latter two type of benefits the number of beneficiaries is nominal.
Official records reveal that there were 36 beneficiaries of Leprosy Assistance in 2012 and
10 Tuberculosis beneficiaries in 2008 (National Statistics Office , 2013).

3.2 Definitions of Non-Contributory Benefits
The following is a list of non-contributory benefits with the corresponding definition.
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3.2.1 Children’s Allowance
Children’s Allowance: is payable to locally residing citizens of Malta who have the care
of children under 16 years of age and where the household income does not exceed a
stipulated amount. In the case of those families where the household annual income is
€24,226 or less, the eligibility to Children’s Allowance is calculated on the difference
between the declared income of the family for the previous year and the established
threshold of €24,226.
Children’s Allowance Flat Rate: is payable to locally residing citizens of Malta who have
the care of children under 16 years of age and whose household annual income exceeds
€24,226. They are entitled to a Fixed Children’s Allowance of €350 per child per annum.
Foster Care Allowance: is entitled to a person or married couple certified by the Director
of Social Security, Appoġġ, that they are the official foster carer/s of a child under the age
of 16.

3.2.2 Disability Pensions/Allowance
Disabled Child Allowance: may be granted to any child (under the age of 16) who is
certified to be suffering from some kind of physical and/or mental disability. This allowance
is on top of the Children’s Allowance.
Disability Pension/Severely Disability Pension: A person, who is certified, by a
Medical Panel appointed by the Minister for Social Policy, as suffering from a severe
disability may be entitled to a Disability Pension.

3.2.3 Medical Assistance
Leprosy Assistance: is payable to any head of household, who suffers from Leprosy or
Hansens Disease, or who has a member in his/her household suffering from one of these
diseases.
Milk Grant: A head of household who is in receipt of Social or Tuberculosis Assistance may
be entitled to Milk Grant.
Sickness Assistance: A person becomes entitled to it if s/he proves to the satisfaction of
the Director of Social Security that s/he or any member of his/her household is suffering
from a disease that could only be cured or alleviated by a special diet or regimen, which
incurs an exceptional expenditure.
Tuberculosis Assistance: is given to any head of household, who proves to the
satisfaction of the Director of Social Security that s/he or a member of his/her household
suffers from Tuberculosis or Koch’s Disease.

3.2.4 Social Assistance
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Social Assistance: is given to heads of households who are incapable of work due to
medical reasons, or are unemployed and seeking employment, given that they fulfil the
means and capital resources tests.
Social Assistance Board: If the head of household, for some reason, is struck off from
Part 1 of the ETC register3 and is registering under Part 2,, the partner may apply for social
assistance. A Social Assistance Board will review such a claim.
Social Assistance for Drug Addicts: is given to a person following a drug or alcohol
rehabilitation therapeutic programme and who may become eligible to receive an
allowance.
Social Assistance for Carers: is given to a single or widowed male/female, whether
registered or not as an unemployed person, and who is solely taking care of a sick or
elderly relative on a full-time basis.
Social Assistance for Single Parents: is given to a single parent, who does not earn
more than a certain amount of income. His/her total income earned together with the
Social Assistance entitlement for 2 persons should not exceed the National Minimum wage.
Unemployment Assistance: Heads of household, who are registering under Part 1 of the
Unemployment Register and are thus actively seeking employment, may be entitled to
Unemployment Assistance after the period for the Unemployment Benefit is elapsed.

3.2.5 Old Age Pension
Age Pension: is payable to citizens of Malta over 60 years of age who are not entitled to
a Contributory Retirement/Two-thirds Pension provided also that his/her weekly means fall
below the benchmark established by the Social Security Act.
Blind Pension: A person who is certified by a Medical Panel as suffering from a visual
impairment may be eligible for a Pension for the Visually Impaired.
Carers’ Pension: is entitled to a person who is either a single or a widow/er and who
alone and a full-time basis, takes care of a sick relative who is bedridden or confined to a
wheel-chair in the same household. Relatives referred to in this section can be the parents,
grand-parents, brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, brothers or sisters-in-law and
father/mother-in-law.

3

The Unemployment Register has three main parts. Part 1 of the Register is for persons who have
never worked, or who have been made redundant. Persons on Part 1 of the Register may be
eligible for unemployment benefits. Part 2 is for persons who resigned from their previous job,
who have missing documents, were dismissed, or who have been removed from Part 1 of the
Register. Part 3 is for persons who are already in employment but who would like to be notified
of other work opportunities. Part 3B is for those persons who are seeking temporary employment,
such as students. There are also Part 3C 1 and Part 3C 2 for those who wish to have a part-time
job as a sole employment or as another employment besides their full time or part time job
Source available at http://etc.gov.mt/Category/3/12/info_jobseekers.aspx
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3.2.6 Supplementary Allowance
Supplementary Allowance: is payable to households where the total income of the
members falls below the limits outlined by the Social Security Act. Supplementary
Allowance is given on top of Social Assistance to families who do not receive Children’s
Allowance (refer to figure 2). Supplementary Allowance is at €4.57 per week for Single
persons or €8.13 per week for married persons
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3.3 Typical Minimum Income Scheme – Social Assistance as the
main benefit
This study investigates the most frequent non-contributory welfare benefit namely the
Social Assistance. It varies according to the level of means of the household and also the
number of persons in the household. However if there are children in the household who
are employed or self-occupied, they are not considered as part of the household for benefit
entitlement. The rates for 2014 are as follows in Table 3 below. The threshold is €100.48
per week for the first adult and a further €8.15 per week for each additional and eligible
member of the household.
Table 3 below illustrates case examples of weekly amounts for different households that
are beneficiaries of SA, SUP and UA in €.
Unemployment Assistance
and Social Assistance (SA)

(UA)

Single Unmarried Parents (SUP)
per week

per week
Single person

€100.48

€75.36

Two persons

€108.63

€81.49

Three persons

€116.78

€87.62

Four Persons

€124.93

€93.75

Five Persons

€133.08

€99.88

Table 3 New Rates for 2014 (Source Department for Social Security Document)

The Social Assistance benefit is divided into three branches, that is the Unemployment
Assistance (UA) for those who register for work, the Social Assistance (SA) for those
medically unfit to register for work (approved by a medical board) and/or separated and/or
going through separation procedures and the Single Unmarried Parents (SUP). Other
supplementary allowances apply over and above the Social Assistance (Refer to Figure 2).
Beneficiaries of the Social Assistance receive either The Supplementary Allowance (€4.57
per week for Single persons or €8.13 per week for married persons) or the Children’s
Allowance (€22.23 per child per week).
Furthermore the beneficiaries are entitled for Medical Assistance (in cases of a medical
condition such as high blood pressure or certain conditions that require certain dietary
requirements) of €24.81 per week for single persons and €44.48 per week for the married,
and;


Energy Benefit, and;



Pink Card (for free medicinal items), and;



Rent Allowance (if living in a private rented accommodation), and;



Related bonuses.
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Main Benefit:
Social Assistance

Unemployment
Assistance (UA)

Social Assistance
(SA)

Single Unmarried
Parents (SUP)

ADDITIONAL SUPPLEMENTARY BENEFITS
Supplementary Allowance
OR
Children's allowance
and, Medical assistance
and, Energy Benefit
and, Pink Card

and, Rent Allowance
and, Related Bonuses

Figure 2 - Standard Non-Contributory welfare benefit Social Assistance
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Figure 3 illustrates the number of beneficiaries of the Social Assistance (sub-divided into
UA, SA and SUP) benefit between 2008 and 2012 (National Statistics Office, 2014, p. 7).
Figure 3 depicts a consistent, but gradual, increase in the number of beneficiaries of Social
Assistance (and the corresponding expenditure) over the years (2008 – 2012)

Figure 3 Number of Beneficiaries and Expenditure in € of Social Assistance (2008-2012)

3.3.1 Eligibility Conditions
Broadly speaking, minimum income schemes in Malta aiming to ensure basic needs at
minimum standards of living, providing assistance for individuals and their dependents,
when no other source of financial support can be defined as:
1. Non-contributory and tax-financed;
2. Not time-limited, although they are assumed to be temporary;
3. Means-tested and subject to some degree of discretion from authorities.
The Means Test has two major components (i) Capital Resource Test and (ii) Income Test.
This, takes into consideration the income and property of the whole household not just
that of the claimant. It is pertinent to note that in some cases of non-contributory benefits,
working members of the family are excluded. For the capital resource test, the capital
should not exclude € 14,000 for single person, or €23,300 for a two-person or more
household.
The following are excluded:


the house of residence;



a private car;



a garage for private use; and



a summer residence.

The benefit varies according to the level of means of the household and also the number
of persons in the household. However if there are children in the household who are
employed or self-occupied, they are not considered as part of the household for benefit
entitlement. The threshold is €100.48 (per week) for the first adult and a further €8.15 per
week for each additional and eligible member of the household (as per 2014 rates).
Any immovable property, which is being put to profitable use, as for example property
which is rented to third parties, is not subject to the capital test, but only the income one.
Once the amount of capital resources of unused property is established, the first € 585 is
ignored. The remaining balance is converted to an annual income of 5.5% per annum.
Where the property does not belong to the Head of household or to his wife, but to other
members, as for example children, only half of the value of the property is taken.
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The value of any moveable assets such as vehicles (excluding the first), yachts or boats,
jewellery etc. is taken into account and included in the Capital Resources Test.
Means Test includes the total income from employment of the head of the household and
his spouse (excluding social security contributions).
The means test does not include income from Social Assistance (Ghajnuna Socjali),
Sickness Assistance, Tuberculosis Assistance, Leprosy Assistance, Milk Grant and the
equivalent to the rate of National Minimum Pension at single or married rate, including
additional and half yearly bonuses.
1. Eligibility depends on age (18-60), and residence for a minimum of specified period
(Maltese residents and permanent legally residents)
2. Usually depend on the household situation of the family and are often combined
with other social benefits (such as housing, energy and children allowances)
"Household" means one person who in the opinion of the Director (referring to the DSS
Department of Social Security) is living alone or two or more persons who in the opinion
of the Director are living together as a family. Administratively, the head is normally
considered to be the elder member of the household. Non-contributory welfare benefits
are household-based, not individual based and are mainly targeting at providing social and
medical assistance (the latter, both cash and in-kind) to unemployed heads of household
who are (i) either seeking a job or (ii) unable to participate in the labour market and the
financial situation of the family is below a certain set threshold.
There are exceptions whereby the person is not the head of household but still receives
the non-contributory benefits. These exceptions are:
1. persons diagnosed with schizophrenia:4
2. single parents with dependent children living with their parents (household within
a household);
3. pink card holders; and
4. drug-users (DAD beneficiaries) undergoing a rehabilitation programme.
It is pertinent to note that beneficiaries of non-contributory benefits are screened on a
case-by-case basis.

