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Introduction
Malta's political journey, from colonial rule to a parliamentary republic at the heart of
the European Union, is a unique tapestry of resilience, adaptation, and forward-looking
governance. As one of the EU's smallest member states—but among its most
active—Malta offers valuable insights into how size is no barrier to the pursuit of
national interests, the practice of democracy, or influential participation in
supranational affairs. This book, "Malta's Modern Politics and EU Relations," serves as
a comprehensive primer for understanding the institutions, party dynamics, and policy
debates that shape modern Malta, as well as the country's evolving role within the
broader European context.

Malta’s statecraft is deeply informed by its island geography, rich history, and
multicultural heritage. Since gaining independence in 1964 and subsequently
transitioning to a republic in 1974, Malta has fostered a political system rooted in
constitutionalism, the separation of powers, and the rule of law. The country’s robust
parliamentary structure, coupled with a distinctive electoral system, has supported a
vibrant, if highly competitive, democratic culture. The twin pillars of the Labour and
Nationalist parties have, for decades, defined much of the nation’s political narrative,
but recent years have witnessed the gradual emergence of new voices and a growing
appetite for pluralism.

The process of policy-making in Malta is characterized by both innovation and
continuity. Economic diversification, investment in social welfare, advancements in
civil rights, and a commitment to educational and environmental reform are recurring
themes that define the government’s agenda. Yet, these ambitions are not without
challenges. Issues of governance, transparency, and the adequacy of institutional
checks continue to provoke national debate—especially in the wake of high-profile
events that have exposed systemic vulnerabilities. Malta’s ongoing efforts at
constitutional reform and the evolving interplay between judiciary and executive
highlight a mature democracy striving to adapt and uphold European standards of
good governance.

EU membership has been transformative for Malta, accelerating economic growth,
enhancing opportunities for mobility and trade, and raising the country’s international
profile. Harmonization with EU standards has catalyzed change in a range of
fields—from infrastructure and environmental sustainability to digital innovation and
civil rights. At the same time, Malta still faces persisting challenges: managing the
consequences of rapid economic expansion, safeguarding the rule of law, addressing
social inequality, and ensuring that the fruits of growth are equitably shared among all
citizens.
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On the international stage, Malta’s constitutional neutrality, geographic position, and
proactive diplomacy shape a foreign policy that balances regional priorities with global
responsibilities. Whether in the Mediterranean, at the Council of the EU, or through its
engagement with global organizations, Malta aims to be both bridge and
model—advancing not just domestic interests, but collective European values and
Mediterranean concerns.

This book is designed for analysts, students, diplomats, and anyone seeking to gain a
clear and authoritative understanding of Maltese politics in a modern, European, and
global context. Through critical analysis and up-to-date information on institutions,
parties, reforms, and foreign policy, it provides an indispensable resource for
deciphering Malta’s domestic debates and appreciating the nuances of its strategic
positioning within the European Union.
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CHAPTER ONE: Malta's Historical Transformation:
From Colony to Republic
Malta, a small archipelago in the heart of the Mediterranean, boasts a history as rich
and layered as the ancient stones that dot its landscape. Its strategic position has, for
millennia, made it a coveted prize for empires and powers, each leaving an indelible
mark on its culture, language, and political evolution. From early Phoenician
settlements to Roman rule, Byzantine influence, Arab conquest, and eventual Norman,
Aragonese, and Spanish dominion, Malta's identity was forged in a crucible of diverse
civilizations. Then came the Knights of St. John in 1530, transforming the islands into a
formidable fortress and a beacon of Baroque artistry, until Napoleon's brief but
impactful arrival in 1798. The French occupation, though short-lived, sparked a
Maltese rebellion, leading to the island's voluntary embrace of British protection in
1800. This marked the beginning of a 164-year journey under the British Crown, a
period that profoundly shaped Malta's modern political institutions and its eventual
path to self-determination.

The British era, formally commencing with the Treaty of Paris in 1814, saw Malta
evolve into a crucial naval base, particularly for the Mediterranean Fleet. This strategic
importance brought economic development, with the dockyard becoming the island's
economic backbone. Malta prospered during events like the Crimean War and
benefited from the opening of the Suez Canal. However, the Maltese people, while
initially welcoming British sovereignty, consistently voiced aspirations for greater
autonomy. Early demands for local governance were often met with resistance, but
the seeds of constitutionalism were sown in documents like the 1802 Declaration of
Rights, which subtly hinted at a conditional acceptance of British rule.

