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Despite the relentless propaganda from the government side, many people accept that what needs to be done to restructure and modernise Malta's operating systems cannot be telecommanded for us by outside diktat and outside administrators. The Maltese will have to do it for themselves. The last three to four wasted years have seen problems pile up, as the Fenech Adami administration focused exclusively on getting agreement with Brussels over its application to join the EU at all costs.

In the near future, it will be increasingly difficult to shelve all the modernisation decisions that need to be taken: not just by way of a vague command saying, yes, let's do it! - but by the serious implementation of decisions that actually get things moving. Clearly, the government hopes that its referendum project and then eventually the elections will distract people from attending to the fundamental issues. Their hope is that the economy will somehow chug along till a new dawn will miraculously appear, and that even if public finances continue to buckle they will not collapse.

The name of the game, meanwhile, will continue to be public relations and the manipulation of public opinion. At present, only one line of effective action remains in this regard - making people believe that in its negotiations with Brussels, the government is getting a very good deal. So, like on the VAT issue for food and medicinals, the spin at present is on how tough the negotiations are to get exemptions - and how determined the government team is.

However, a deal giving Malta exemptions regarding VAT on food and medicinals is quite likely already being struck. When it is announced, expect the usual PR fireworks of pomp and glory, by which the government will claim that it has gotten the best deal ever for Malta. That will allow it to fudge the essential point that on consumption taxes, it will have locked itself into a format for the future that will be cast in concrete.

Nothing of this shadow play will affect the fundamental challenge. We are way behind when it comes to implementing the decisions that could really improve the competitiveness of this island. The suggestion currently being touted - for a council to monitor national competitiveness - emphasises correctly what the priorities should be. But I wonder whether the setting up of yet another quango amounting to yet another talkshop, will get us anywhere...

What is required is an ongoing determined focus to carry out the changes that matter. In government finance, in the incentives necessary to generate new industrial projects, in tourism where we need to seriously upgrade the attractions of the island as a whole, in education, on environmental matters. All this is nowhere present, displaced as it has been, by the government's obsession with the EU.

To be sure, during past months I have increasingly come to believe that it might be better for the country as a whole, to totally shelve the EU membership/partner-ship issue for a few years. Instead, we should concentrate on the internal matters which need urgent and disciplined attention.

There could hardly be adverse consequences with such an approach both for the anti- and the pro-membership lobbies. Despite the glib rhetoric about the window of opportunity that is now 'available', membership could still be taken up in a few years' time, on terms that would not be too different from what is currently being offered. Ditto for the partnership model: a few years of waiting would allow the island to catch up on the modernisation and restructuring effort that it needs to carry out, thereby allowing it to secure a more favourable deal with Brussels.

How long can Malta fudge the internal choices it has to make, in full awareness of the point that if we continue to postpone decisions, the problems that have been allowed to pile up will threaten our survival?

We should start from a basic choice about the programme of action that will take us out of the impasse into which we have been steadily driving. The country needs to be given a choice between programmes of government that provide realistic strategies for change and improvement. Mystic paeans about the invigorating (or are they purgative?) effects of EU membership, cannot replace the priority of devising action programmes that are realistic and feasible.

Similarly, alternatives like those presented by Labour, that insist on the need for the Maltese to put their own house in order, must lay out government programmes in ways that will allow citizens to understand and choose.

This is why the next election is going to be crucial. People will be asked to decide about the action programme for government which best fits the aspirations of families, while making sense in a Maltese context. Pie in the sky will be given lesser credibility than ever.

People are sensing that the major guideline describing the long-term solutions which have become vital is: pronto!

	 