3.3.2 Conditionality Assessment:
Claims for such benefits are evaluated on the basis of the eligibility criteria and conditions
established under the Social Security Act (Att dwar is-Sigurta’ Socjali) outlined above.
Information is sought from claimants themselves and third-party institutions, such as
banks, to determine the means and the capital resources of applicants.
Medical evaluation is also carried out to determine the medical condition and need of an
applicant. Periodical reviews are also carried out to ascertain the compliance and eligibility
of current beneficiaries. The primary entitlement condition is that claimant must be the
head of household. Other conditions such as living at fixed address, attending a

As indicated in section 5.2.2 nowadays persons with chronic mental illnesses are entitled to free
medicines.
4

19

rehabilitation programme or suffering from specific diseases are invoked in certain
instances.

3.3.3 Time Duration
Minimum income schemes are not time limited as long as the stipulated conditions are
satisfied, although they are assumed to be temporary. Recently, Finance Minister Edward
Scicluna has insisted on his regular video blog that “social services must be temporary,
until beneficiaries can stand on their own feet”. He argues that it is important that “apart
from education and health, beneficiaries did not remain dependant on benefits”. He was
reported saying on the Times of Malta that “recipients of social benefits often became
dependant on them. Governments often did not make it easier for such people to fend for
themselves and come off benefits. The state, therefore needed to change its systems in a
way that would encourage people to come off benefits, and reward them for doing so. This
reform, he said, was slowly also being introduced in Malta because it was not right that
while most people worked hard and paid their taxes, others remained dependant on social
benefits or, worse still, claimed them abusively”.
Taxpayers needed to be sure that their taxes were going for those who were really in need,
and dependants should realise that their benefits were temporary and at the first
opportunity they should go out to work”5.
On his personal video blog Prof. Scicluna states that “an emerging trend is to implement a
welfare system which still supports individuals in need and provides for basic services such
as healthcare. At the same time, other social benefits, such as those related to
unemployment, are provided in a way as to encourage individuals to get back on their feet
and become self-sufficient”. Prof. Scicluna notes that “this is especially relevant in view of
how many who begin receiving social benefits run a considerably risk of becoming
completely reliant upon them, and face considerable difficulty when attempting to end that
dependency6”.
Recipients are obliged to seek suitable work if able to work. If incapable for work, they
are medically reviewed periodically. No rehabilitation programmes exist except for drug
and alcohol addicts.

3.4 Link with other social benefits
Table 4 below demonstrates six other ancillary benefits provided by either the Department
for Social Security or other government bodies as indicated.

Other Benefits

Provided by

Energy Benefits (Electricity, Water and Department for Social
LPG Vouchers)
Security
Service/Foreign Pension Half Yearly/End Department for Social
of Year Bonus (6MBO)
Security

5

http://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20140603/local/beneficiaries-must-realise-that
social-benefits-are-temporary-finance-minister.521772

6

http://www.edwardscicluna.com/media/videos/the-welfare-state-videoblog-47/8817/
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Maternity Leave Benefit

Department for Social
Security

Food Aid Scheme

Eligibility form issued by
DSS

Subsidized Rented Housing

Housing Authority

Entitlement to Free Medication (including Health Ministry
Dental Care) under the Schedule V &
Schedule II (Pink Card)
Table 4 - Other Benefits

3.4.1 Energy Benefit
All those who are in receipt of Social Assistance, Unemployment Assistance,
Supplementary Allowance, Carer’s Pension, Old Age Pension and those who benefit from
water and electricity meter rebates are eligible to receive a voucher which is redeemed
when the bill is paid. An Energy Benefit (Beneficcju ta’ l-Energija) to alleviate water and
electricity bills is paid to the head of household who is in receipt of one of the following
non-contributory social benefits:





any Social Assistance (including Unemployment Assistance); or
the Special Unemployment Benefit; or
non-Contributory Age Pension; or
carers’ Pension.

It is given to the head of household who is in receipt of the Supplementary Allowance or
Children’s Allowance, as long as the means of the family, as calculated in order to qualify
for such Supplementary Allowance or Children’s’ Allowance, as is the case, does not exceed
the amount of €8,158.81.
This assistance is also awarded to the head of household who is in receipt of any Disability
Pension or a Pension for the Visually Impaired, unless the means of the family per year,
do not exceed the amount of €8,158.81.
This assistance will also be awarded on humanitarian grounds, to any head of household
who proves to the satisfaction of the Director that:




any member of the family has a medical condition that requires the excessive use
of water and electricity; and
the members of the family are permanently residing in Malta; and
the household income, is less than €31,516 per year.

Furthermore, recipients of social assistance (Ghajnuna Socjali) who pay rent for their place
of residence are entitled to a rent allowance of €1.16 per week. A subsidy on telephone bill
of €0.84 per week is also paid to persons over 60 years of age.
Recipients of social assistance (Ghajnuna Socjali) are entitled to free hospital services and
free pharmaceutical products.

3.4.2 Food aid Scheme
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This scheme, which is fully financed by the EU, provides food aid from intervention stocks
or community market purchases to the most deprived persons in the community such as:
• People living in poverty, including the homeless;
• Families in difficulty;
• The unemployed;
• Single parent families;
• Elderly people with insufficient means;
• The disabled;
• Children at risk.
The distribution of food is done through recognised charitable organisations, who shall
identify themselves to the Maltese Paying Agency through a specific written application to
participate in this scheme; Beneficiaries are to present a certificate issued by the
Department of Social Policy to the designated charitable organisations, indicating that they
qualify for the aid.; Beneficiaries may also apply for aid through: participating parishes
NGO’s or directly through the designated charitable organisations.

3.4.3 Subsidized Rented Housing Scheme
For a person to qualify for social housing the income of the applicant should not exceed:




€8,200 for a single person
€10,500 for a married couple and an additional € 700 per dependent child.
€10,500 for a lone parent and an additional € 700 per dependent child.

Siblings living together are considered as a married couple. Social contributions and
pensions are reduced from the annual income. Capital Means test should not exceed
€28,000.
The commercial rent of Government owned properties varies between €185 and €2050 per
annum. These rents are subsidized according to tenants’ income as follows:

Category

Income

Subsidy

€

%

A

0 – 7172

80

B

7173 – 10666

70

C

10667 – 11831

50

D

11832 – 14160

30

E

14161 – 18819

10
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F

18820 +

-

This income is adjusted each year according to the Cost of Living.
To establish the commercial rent, the Housing Authority (Technical Section) takes into
consideration the following criteria:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

total area of property;
the locality;
if it’s a corner property;
if there are any views;
if the property is a maisonette or apartment; and
the year of build.

3.4.4 Medicine
3.4.4.1 Pink/Yellow Card
Entitlement to free medication through the public health sector outside a Maltese
government hospital setting is based on the principle of social solidarity and occurs through
a system based on criteria linked to disease or means by virtue of the Social Security Act
Cap 318 Article 23 and the Fifth Schedule of the same Act. Those patients suffering from
chronic conditions usually fall under Schedule V (Yellow Card), whilst those with limited
means generally pertain to the Schedule II (Pink Card). Other patients belonging to one of
the following categories are also entitled to a Pink Card:







Members of certain religious orders
Diabetics
Members of the police force
Members of the armed forces
Patients suffering from tuberculosis, leprosy and poliomyelitis

Pink card holders are only entitled to a limited number of medicinal products, which are
specifically marked as pink card positive on the Government Formulary List.
Health care statistics show that in 2009 there were 7,249 Pink Card holders (NSO, 2011
Section 3.2). Yellow Form holders accounted to 46,405 in 2008 NSO, 2010). Pink forms
are renewed on a yearly basis for persons over 60 years of age and on a 4-montly basis
for those below the age of 60.

3.4.4.2 Pink Card Beneficiaries
1. Unemployment on Welfare Benefits: those on Social Assistance, Single Mothers,
unemployed who cannot register for work, Age Pension (i.e. Non Contributory
Pension) and Handicapped Pension, Single Persons Pensions does not exceed €
137.51 per week (this includes rent, pension and salary) Bonus Excluded, Couples
Pension does not exceed € 163 (this includes rent, pension and salary) Bonus
Excluded
2. Employed: gross pay per week (Less National Insurance) Income does not exceed
€134.82 per week + € 8.15 c for every other unemployed person
3. Specific Health Conditions: Diabetics - Polio - TB - Leprosy - Children beneficiaries
of Children's Disability Allowance irrelevant of their parents' Income
All Means Test include also a Capital Means Test - the applicants should not exceed € 9,320
for Single Persons, and € 16, 310 for couples - this includes Savings, Current Accounts
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Stocks, Shares and other investments. First Residence, Car, Garage and Used Summer
Residence are excluded from this Capital Means Test.

3.4.5 Dental Care
National Health Services provides the following dental care to ALL:








Check-ups
X-rays
Oral hygiene (scaling)
Emergency treatment (during normal Out-patient hours)
Extractions under local & general anaesthesia
Consultations
Oral Surgery under local & general anaesthesia

Basic restorative treatment (i.e. fillings, root treatments & acrylic dentures) is provided to
children under the age of 16 and to all individuals with the PINK form (not yellow).
Simple orthodontic treatment (braces) is provided to children under the age of 16.