The early 20th century brought renewed calls for self-governance. The Sette Giugno (7
June) riots in 1919, sparked by excessive bread prices, served as a catalyst for
significant political change, paving the way for greater local autonomy. In 1921, Malta
was granted self-government under British rule, establishing a bicameral parliament
with a Senate and an elected Legislative Assembly. This diarchical system, however,
had its limitations, as Britain retained control over foreign and military affairs. Despite
these early advancements, internal political friction, particularly over language — with
Maltese resistance to the imposition of English over Italian — led to the withdrawal of
self-government in 1933. The ebb and flow of autonomy would continue for decades, a
testament to the persistent Maltese desire for genuine self-rule.

World War II cast a long shadow over Malta, but it also became a defining moment for
the island's national identity. Subjected to intense and prolonged bombing by the Axis
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Powers, Malta endured unimaginable hardship, earning the collective award of the
George Cross for its exceptional bravery in 1942. This recognition, now proudly
emblazoned on the Maltese flag, cemented a shared sense of resilience and purpose.
In the aftermath of the war, the push for self-government resumed, leading to the
restoration of limited autonomy in 1947 and the re-establishment of the Maltese
Legislative Assembly. This period also saw significant social progress, with universal
suffrage for women granted in 1947, and the election of Agatha Barbara as the first
female Member of Parliament.

However, the path to full independence was not without its twists and turns. The
1950s were characterized by political unrest, marked by debates over Malta's future
relationship with the United Kingdom. One notable proposal was for integration with
the UK, championed by Dom Mintoff, then leader of the Malta Labour Party. This idea,
however, faced considerable opposition from the Nationalist Party and even factions
within Mintoff's own party, highlighting the deep divisions that often characterized
Maltese politics. The integration referendum in 1956, despite showing significant
support, ultimately failed due to a low voter turnout, largely a result of a Nationalist
boycott. This episode underscored the critical importance of broad political consensus
for any significant constitutional change.

The "Winds of Change" policy, introduced by the British government in the early
1960s, signaled a shift towards decolonization across the Commonwealth, and Malta
was no exception. Negotiations between Britain and Malta intensified, culminating in
the drafting of a new constitution. A referendum in May 1964 saw 54.5% of voters
approve the proposed constitution, paving the way for independence. On September
21, 1964, Malta officially became an independent constitutional monarchy, known as
the State of Malta, with Queen Elizabeth II as its head of state, represented by a
Governor-General. This momentous occasion, now celebrated annually as
Independence Day, also saw Malta join the Commonwealth and, shortly thereafter, the
United Nations.

The post-independence era was initially marked by the governance of the Nationalist
Party, led by George Borg Olivier, who pursued a policy of alignment with the West.
However, the political landscape remained fiercely competitive. The 1971 general
elections brought the Labour Party, under the charismatic leadership of Dom Mintoff,
back to power. Mintoff's government embarked on a mission to assert Malta's
sovereignty more forcefully, re-negotiating military and financial agreements with the
United Kingdom and pursuing a policy of non-alignment. This period saw Malta forge
new diplomatic ties, notably with China and Libya, reflecting its evolving foreign policy
priorities.

The most significant constitutional transformation of this period occurred on December
13, 1974, when Malta officially became a republic within the Commonwealth. This
pivotal change saw the last Governor-General, Sir Anthony Mamo, assume the role of
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Malta's first President, severing the island's remaining formal ties with the British
monarchy. While independence in 1964 established Malta as a sovereign nation, the
declaration of a republic solidified its distinct national identity and marked a profound
shift in its constitutional framework. The process of becoming a republic, unlike
independence, was achieved through a parliamentary vote requiring a two-thirds
majority, rather than a referendum, showcasing the legislative consensus around this
fundamental change. The Labour government’s assertive stance continued,
culminating in the complete withdrawal of British forces from Malta by 1979, an event
celebrated as "Freedom Day" and seen by many as the true arrival of Malta's
independence. This marked the closure of a chapter spanning over 150 years of British
military presence and underscored Malta's commitment to its newly adopted policy of
neutrality.
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