3.5 The Living Wage
It is pertinent to note that at present in Malta there is no living wage. In 2010 the Malta
Labour Party (the opposition party at the time) had proposed that a living wage should be
introduced. However this idea was dropped due to the harsh negative criticism received
mainly from employers’ associations. To this extent, the suggestion of a living wage was
not even listed in the Party’s Electoral Manifesto.
In 2011 a study was carried out by Caritas Malta, a member organisation of the AntiPoverty Forum Malta. The two key overarching objectives of this study are:
1. To assemble a basket of basic goods and services considered essential to achieve a
decent standard living in Malta;
2. To calculate the minimum essential budget for three different low-income household
categories in Malta.
This research study is not intended to replace existing poverty indices. On the contrary, it
tries to provide a minimum benchmark to guide further debates and policy decisions
affecting the incomes of the worse off. A list of goods and services deemed essential for a
particular household to achieve a decent standard of living has been drawn up by a multidisciplinary team. The ‘minimum agreed’ benchmark is the result of a consensus approach
between the research team members. This study intends to set what a minimum decent
standard of living should be. The study ‘A minimum budget for a decent living’ was issued
in 2012, and it established in a scientific way, a benchmark for a decent living. Table 5
below shows that the study revealed that in 2012 an elderly couple needed to have an
annual income of €6,328, a single parent with two children needed €8,581 per annum,
whilst a couple with two children needed a total income of €10,634 per annum for a decent
living. This study will be used later in order to test the adequacy of social welfare benefits
in Malta.

24

Table 5 - A Minimum Budget for a Decent Living (2011)

4. The link between minimum income and the other two pillars of
active inclusion
Within the context of the Maltese social policy, employment and education are the
backbone of the welfare strategy. It is widely accepted that both education and
employment are the best tools to move people out of poverty. Vassallo (2013) puts it clear:
“Educate people so that they can find work, and if they are working they are automatically
helping themselves to move out of poverty” (p. 12). This section of the report relies on a
recent study of national policies carried out by Mario Vassallo as part of the EU Network of
Independent Experts on Social Inclusion.

4.1 Inclusive labour markets
Vassallo (2013) claims that “in 2008, Malta also recognised that a proactive social inclusion
policy goes beyond a social protectionist approach”. He underlines that “social welfare
services provision and accessibility had to be increasingly tuned to empower people
towards greater self-actualisation and autonomy through their integration in the labour
market”. As indicated earlier, employment is one of the two major linchpins which are
crucial to Malta’s “strategy to prevent and combat poverty and social exclusion, given the
strong ties between unemployment and risk of poverty” (Vassallo, 2013, p. 12). In fact
Malta’s approach to active inclusion is through the provision of working opportunities for
all. Vassallo identifies the following five main areas of inclusive labour markets:
1. Investing in the creative economy particularly for authors, composers, visual, film,
design and performing artists;
2. Increasing investment in the human capital through the allocation of additional
funds for the Employment and Training Corporation employability programmes,
consolidation of the Training Aid Programme and the offering of training for workers
who’d like to work in the Green economy sector;
3. Investing in small and medium sized enterprises through various schemes;
4. Promotion of inclusive and flexible markets through the reviewing of the social
security system so that persons with a disability who receive a severe disability
pension will be able to work and earn up to the minimum wage without losing any
of their pension and the coming into force in December 2011 of the Temporary
Agency Workers Regulations which provide for the regulation of temporary
employment;
5. Incentivising activation through the extension of the Community Work Scheme and
consulting with the relevant stakeholders on the Active Labour Market Policy on
employment.
Vassallo’s positive outlook claims that the fact that Malta continues to increase the number
of gainfully employed, in spite of the fact that the international economy has exerted and
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continues to exert heavy stresses on the Maltese economy is a testimony that in this sector
Malta’s efforts to reach these targets are unstinting and continuous. He identifies the areas
of the female participation in the labour market, training schemes for young people, and
persons in correctional facilities. On the other hand, these efforts are not so evident in
other areas related to migrants in Malta. Their participation rate in the labour market is
not so evident. This is corroborated with another study carried out by the Refugees
Commissioner in Malta. This study (refer to Figure 4) reveals that only 42 per cent of
beneficiaries of international protection in Malta declared that they have a job, the majority
of who are working in an irregular job.

42% employed, 58% unemployed

Unemployed

42.34%

Employed
57.66%

3

Figure 4 - Beneficiaries of International Protection having a job or not (Office of the Refugee
Commissioner Malta, 2013)

Vassallo (2013) concludes that a more systematic approach is required to make it more
attractive for migrant workers to acquire new skills. This would amongst others stop the
flow of migrant workers in sectors of the economy in which they are easily exploited and
“better utilise their skills which have hitherto remain untapped” (p. 21).
In the employment field, the government has just unveiled the national employment policy
which aims to bring to light labour market frictions that impede the labour market from
functioning to its full potential.
Amongst others, the government has just launched permanent top-ups for low income
earners to encourage them to remain in employment thus reducing those living on social
benefits. The government is attempting to make work pay. The policy introduces measures
to assist long-term unemployed in their gradual transition from dependency on social
welfare benefits to the world of work (through a 3-year tapering system of retaining part
of the social benefits once in employment; in work benefits).
The 2015 pre-budget document states that the new government is committed to facilitate
the reintegration of the unemployed into the world of employment since unemployment is
a major contributor to poverty and social exclusion. The pre-budget document states that
“the Maltese economy experience both Employment Rich and Employment Poor
households, where employment rich households include the families where both the heads
of the household are in employment and generating family incomes. By contrast in the

26

context of employment poor households the situation is very often one where no adult is
in employment”.
In fact the document states that the government is committed to explore a series of ‘back
to work’ schemes. The document says the government will be working on initiatives that
will ensure individuals face “clear incentives to work and contribute to society and
encourage them to steer away from dependency”. Prof. Scicluna, the Minister of Finance,
said taxpayers would also benefit by getting value for money on the way their taxes were
spent while ensuring long-term sustainability of the social protection system (Sansone,
2014).
The said document mentions that the government is focusing on raising the participation
rate of females, improving the skills of those who are already in the labour market whilst
attracting to the labour market persons depending on social benefits. Edward Scicluna said
benefits would not be cut but people would be offered incentives to stand on their own two
feet.
The commitment forms part of the pre-Budget document ‘Creating opportunities not
dependence’. “We do not want to see young people remain on welfare benefits for all their
lives,” he said, noting that the welfare system had unintended consequences, such as
leaving people passive and unwilling to work while fomenting abuse (Sansone, 2014).
The document falls short of mentioning concrete schemes however it indicates that there
are already a number of policy initiatives in place aimed at assisting the economic
participation of single parents with pre school facilities child care that afford them greater
working flexibility. The government will also provide child care centres free of charge
(Government of Malta, 2014).
The government also introduced the “full state payment of maternity benefits coupled with
a small increase in the national insurance contribution by employers and increased
expenditure and prioritization of training and of inclusion of groups such as persons with
disability” (Briguglio, 2014).
On the other hand the government is pledging to crack down on jobless people seeking
inexistent vacancies opportunities or out rightly refusing employment opportunities.
Michael Briguglio in his analysis of the current employment reforms states that “the
government is carrying out a silent revolution on work-life balance, but on other reforms
there is a dose of conditionality”. Briguglio writes that “persons who are registering for
employment will be forced to accept jobs within the same ISCO 7 category, should they
register for non-existent jobs, and otherwise they will lose their benefits. At the same time,
however, minimum wage earners will get a top-up paid by the state in the region of €1,500
per year”. These reforms are coupled with other measures as the introduction of universal
free childcare centres, breakfast clubs and the expansion of universally-accessible summer
schools (Briguglio, 2014).
Caritas in its 2014 budget analysis sees as positive that the budget is promoting a
philosophy wherein people's industriousness is encouraged particularly as manifested in
such areas as employment, training, or engaging in studies.

7

The International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) is an International Labour
Organization (ILO) classification structure for organizing information on labour and jobs. It is
part of the international family of economic and social classifications of the United Nations
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The Community Work Scheme8 is a Government measure and was announced in the
Budget speech for the year 2007. This Scheme is administrated by the Employment &
Training Corporation under the guidelines of the Ministry of Education and Employment. It
aims at providing the long-term unemployed the opportunity to undertake community work
under the direction of Local Councils, NGOs and Government entities, with a view of
enabling them to obtain further skills, and improving their employability and their chances
of finding employment, on completion of such an experience through improving their work
ethic. Originally it was intended for those persons who have been seeking work for at least
five years and are in receipt of unemployment benefits. However, this scheme is gradually
being extended to those seeking work for six months and over. Currently, jobseekers
registering for more than 3 years are eligible to participate.
Under this Scheme, Local Councils, Non-Governmental Organisations and Government
entities may apply for persons to carry out work in their locality or organisation, on a thirtyhour week basis, for a period of not less than six months that can be renewed. For their
participation in this scheme, the jobseekers participating will have their unemployment
benefit raised to 75 per cent of the stipulated National minimum wage (excluding other
social benefits), for the duration of their participation.
The scheme is based on providing the opportunity to participants to give something in
return to the community. On the other hand the community benefits from the outcome of
their work. The scheme is also an effective tool against undeclared work.

4.2 Access to quality services
Vassallo’s outlook towards access to quality services, particularly those related to health
and education is positive. Training opportunities are extensively provided for. In the health
sector, it is claimed that “a healthy population is the best guarantee for the sustainability
of a thriving economy and of a happy way of life” (Vassallo, 2013, p. 21).
Vassallo identifies key main areas of social welfare where access to quality services has
been consolidated further in recent years as follows:
1. strengthening measures to enhance work-life balance and consolidate family
friendly measures;
2. reduce burdensome procedures to facilities access to social welfare services for all
citizens;
3. ensuring the sustainability of the social protection system by reducing abuse of
social benefits;
4. continue to strengthen the voluntary sector by ensuring that the structures proving
for in the Voluntary Organisations Act are in place and functioning properly;
5. enhancing effectiveness of social services by consolidating standardisation practices
and strengthening the Department for Social Welfare Standards; and
6. the draft Child Policy indicating that Malta believes that access to quality services
must start at a very early age in life.
In its analysis of the 2014 budget document, Caritas asserts that it appreciates that the
positive initiative of setting up free of charge child care centres in cases where two parents
(in families with two parents) work, and in cases where one parent (in families with one
parent) works; urges that these centres be as flexible as possible in terms of their opening
hours so as to be able to accommodate for the needs of different people, Caritas also
maintains that these centres need to provide an ambience of learning and development

8

Source ETC web portal http://etc.gov.mt/etc-portal/page/35/CWS.aspx
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for children. It is also necessary that they be sensitive to the need for parental involvement.
Such measures should assist one-parent households who are presently a category of
people who stand a higher risk of poverty.
The delivery of welfare services has been considerably aided by the EU Structural Funds
particularly related to employment schemes and educational vocational services. Vassallo
(2013) argues that “despite the downturn in the international economic scene these
services were not touched and continued to be fully available, and at times have been even
expanded even when matter were not so rosy” (p.7).
In the pre-budget document 2014, the Government of Malta commits itself to the principle
of economic prosperity and wealth should be felt and enjoyed across all social spectrums.
The government is looking towards two policy instruments aimed at ensuring more just
policy outcomes. The first policy outcome refers to income transfers to improve households
incomes through direct cash transfers; Pensions, social security payments and child
benefits. The second policy tool, according to the pre-budget documents is transfers
through income in kind. This refers specifically to expenditures on public services such as
Health and Education. The “provision of public services such as high quality health care
and education also represents an important sources which contributes to households
incomes” (Government of Malta, 2014, p. 50)
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5. Identification of obstacles to the implementation of adequate
minimum income schemes and the suggested next steps to
improve adequacy, coverage and/or take-up of minimum
income schemes
This section highlights the findings of the fieldwork interviews with various stakeholders.
It deals with a number of salient issues related to non-contributory welfare
benefits/minimum income schemes.
This section starts off by testing the adequacy of minimum income schemes in Malta. It
attempts to investigate whether minimum income schemes are sufficient or not. It
compares two particular minimum income schemes (SA and SUP both of which are the
most widespread) with (i) the minimum budget for a decent living as per Caritas Malta’s
study and (ii) with the at-risk-of-poverty threshold (at 60 % of the median equivalised
income).
Current debates about reducing or ending poverty suffer from the
absence of a socially agreed empirically based income standard. The
question what level of income is required to allow an acceptable
standard of living needs to be addressed if we are serious about
reducing income poverty9
This report acknowledges that this is an attempt to test the sufficiency of minimum income
schemes in Malta. The section then discusses a number of salient obstacles to the
implementation of adequate minimum income schemes. It starts off by highlighting how
the current employment reforms are more oriented towards fighting welfare fraud and
abuse. It also discusses the lack of hard data on the social conditions of welfare
beneficiaries. This report highlights that the geographical concentration of welfare
beneficiaries perpetuates the intergenerational transmission of poverty. This report also
underlines the benefit trap issues. This section also discusses the obstacles faced by a
particular group of migrants living in Malta and persons with mental health difficulties in
terms of minimum income schemes. A list of eleven policy recommendations on the
adequacy of minimum income schemes closes the report.

5.1 Adequacy of Minimum Income Schemes
Vassallo (2013) claims that the measures to ensure adequate income support are
addressed at two main groups in Malta; namely jobless households and the elderly. Given
that this report focuses on the working age population, I will focus only on the measures
taken by the State for former category that is the jobless households. In this section I
intend to test the adequacy of minimum income schemes. The general perception of the
fieldwork respondents is that social welfare benefits are not adequate enough to make a
decent living.
All participants of the research fieldwork argue that social welfare benefits are in no way
enough an income for a family to participate in the life of the community, particularly in
families with dependent children, families that living in commercially rented dwellings,
families with mental health challenges, families with long term illnesses and other
circumstances. According to the two social workers who participated in the study, people
do not make a choice to live on social welfare benefits. They do so because they do not

9

This is what Professor Bradshaw said in his introduction to a study on the Minimum Essential
Budgets in Ireland

30

have an alternative to them. People rely on social welfare benefits because they cannot
work and therefore have to rely on minimum income schemes.
In this report I intend to move beyond just the stakeholders’ opinion. I intend to make a
comparative test between the current minimum income schemes and the level of income
required to allow an acceptable standard of living needs. I will rely primarily on the Caritas
study A Minimum Budget for a Decent Living as a yardstick for the adequacy test of
minimum income schemes. I will also compare the current minimum income schemes with
the at-risk-of poverty rate for different household categories.
This adequacy test focuses on two different minimum income schemes namely the Social
Assistance (SA) and the Single Unmarried Parents (SUP). Both types of minimum income
schemes were chosen because they are the most common and frequent types of benefits
(as per suggested by the Social Security Department officials).
The adequacy test intends to gauge the capability of minimum income schemes against
the minimum essential budget for a decent living in Malta. This adequacy test focuses on
two particular household types namely (i) two adults and two dependent children and (ii)
a lone-parent and two dependent children10.
A Minimum Budget for a Decent Living (2012) focused on three low income household
categories. It established a minimum benchmark for a decent living based on a basket of
essential items (the reference budget approach). It set a benchmark to measure what
should constitute an acceptable and decent standard of living beyond the level of survival
for simply food, clothing or shelter. The basic components of the basket (reference budget)
are food, clothing, personal care, health, household goods/maintenance and services,
education and leisure, transport and housing11.
This study reveals that in 2012 the minimum essential budget per annum was estimated
at €10, 634 for a two adult and two dependent children and €8,581 for a lone parent and
two dependent children (refer to appendix 1 for a detailed breakdown of the basket of
essential items with the corresponding estimated costs). It is pertinent to note that this
reference budget adopted a very prudent and frugal approach. For the purpose of the study
the minimum budget for a decent living was revised to reflect the inflation rate in Malta
over the past three years. The update of the Minimum Essential Budget per annum for the
two household types takes into consideration a 3 % inflation rate (measured by the Retail
Price Index) over the past two and a half years (end year 2011 up to mid-2014).
Table 6 presents a comparative test between minimum income schemes and the minimum
budget for a decent living. It focuses on seven different case scenarios of beneficiaries of
the Social Assistance (SA) and Single Unmarried Persons (SUP). It compares the Total
Income per annum in terms of minimum income schemes (taking also into consideration

10

Such household types were identified given that the Caritas study (2012) focused on these lowincome household types. The other household type is two elderly living independently, a
household which is not taken into consideration for this report given the focus on working-age
population

11

It is acknowledged that not everybody’s needs are identical: certain circumstances may create
additional needs. The extra expenses for persons with specific dietary requirements, physical
disability, chronic illnesses, mental health conditions, living in substandard and or remote housing
have not been taken into consideration in the compilation of the basket. Such conditions require
hefty additional expenses besides those in this estimated minimum essential budget.
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other additional bonuses, allowances for children and rent - refer to Appendix 3 for detailed
workings) against the revised Minimum Essential Budget per annum.
Table 6 reveals that minimum income schemes are less than the minimum essential budget
per annum, except for one particular case scenario. This study reveals that minimum
income schemes, albeit they provide reasonably well resources against absolute poverty,
it does not provide enough for a decent standard of living particularly where the household
is living in a commercially rented dwelling. Only the One adult (separated) and two
dependent children receiving Social Assistance (SA) living with parents’ income is slightly
higher than the minimum essential budget.
It is very important to note that those case scenarios in which families live in a
commercially rented accommodation are at a much higher risk. The income for the two
adults and two dependent children receiving Social Assistance (SA) living in a commercially
rented (at €300 per month12) dwelling is € 5,252 per annum less than the minimum
essential budget. This is the household standing the highest risk. Sharing the
accommodation with parents or living in a social housing dwelling is likely to decrease the
annual costs. It is pertinent to note that the Minimum Essential Budget does not take into
consideration extra expenses for persons with specific dietary requirements, disabilities,
chronic illnesses. Such conditions require hefty additional expenses besides those in the
estimated minimum essential budget. Further empirical investigation on the actual costs
of families with specific medical conditions is required.
Table 7 illustrates that the total income per annum for the seven different case scenarios
of beneficiaries of the Social Assistance (SA) and Single Unmarried Persons (SUP) is
consistently below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold. Table 7 confirms the conclusion that
the minimum income schemes investigated are effective tools against absolute poverty,
but less so against relative poverty and material deprivation. All seven case scenarios earn
an annual income which is below the poverty line estimated at €14,361 per annum for a
couple with two children and at €10, 942 per annum for a single parent with two children 13.

12

Respondents highlighted that commercial rent could go up much further than the €300 monthly

13

Data reflects year 2012 (income of year 2011)
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Case
Household type
Scenari
o

Total
income14
per
annum15

Minimum
essential
budget16
per
annum17

Differ
ence
per
annu
m

€

€

€

1

Two adults and two dependent 9,301
children18 receiving Social
Assistance (SA) living in a
commercially rented dwelling19

14,553

5,25
2

2

Two adults and two dependent 9,241
children receiving Social
Assistance (SA) living in a
social housing estate

10,953

1,71
2

3

Two adults and two dependent 10,531
children receiving Social
Assistance (SA) living in a
social housing estate. One
member is entitled to a
medical allowance20.

10,953

- 422

4

Two adults and two dependent 10,591
children receiving Social
Assistance (SA) living in a
commercially rented dwelling.
One member is entitled to a
medical allowance.

14,553

3,96
2

5

One adult (unmarried) and
8,877
two dependent children
receiving Single Unmarried
Parents Assistance (SUP) living
independently in a
commercially rented dwelling

12,438

3,56
1

6

One adult (unmarried) and
7,301
two dependent children
receiving Single Unmarried
Parents Assistance (SUP) living
with parents

8,838

1,53
8

33

7a

One adult (separated) and two 9,301
dependent children receiving
Social Assistance (SA) living
independently in a
commercially rented dwelling

12,438

3,13
7

7b

One adult (separated) and two 9,241
dependent children receiving
Social Assistance (SA) living
with parents

8,838

403

Table 6 Comparative Test of two Minimum Income Schemes for households with no other
income against Minimum Budget for a Decent Living

Case
Scenari
o

Household type

Total
income
21
per
annum
22

at-riskofpoverty
threshol
d at 60
%
of
the
median
equivali
sed
income

Differe
nce per
annum

23

Working for the 7 different case scenarios were worked in cooperation with a Department for Social
Security official
14

March & September Supplementary Additional Bonuses and June & December Bonuses and Children
and Rent Allowance are taken into consideration: Refer to Appendix 3 for detailed workings
15

This study assumes that the subject household types are entitled to a Pink Card, in receipt of free
food provision under the food aid scheme, residing in Government owned premises at subsidised rent
(€185 p.a), and in receipt of energy food. Energy Benefit is not being taken into consideration.
16

The update of the Minimum Essential Budget per annum for the two household types takes into
consideration a 3 % inflation rate (measured by the Retail Price Index) over the past two and a half
years (end-year 2011 up to mid-2014)
17

Adults are assumed to be within the 30-45 age cohorts whilst children are of senior primary or of
secondary school age (10 – 15 years of age)
18

A €300 monthly commercial rent is taken into consideration and added to the Minimum Essential
Budget
19

It is pertinent to note that the Minimum Essential Budget does not take into consideration extra
expenses for persons with specific dietary requirements, disabilities, chronic illnesses. Such conditions
require hefty additional expenses besides those in the estimated minimum essential budget
20

Working for the 7 different case scenarios were worked in cooperation with a Department for Social
Security official
21

March & September Supplementary Additional Bonuses and June & December Bonuses and Children
and Rent Allowance are taken into consideration: Refer to Appendix 3 for detailed workings
22

23

Source EU SILC Survey, Eurostat Year 2012 (income of year 2011)

34

€

€

€

1

Two adults and two
dependent children
receiving Social Assistance
(SA) living in a
commercially rented
dwelling

9,301

14,361

5,060

2

Two adults and two
dependent children
receiving Social Assistance
(SA) living in a social
housing estate

9,241

14,361

5,120

3

Two adults and two
dependent children
receiving Social Assistance
(SA) living in a social
housing estate. One
member is entitled to a
medical allowance.

10,53
1

14,361

3,830

4

Two adults and two
dependent children
receiving Social Assistance
(SA) living in a
commercially rented
dwelling. One member is
entitled to a medical
allowance.

10,59
1

14,361

3,770

5

One adult (unmarried) and
two dependent children
receiving Single Unmarried
Parents Assistance (SUP)
living independently in a
commercially rented
dwelling

8,877

10,942

2,065

6

One adult (unmarried) and
two dependent children
receiving Single Unmarried
Parents Assistance (SUP)
living with parents

7,301

10,942

3,641
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7a

One adult (separated) and
two dependent children
receiving Social Assistance
(SA) living independently in
a commercially rented
dwelling

9,301

10,942

1,641

7b

One adult (separated) and
two dependent children
receiving Social Assistance
(SA) living with parents

9,241

10,942

-1,701

Table 7 Comparative Test of two Minimum Income Schemes for households with no other
income against the at-risk-of-poverty threshold
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5.2 Problems with take-up and accessibility
Overall, information of minimum income schemes in Malta is easily accessible and provided
in district social security offices. Beneficiaries are given information on basic entitlement
issues. Very often, the respondents of the social security district offices claim, this
information is very reliable and helpful.
However, there are certain instances whereby the beneficiaries are not fully aware of their
social security entitlements. Very often these are persons who have never before accessed
minimum income schemes. They have been through a difficult phase in their life, for
instance separation, and ended up in dire financial needs. Other cases include beneficiaries
who are not aware of the supplementary allowances entitlements (such as medical
assistance and/or supplementary allowance). Other cases might include persons who have
failed their business and are reluctant to call for help. However, the two social workers
agree that such cases are not very common. They point out that beneficiaries tend to rely
on information as provided by the social security officials given that the social security act
is a complex. The two social workers argue that certain categories are fully dependent on
the help provided by the social security district offices particularly those persons with
literacy problems, the elderly, and the more vulnerable rejected asylum seekers.

5.2.1 A focus on obstacles related to Migrants’ access to Minimum Income
Schemes in Malta
The European Union directives do not deal with non-contributory welfare benefits and it is
up to the national legislation how to deal with social security benefits given to non-Maltese
nationals. According to EU Rights, the respondents from the social security department
argue that “you cannot discriminate on the basis of nationality whether a person is an EU
national or a Third Country National”. However, it has to be taken into consideration the
difference in terms of contribution by the Maltese vis-à-vis non Maltese persons. After 90
days in Malta, an EU national has to register with the Citizenship office in Malta. S/he would
be asked to show evidence of enough income not to end a burden on the social security
system (that is income which would be equivalent to social security benefits income from
various sources such as work, self-employment or a pension).
Refugees and other beneficiaries of international protection enjoy the right to work in
Malta. Refugees are entitled to access the labour market under the same conditions as
Maltese nationals; however, they require a work permit. This section relies particularly on
a recent joint study by Aditus and UNHCR (Aditus and UNHCR, 2013).
Unlike refugees, those with subsidiary protection, asylum seekers, rejected asylum, and
temporary humanitarian protection status are not eligible to register as unemployed, with
the consequence that they do not qualify for regular unemployment benefits – even if they
have paid the social security contributions. As a result they cannot access any activation
measures (such as job training and job search as provided to other unemployed). A joint
study by Aditus and UNHCR (Aditus and UNHCR, 2013)reveals that some beneficiaries of
subsidiary protection mentioned their concern that, despite paying social security
contributions and taxes, they were not receiving contributory unemployment benefits. This
procedure risks the exclusion of those with a Temporary Humanitarian Protection and
Subsidiary Protection from the mainstream.
However, it is pertinent to note that those with a Subsidiary Protection (in transposing the
Qualifications Directive) are entitled to core social welfare benefits, also known as social
assistance.
According to Social Security Department sources, social assistance is higher than the
unemployment benefits. Those who benefit from Subsidiary Protection are entitled to social
assistance which is €73 for a single person who is sharing an apartment and €93 for a
single person living on his own. Nevertheless, applying for social assistance is more
bureaucratic as the migrants should present the contract of rent and a copy of the
electricity bills. The Aditus and UNHCR (2013) study reveals that there are problems in
accessing social assistance when not in possession of a rent contract. “None of the people
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interviewed had utility bills issued in their own names. In most cases landlords charged a
flat rate (eg. €100 a month) to cover these costs”. Therefore, they were unable to apply
for utility vouchers or support schemes. As a consequence they end up asking for financial
help from their friends and families for their share of rent, food, and other life expenses
through a period of unemployment.
Furthermore, those with subsidiary protection should call and sign at the nearest district
office on a weekly basis (presenting an ID Card, Policy Number, Contract of the
Accommodation, Water and Electricity Bills, show evidence whether one is sharing or living
alone, and information about his/her savings).
Those families who benefit from Subsidiary Protection are not entitled to Children’s
allowance and other non-contributory family benefits; benefits of marriage and maternity,
sickness benefits and Energy benefits24. Those who benefit from Temporary Humanitarian
Protection are not entitled to the social assistance.
On the other hand, when it comes to injury and sickness benefits, they are entitled to these
benefits provided that they paid social security contributions and satisfy the contribution
test as specified in the Social Security Act (such Means Test is the same for both Maltese
and non-Maltese applicants).
Legal Notice 291 of 2001 stated that those who benefit from Refugee Status enjoy from
the same rights as the Maltese under the Social Security Act (Chapter 318).
Moreover, Legal Notice 243 of 2008 gives access to core social welfare benefits to those
who benefit from Subsidiary Protection. When it comes to those who benefit from
Temporary Humanitarian Protection, they are not entitled to Social Assistance (Core
Benefits) but are entitled to the Contributory Benefits if they pay the social security
contributions and satisfy the contribution test.
The Aditus and UNHCR, an empirically grounded primary research confirms that
“there is an absence of clarity on several institutional, legal and policy matters,
resulting in inconsistencies in practices as regards the level and nature of
entitlement depending on protection status”. Furthermore, “many agencies
confirmed the lack of inter-agency coordination could lead to divergent
approaches. Cooperation with other institutions and NGO’s remained mainly adhoc”.
This report proposes25 that vague terminology such as “core benefits”, and requirements
to establish institutional responsibilities should be transposed in a language that is clear,
intelligible and that fits into Malta’s existing systems. This would guarantee legal primarily
for refugees but also for those institutions tasked with providing integration-related
services, such as health, social welfare, education, and employment.
Whilst it is admitted that the EU acquis retains – albeit to a limited degree – a differentiation
in level of entitlements between refugees and beneficiaries of subsidiary protection, the
UNHCR/Aditus joint study (Aditus and UNHCR, 2013)have clearly reiterated that such
differences have a severe impact on the quality of peoples’ lives and, consequently, on the
level of effort and success of individual integration attempts.
In this regard, it is recommended that core issues such as family reunification, access to
employment and social welfare are assessed with a particular view to determining the most
humane, feasible and sustainable way ahead.
As an example of best practice the Health Department introduced measures and services
to better assist migrants. As a principle, a health professional cannot ask for the status of

24

Refer to Appendix 2 for further details

25

Recommendation is cited from Aditus and UNHCR, 2013 report p.29
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those in need of medical care and the service is provided is free. Since 2009, the Health
Department employed interpreters in a Health Centre and at Mater Dei Hospital together
with the service of cultural mediators. Moreover, health professionals are receiving training
about cultural issues (like female genital mutilation) and other knowledge they may need
when offering health care to migrants. Very often migrants in Malta are generally able to
access public health centres without any particular problems. The Aditus and UNHCR study
(2013) reveals “that overall the quality of health related services was considered very well.
Communication remained a main challenge, and some respondents indicated that they had
not always been able to understand the guidance and instructions by medical service
providers”.

5.2.2 Obstacles to access Minimum Income Schemes for Persons with
Mental Health Related Issues
Two respondents who work closely with people experiencing mental health issues agree
that unemployment assistance, social assistance and pensions are available to anyone who
meets the criteria irrespective of their medical condition. There is also the sickness
allowance (known as SKA). The main difficulty encountered for persons with mental health
problems and who live with their parents is that they do not receive a separate form of
non-contributory social assistance because they are seen dependents. The problem is that
over time, they really become dependent on their parents/adults hindering true
independent living.
Asylum seekers with mental health problems also find it very difficult to cope financially.
Even if NGOs had to waive off any 'fee' (contribution), there is still a problem of how they
can manage independently with meagre financial income.
Persons with mental health problems avail themselves of certain non-cash noncontributory benefits. The so called Schedule V card (yellow card) gives access to free
medicine to those who have chronic illnesses. Until a few months ago, only persons with
schizophrenia were entitled to free medicine under schedule V. However, that has been
rectified and now persons with chronic mental illnesses are entitled to free medicines.
The major concern is that the non-contributory welfare benefits system does not really
'empower' the person, rather it promotes dependence. Financial incentives should be in
place to encourage gainful employment. The recent policy of allowing a person to continue
receiving social assistance (the so called tapering system) whilst trying/starting gainful
employment was a step in the right direction.
The system is indeed complex. At times even social workers get confused. Moreover,
lagging bureaucracy is sometimes insensitive to urgent situations. One male respondent,
an expert in the field of mental health argues that there have been situations where users
did not receive their cheque for three months or it took ages to shift a user from one type
of assistance/benefit to another. There should be proper channels within the same system
to cater for emergencies.
The respondents point that social welfare benefits are not adequate enough to ensure a
decent standard of living. However, at the same time that same system should encourage
persons to seek, find and maintain gainful employment. The system should also allow
persons to work, at least a couple of hours (part time) per week to augment their financial
income. Some persons, due to their illness, may be unable to work on a full time basis but
working a few hours a week would be highly beneficial. However, this part time needs to
be considered as supplementary to and not a substitute to non-contributory social
assistance. Schemes such as 'Community Working Scheme' should be encouraged and
adequately monitored. Currently there are various training schemes which are aiming
towards labour market integration of persons with mental health issues. However, the
value of any training scheme is not in quantity but in quality and the difference these
schemes make in peoples' life. There is often a confusion of terms and categories between
'persons with disabilities' and 'persons with mental health problems'. The client group is
different with different needs and challenges and thus different training schemes should
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cater for the different needs of these client groups. Unfortunately, the term 'disability' has
become so 'over comprehensive' that it has been diluted.

5.2 Major Obstacles to the implementation of adequate minimum
income schemes
5.2.1 Dearth of Data on the social Conditions of Social welfare beneficiaries
Abela and Tabone (2008) state that “there is little literature on the social conditions of
those living in poverty and how they are integrated in the community where they live” (p.
19). Vassallo (2009) goes further and says that “at present decision making is based
practically on the social sensibilities of politicians and policy makers and not on hard data
especially collected to assess what the situation is”(p.22). Vassallo argues that this dearth
of hard data could result in a situation in which persons who are in dire need of support
are not assisted, whilst others who are not truly entitled to receive benefits actually do so
without being noticed. The respondents representing different NGO within the Anti-Poverty
Forum (affiliated to the European Anti-Poverty Network) highlight that it is very important
that a national research is undertaken to gauge and monitor the social conditions of welfare
beneficiaries. This study should attempt to draw a profile of their situation in order to assist
them more effectively rather than relying on individual cases who may not necessarily
reflect the broader picture.
The respondents highlight that the dearth of empirical data on the social conditions of
social welfare beneficiaries is a major obstacle towards an effective implementation of
adequate minimum income schemes. This national study should be done in close
collaboration with experts working at grassroots level and in close collaboration with the
various twenty four social security district offices in Malta and Gozo. These offices along
with social workers and other experts in the field should provide a grassroots account of
the persons they get to meet on a day to day basis.

5.2.2 The Concentration of Welfare Beneficiaries
A third obstacle towards the implementation of an adequate minimum income scheme is
the clustering and concentration of welfare beneficiaries in certain geographical areas. This
respondents of the social security district offices agree that concentrations of welfare
beneficiaries perpetuate a cycle of disadvantage and foster a culture of low expectations.
Living in a fairly insulated community promotes a culture of dependence and traps people
at a disadvantage. Living in a poor neighbourhood not only increases the risk of
intergenerational poverty but also renders social mixing among different communities
problematic.
The respondents highlight that the mentality of the beneficiaries living in pockets of poverty
“is highly institutionalised”; “dependency becomes a way of life”; “in certain cases
beneficiaries have been dependent on the system for many years some up to 10, 12 or
even 15 years”. The male respondents of the social security district offices argue that
“welfare dependency hinders a work ethic”. In this regards, policies that are intended to
promote the importance of work and that work pays might be ineffective. One male
respondent of the social security department argues that in fact in the first 5 months of
2014, 246 applications were filed at the Department for Social Security to benefit from the
currently proposed tapering process.
The intergenerational transmission of dependency is exacerbated in areas where the
concentrations of welfare beneficiaries are higher. Studies show that there is a direct
relationship between the renting tenure and the concentrations of welfare beneficiaries.
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In view of this, this section looks at the geographical distribution of beneficiaries of noncontributory welfare benefits in Malta26. The Southern Harbour region was the area which
benefitted most from Children’s Allowance in 2008. Children Allowance as a noncontributory means tested benefit is given to families where the household annual income
does not exceed €23,923. This data is published in the National Statistics Office review of
social security perspective by locality. In percentage terms, Xgħajra, Bormla and Isla were
the localities which benefitted most. By contrast, the Western region benefitted most from
the Children’s Allowance Flat Rate given to households where the income exceeds the
above mentioned means-test threshold (National Statistics Office, 2009, p. ix).
The Supplementary Allowance, a top-up income given to low-income families against
means testing, registered a decline across all regions within the years 2000-2008. Only
12 localities (of a total of 68) reported an increase, namely Pietá and Għasri. The Southern
Harbour region remains, however, the area with the highest number of claimants.
The Northern region registers less than half the number of Southern Harbour area (NSO,
2009, p. x). It is also pertinent to note that Valletta, as a locality, had the highest ratio of
beneficiaries compared to its population – 47.8%. This amounts to more than 35% of the
national average (NSO, 2009, p. x). The capital city, Valletta, is one of the localities with
pockets of extremely high risk of concentrated poverty (McKay, 2012). Official statistics
show a regional divide with respect to income, expenditure, housing standards, educational
and employment attainment and social security rates.
The geographical location of households tends to impact on different rates of poverty (atrisk-of-poverty rates). The “highest rate of people living at-risk-of-poverty was found in
the Southern Harbour district and the towns in their immediate surroundings”. It amounts
to 18%. At the other end, the Western district registered the lowest rates of at-risk-ofpoverty levels, at 13% as indicated in Table 8 (SILC, 2009, p. xxiv).

76,420

No. of persons
at-risk-ofpoverty
14,020

% of the total
population atrisk-of-poverty
18.3

117,820

17,220

14.6

61,220
56,290
61,740
31,060

8,860
7,080
8,830
5,270

14.5
12.6
14.3
17.0

404,550

61,280

15.1

Population
Southern
Harbour
Northern
Harbour
South Eastern
Western
Northern
Gozo
and
Comino
Total

Table 8 At-risk-of-poverty by District (SILC 2009)

In his study on 8,645 unemployed, legally separated females and single unmarried parents
on social welfare assistance, McKay (2012) shows that the geography of poverty is not
static. It shows that poor neighbourhoods (that is, a concentration of social assistance
beneficiaries) are heavily concentrated in areas where the renting tenure prevails. The
findings indicate that concentrations of poverty are found either in social-housing estate,
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This part is cited from an unpublished Master of Arts in Social Policy research entitled Mapping the
Concentrations of Poverty in the Maltese Islands Identifying Causes and Implications (2012) by
Leonid McKay
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particularly in the Inner Harbour areas or in urban sprawls where there is a large stock of
affordable, modern apartments.
From a geographical perspective the findings show that the highest concentrations of noncontributory welfare beneficiaries are in the Northern Harbour and Southern Harbour
regions namely in Valletta, Ħamrun, Pembroke, Xgħajra and Bormla.
However, the
geography of poverty is gradually changing. It shows four other concentrations in Qawra
and Buġibba, part of the traditionally affluent Northern Region. Another one in found in
Marsascala, in the South-Eastern region. McKay (2012) reveals that enumerated areas in
Qawra/Bugibba and Valletta stand a much higher risk of concentrations of social welfare
beneficiaries. Valletta, in particular, registered a very intense concentration of welfare
beneficiaries (both on the legally separated females on Social Assistance (SA) and Single
Unmarried Parents on Social Assistance (SUP)).

5.2.3 Current Employment Reforms
The current government is currently carrying out various reforms in the social security
system and the employment. According to Social Policy Minister Michael Farrugia, those
who abuse social benefits will face fines unless they come forward and regularise their
position. The Minister states that those who had abused the system would be given the
chance to come forward and regularise their position but warned that the door of
opportunity would not remain open for good (Times of Malta, 2014).
Earlier, the department for Social Security estimated that in 2013 it was defrauded around
€30 million in benefit fraud27 (refer to sub-section on welfare fraud below). The minister
said that the government is against abuse. On the other hand it wanted to ensure that
there was a net of services to help those who need them. Once these people no longer
needed assistance, however, other people in need had to be helped. The minister also
spoke about proposed reforms to introduce amendments with which people and families at
risk of poverty would be helped.
As Caritas Malta puts it (a member of the Anti-Poverty Forum) whilst every measure and
incentive the Government adopts so as to assure that every category of people participates
actively in the labour market is appreciated (most especially young people who are inactive
in the labour market and who are under 25 years of age, single fathers and single mothers,
the elderly, and women who are older than 40) it is inevitable that within any society there
will be a number of people who cannot work, not because of a lack of desire to do so, but
because they confront several issues that genuinely put them in this position, including
sickness, disability, mental health problems; and also people who are full-time carers of
another person. Such people/families deserve to have an appropriate level of income that
would at least enable them to be able to afford to buy the goods and services necessary
for daily living. The State is obliged to ensure that every family has a decent income.
Furthermore, in its recent document on the 2014 Budget Implementation (p.13), Caritas
Malta agrees with every measure that encourages people to avoid becoming excessively
dependent on the state through its extending to them social security benefits since
dependency tends to be associated with a myriad of social and psychological problems.
However, it urges the need to ensure that any job opportunities that are created are
adequate, stable, and render an income that enables workers to enjoy a decent standard
of living. It would be alarming to people if they realize that the work pays principle proves
paradoxical since the employment they find is characterized by unfavourable working
conditions and does not offer them financial stability. This is in consideration that certain
types of work do not necessarily mitigate poverty; particularly those that bind employees
by a definite contract or that enlists them in piecework (flexible contract-based temporary
jobs). This research study agrees with Caritas Malta emphasis that it is pointless improving
the rate of the unemployed poor if, at the same time, the rate of working poor increases.
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Source – Government defrauded €30 million in social benefit abuse Times of Malta Online
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5.2.3.1 Welfare Fraud
The total social protection expenditure for 2012 amounted to €1,319.6 million, an increase
of €79.9 million (+6.4 per cent) over 2011. Malta’s 2011 social protection expenditure was
1.4 per cent higher than 2010 (National Statistics Office, 2014).
Malta’s social protection expenditure amounted to 18.7 per cent of GDP in 2011, 0.5
percentage points lower than 2010. The EU28 social protection benefits average in 2011
was 27.8 per cent. This reflected a 1.1 per cent drop from the corresponding value in 2010.
Denmark (32.8 per cent), France (31.9 per cent) and the Netherlands (30.5 per cent)
registered the highest ratios of social protection outlay to GDP. On the other hand, Latvia
(14.8 per cent), Estonia (15.9 per cent) and Romania (16.1 per cent) recorded the lowest
percentages of GDP attributed to social protection expenditure (National Statistics Office,
2014).
In terms of social security benefits (both contributory and non-contributory) “government
disbursement with respect to the payment of social security benefits28 represents one of
its major items of expenditure. In 2012, this amounted to €783 million, accounting for
11.6 per cent of Malta’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and more than 30 per cent of the
total recurrent expenditure incurred by Government” (National Audit Office, 2014).
Social security benefit expenditure, as a percentage of GDP, remained largely constant
throughout the period 2008 up to 2012, and this is in fact rendered evident in Table 9
below.

Year

Social Security GDP at Current Social
Benefit
Market Prices
Security
Expenditure
Benefit
Expenditure
as a
Percentage of
GDP

2008

624,831,000

5,903,768,000

11.0%

2009

661,837,000

5,810,833,000

11.4%

2010

731,351,000

6,316,652,000

11.6%

2011

727,995,000

6,556,327,000

11.1%

2012

782,559,000

6,755,851,000

11.6%

Table 9 Government Expenditure on Social Security Benefits compared to GDP (Source: National
Statistics Office)

As indicated earlier (section 5.3.3) the department for Social Security estimated that it was
defrauded around €30 million in benefit fraud 29. The former minister for the family and
social solidarity Marie-Louise Coleiro Preca has written to the Police Commissioner asking
him to investigate the alleged abuse and cases of fraud in social benefits, which emerged
from the recently-published report by the Auditor General 'Addressing Social Benefit Fraud
- 2010-2012' (National Audit Office, 2014).

28

Both contributory and non-contributory benefits

29

Source – Government defrauded €30 million in social benefit abuse Times of Malta Online
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This report revealed that there were various cases of persons receiving social benefits
which they were not entitled to. In one particular case, a man was alleged to have carried
out business transactions amounting to nearly €3.4 million, despite receiving €76,000 in
social benefits. The report also revealed that there were many cases where single mothers
registered the father of their children as 'unknown', in order to receive additional welfare
from the state (Montalto, 2014).
Other cases included “a man continued to receive invalidity pension even after he was
caught twice working in construction…€21,000 were given through a pension for the
visually impaired to a man who took part in boxing matches and provided security services,
while a businessman carried out transactions of some €3.4 million while he received social
benefits of €76,000” (Times of Malta, 2014). In view of this the minister indicated that an
anti-abuse task force will be set to curb welfare fraud.
Whilst acknowledging that welfare abuse is a reality, which reality should be addressed
with urgency, the respondents highlight that such an abuse should not jeopardise the
important role of minimum income schemes for the genuine cases, which they claim, are
by far the biggest majority. According to data provided by the current permanent secretary
during the launch of the research findings of this study, welfare fraud amounted to two per
cent30 of the €165 million that the state forked out in non-contributory social assistance.
This in line with other levels of fraud in other social security systems including Canada
which is estimated at 3 to 5 per cent and New Zealand estimated at 2.7 per cent in fraud
and error (National Audit Office, 2014, pp. 29-30).
The respondents within the Anti-Poverty Forum highlight that the state should not
endanger the safety net system for persons whose sole income is through the minimum
income schemes (particularly those with long term illnesses, disabilities, dependent
children, persons with addictions, those living in commercially rented dwellings etc.).
The representatives of the Anti-Poverty forum highlight that rather than focusing solely on
abuse, it is very important that a study is commissioned with immediate effect to test the
adequacy and sufficiency of non-contributory benefits for the ‘genuine’ families (especially
the elderly, families with dependent children; families with physical and mental health
problems; migrants with some form of international/local protection living in commercially
rented dwelling) who cannot participate in the (declared and undeclared) labour market.
Furthermore, this report suggests that welfare fraud should be taken into a much wider
context. It is estimated that in 2009 Malta’s public coffers lost out on an estimated €577
million in taxes a year to underground economic activity. This amounting to 27.2 per cent
of the country’s annual GDP, which is substantially higher than the indicated welfare fraud
(The Malta Independent, 2012).
This was revealed in a research commissioned by the European Parliament’s Progressive
Alliance of Socialists & Democrats Group (S&D). Malta was in joint sixth place with Poland,
and is only losing out on less tax revenue from the ‘shadow economy’, proportionately
speaking, than Bulgaria (35.3 per cent), Romania (32.6 per cent), Lithuania (32 per cent),
Latvia (29.2 per cent), and Greece (27.5 per cent) (FCA , 2012).
This report recommends that whilst it is very important to be very cautious on the above
mentioned study’s estimates, the State should keep on fighting tax evasion and increase
tax compliance since tax evasion dampens the sustainability of the social services system,
particularly in such areas of health, education and welfare benefits.

5.2.4 The Benefit Trap
In its empirical research, Caritas Malta (2012) has called for a revision of the statutory
minimum wage in Malta. The study has shown that “with a take-home pay of a full-time
employee on minimum wage amounting to € 7,912 p.a., in 2012, inclusive of statutory
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bonuses and after deducting social security contributions, there already exists a
disincentive to seek employment as things now stand. Maximum social assistance in all
cases, including the healthy unemployed, is lower than the minimum wage level, but not
excessively so”.
Various research studies have shown that the difference between social welfare benefits
and the minimum wage in Malta is not enough to encourage welfare beneficiaries to seek
formal employment. Cardona (2010) states that “a parent who takes all the available social
benefits will be earning just a few Euros less than the minimum pay. So taking up a job
with the minimum pay, with all the complications of having to combine childcare with the
work time-table, is not an incentive enough to entice the parent to take up a job. Cardona
states that “this argument has been invariably put forward by all the four parish priests we
have interviewed. A local councillor from Fiddien noted that the difference between the
minimum pay and social assistance amounts only to about €40, a sum they can make up
for with a day’s work they might get from somewhere. The mayor of Żnuber hinted that
this results in “a mentality of chronic dependence on social services.”
All respondents have highlighted that the small difference between the minimum wage and
the social benefits system does not help in the fight against welfare dependence. They
argue on the lines of what Cardona (2010) claims that ““the unemployment trap is the
result of the fact that the difference between social benefits, and other subsidies on water
and electricity bills, housing, etcetera, when you sum them up, they are actually better
than the minimum wage. A job that will secure the employee a minimum wage is not in
itself an attractive and motivating job”.
Abela and Tabone (2008, p.42) further argue that, “the minimum wage is a poverty wage.”
One hardly expects a person living on social assistance to be very motivated to take up a
job that will leave him or her in the same financial situation.
As indicated in Vassallo (2009) the difference between the unemployment benefits and the
minimum wage is minimal and “in the majority of cases, such persons find themselves in
a better financial situation if they register as unemployed and engage in the black
economy” (p. 19). Vassallo points out that “employment advisors within the Employment
and Training Corporation are reported to estimate that round 49 % of the unemployed
easily get caught in the benefit trap” (2009, p. 19).
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6. Conclusive Remark
This report acknowledges that “although Malta’s at-risk-of-poverty rate has shown an
upward trend in recent years, the increase has been a relatively marginal one and
compares favourably with that of some of the other Member States” (Vassallo, 2013, p.
11). This report is an attempt to shed light on the adequacy of the current minimum income
schemes in Malta. It acknowledges that minimum income schemes in Malta have an
important role in the fight against poverty. Their aim to ensure a means of survival has
been clearly underlined. Official statistics of the Survey on Income and Living Conditions
highlight that social transfers affect positively the at-risk of poverty rates in Malta. In
201231 the at-risk-of-poverty rate in 2012 dropped from 24.0 per cent before social
transfers to 15.1 per cent after social transfers.
This study reveals that minimum income schemes (for the subject case scenarios) albeit
they provide reasonably well resources against absolute poverty, do not provide enough
for a decent standard of living particularly where the household is living in a commercially
rented dwelling. It also reveals that the total income per annum for beneficiaries of SA and
SUP is below the poverty line (60% of the national equivalised income).
This study also illustrates a number of obstacles towards the implementation of adequate
minimum income schemes. This study concludes that:
(i) too much focus is put on activation measures and welfare fraud in the current
employment reforms at the expense of those who cannot participate in the labour market;
(ii) there is a dearth of data on the social conditions of beneficiaries of welfare benefits;
(iii) the geographical concentration of
intergenerational transmission of poverty;

welfare

beneficiaries

perpetuates

the

(iv) the difference between social welfare benefits and the minimum wage in Malta is not
enough to encourage welfare beneficiaries to seek formal employment, hence the assumed
benefit trap; and,
(v) there are a number of obstacles faced by two particular groups (amongst others) in
terms of minimum income schemes particularly migrants living in Malta and persons with
mental health difficulties.
Vassallo (2009) opines that “the effectiveness of the schemes put in place in Malta has not
been scientifically assessed” (p. 19). As Vassallo (2013) claims, welfare services in Malta
continue to be provided without the necessary research back-up that a modern state should
have. There is very little preliminary research, with practically no action research.

6.1.1 Policy Recommendations
This study believes that “a social protections system must enable all members of society
(citizens and non-citizens) to protect themselves for the long-term from life’s risks in the
form of illness, dependence on nursing care, disability, unemployment and economic
poverty, and it must enable everyone to make provisions for their old age” (Urbé, 2013,
p. 342).
The study recommends the following policy initiatives:
1. the state has to ensure that benefit levels (minimum income schemes) should be
adequate to meet the people’s basic requirements;
2. whilst it is acknowledged that expenditure on benefits has risen over the years (as
indicated in Figure 3), this study recomends that the overall expenditure on
minimum income schemes should reflects the subsistence levels required by
families;
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3. whilts it agrees with every measure that encourages people to avoid becoming
excessively dependent on the state, the transition from a dependency on welfare to
the world of employment should be a gradual one;
4. This report concludes that in the lack of empirical data, the State should conduct
an independent and scientific study to investigate the adequacy, sufficiency and the
factual impact of non-contributory benefits for persons and families who cannot
participate in the labour market. This report maintains that it is necessary that the
system of social services and welfare benefits carries on being strengthened and
updated so as to reflect the actual price index so as to ensure that the dignity of
the person is the basis of any policy implementation;
5. address with urgency the financial situation of families with a relatively higher
expenditure particularly those living in commercially rented accommodation;
6. use empirical benchmarks and reference budgets to define an adequate minimum
income for beneficiaries of minimum income schemes ;
7. the setting up of a research institute on poverty at a national level to: (i) monitor
regularly the relationship between welfare beneficiaries, poverty and space, (ii) to
carry out longitudinal studies on the socio-economic profile of each census
enumerated area, and (iii) to identify the extent of the relationship between clusters
of poverty, crime and other social problems;
8. developing other indicators of poverty such as the Reference Budget Approach as
employed by Caritas in the Minimum Budget for a Decent Living Research Study
(2012);
9. particular attention is given to children living at-risk or in poverty in order to break
the intergenerational transmission of poverty;
10. as indicated earlier, it is inevitable that within any society there will be a number of
people who cannot work, not because of a lack of desire to do so, but because they
confront several issues that genuinely put them in this position, including sickness,
disability, mental health problems; and also people who are full-time carers of
another person. Such people/families deserve to have an appropriate level of
income that would at least enable them to be able to afford to buy the goods and
services necessary for daily living. The State is obliged to ensure that every family
has a decent income;
11. the State commissions a study to investigate the relationship between the benefit
trap and its link, if any, with the current statutory minimum wage.
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7. Appendix 1 Minimum Estimated Costs for three household types
– A minimum Budget for a Decent Living by Caritas Malta
(2012)
Prices reflect the market price for the reference month of September 2011.
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Item

2 Adults & 2Children

Lone

Parent

&

2

Children
Monthly

Yearly

Monthly

Yearly

€

€

€

€

Food

7-Day Menu32

464.27

5,571.28

348.50

4,182.78

Clothi

Garments*

37.50

450

33.33

400

Shoes &Footwear

28.67

344

20.54

246.50

Personal Care

56.75

681

51.75

621

Pharmaceutical Products33

17.23

206.78

12.27

147.28

House

Furniture

13.84

166

13.67

164

hold

(and Textiles) *

11.75

141

11.75

141

ng

Perso
nal
Care
Healt
h

&

Furnishings

Goods
,
Maint
enanc
e

&

Servic
es
Appliances*
Maintenance

&

Repair:

10.92

131

10.42

125

&

Repair:

18.83

226

18.83

226

Laundry detergents

7.80

93.60

6.50

78

Non-durable Goods

10.83

130

10.83

130

Telephone/TV/internet

33

396

33

396

Electricity^

36.95

443.39

34.10

409.25

Gas^

14.17

170

14.17

170

Material*
Maintenance
Services*

51

Educa

Water^

15.47

185.70

13.22

158.61

Printing & Stationery

15.33

184

15.33

184

Uniforms

16.75

201

16.75

201

Public Transport

60.67

728.04

34.67

416.04

Rent34

15.42

185

15.42

185

886.15

10,634

715

8,581

tion &
Leisur
e

Trans
port
Housi
ng
Grand
Total

Food Aid Scheme – It has been calculated that a family of four persons is given foodstuff
worth approx. €31 monthly (market value); family of three given approx. €23worth of food
monthly (market value,); a family of two is given approx. € 15worth of food per month ( market
value); reference month September 2011 food provision. These amounts have been considered
when costing the Food Menus.
32

Pink Card Holders - Appendix C shows that 2 adults &2 children family who are not entitled
to the Pink Card are paying an approx. € 851 per annum (four times as much to cover health
care costs). For those elderly who are not in receipt of state provided medicine via the pink card,
health care costs increase up to around €949, three times as much
33

Subsidized Rented Housing: These figures are for Housing Authority government owned
subsidised rented dwellings. Data obtained from the Housing Authority states that families with
children are generally paying an average commercial rent of € 2,865 per year or €238.75 per
month for private furnished apartments
34

*Prices according to the Average Consumer Expenditure of the Lowest Income Quartile earning
less than €10,585 according to HBS 2008
^Energy Benefit a family of two adults & two children receives a €151.84 per annum in water
& electricity rebate; a lone-parent & two children household receive a €137.64, whilst an elderly
couple (65+) receives €127.16 per annum in water & electricity rebate LPG rebate is worked
out as €15 per household per calendar year; if a single member is elderly, the amount becomes
€25
52

8. Appendix 2 – Benefits by Refugees and Subsidiary Protection
Status

Source (Office of the Refugee Commissioner Malta, 2013)
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9. Appendix 3 – Workings for 7 different Minimum Income
Schemes Beneficiaries
Case Scenario 1
Two adults and two dependent children receiving Social Assistance (SA)
living in a commercially rented dwelling
Amounts in € per
annum

Entitlements
SA

€124.93 per week

6,496.36

Add Bonuses:
March and September Supplementary
bonus
June
and
December
bonus

162.24
270.20
6,928.80

Children's Allowance

€22.23 per week per child

2,311.92

Rent Allowance

60.32

Total per annum

€9,301.04

Case Scenario 2
Two adults and two dependent children receiving Social Assistance (SA)
living in a social housing estate
Amounts in € per
annum

Entitlements
SA

€124.93 per week

6,496.36

Add Bonuses:
March and September Supplementary
bonus
June
and
December
bonus

162.24
270.20
6,928.80

Children's Allowance
Total per annum

€22.23 per week per child

2,311.92
€9,240.72
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Case Scenario 3
Two adults and two dependent children receiving Social Assistance (SA)
living in a social housing estate. One member is entitled to a medical
allowance.
Amounts in € per
annum

Entitlements
SA

€124.93 per week

6,496.36

Add Bonuses:
March and September Supplementary
bonus
June
and
December
bonus

162.24
270.20
6,928.80

Children's Allowance

€22.23 per week per child

2,311.92

Medical Allowance

€24.81 per week

1,290.12

Total per annum

€10,530.84

Case Scenario 4
Two adults and two dependent children receiving Social Assistance (SA)
living in a commercially rented dwelling. One member is entitled to a
medical allowance.
Amounts in € per
annum

Entitlements
SA

€124.93 per week

6,496.36

Add Bonuses:
March and September Supplementary
bonus
June
and
December
bonus

162.24
270.20
6,928.80

Children's Allowance

€22.23 per week per child

Rent Allowance
Medical Allowance
Total per annum

2,311.92
60.32

€24.81 per week

1,290.12
€10,591.16
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Case Scenario 5
One adult (unmarried) and two dependent children receiving Single
Unmarried Parents Assistance (SUP) living independently in a
commercially rented dwelling
Amounts in € per
annum

Entitlements
SUP

€116.78 per week

6,072.56

Add Bonuses:
March and September Supplementary
bonus
June
and
December
bonus

162.24
270.20
6,505.00

Children's Allowance

€22.23 per week per child

2,311.92

Rent Allowance

60.32

Total per annum

€8,877.24

Case Scenario 6
One adult (unmarried) and two dependent children receiving Single
Unmarried Parents Assistance (SUP) living with parents
Amounts in € per
annum

Entitlements
SUP

€87.62 per week

4,556.24

Add Bonuses:
March and September Supplementary
bonus
June
and
December
bonus

162.24
270.20
4,988.68

Children's Allowance
Total per annum

€22.23 per week per child

2,311.92
€7,300.60
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Case Scenario 7a
and 7b
One adult (separated) and two dependent children receiving Social
Assistance (SA) living independently in a commercially rented dwelling or
with parents
Amounts in € per
annum

Entitlements
SA

€124.93 per week

6,496.36

Add Bonuses:
March and September Supplementary
bonus
June
and
December
bonus

162.24
270.20
6,928.80

Children's Allowance

€22.23 per week per child

2,311.92

Rent Allowance

*

60.32

Total per annum

€9,301.04

Note: applies only for those living independently
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