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Gozo’s Government. The autonomy of an island through history

or

A short history of Gozo from Prehistoric to recent times

(5000 bc – ad 2005) 

Proud to be different,

but we cannot be indifferent

• The historic account of the autonomy of Gozo, from the arrival of humans on the island seven thousand years ago up to 2004, when Gozo with Malta became part of the European Union of nations, is told in a book of which the following is a summary.

The tortuous way that Malta was treading to join the European Union had reached a critical stage at the beginning of 2002. It became known to Nationalist Party officials in Gozo that there had been little talk of declaring Gozo an island region in the ongoing discussions. This notwithstanding the fact that such was the clear and repeatedly expressed wish of the Gozitans since the opening of the negotiations.

In view of this, the Gozo Committee of the Nationalist Party decided to tackle the subject in the annual seminar held for its officials. The seminar, convened by Euchar Mizzi, the Party’s District Manager, was held on 12 January 2002. The seminar achieved its end as Government negotiators began to tackle the matter with ardour and soon achieved a result.

In a declaration appended to Malta’s Accession treaty, it was acknowledged that “the island region of Gozo has economic and social specificities as well as handicaps arising from the combined effects of its double insularity, its environmental fragility, its small population size coupled with a high population density as well as its inherent limited resources.”

It has been argued recently that this declaration is only binding to the Government of Malta and not to the European Union. MIC, the European Union Malta Information Centre, has not shed a ray of light on the matter. MIC, whose promptness to offer the official view in other matters was simply praiseworthy, is seemingly at a loss to describe the precise implications of this declaration.

Gozo, the second largest island of a nation made up of three islands, has always nurtured a particular identity coupled with a degree of autonomy. This autonomy was in most cases the result of the island’s natural isolation, rather than the outcome of a political decision.

Throughout the ages, this autonomy was sometimes enhanced, sometimes eradicated. The Gozitans slowly found out for themselves that when they had some say in the decisions affecting them, life went on more smoothly. So when their autonomy was from time to time suppressed, the Gozitans went out of their way to convince the political authorities that Gozo had its own particular needs and that this entailed a degree of self-government.

In the last half a century, Gozo has enjoyed several forms of autonomy. In 1961, the British Colonial authorities conceded to the establishment of the Gozo Civic Council, a statutory Local Government body having a distinct legal personality. This was suppressed in 1973. In 1987, the Nationalist Government founded the Ministry of Gozo to cater for the special needs of the island and to coordinate the working of government departments on the island. Still another step in this direction was the introduction of local councils in 1993. The fourteen local councils of Gozo are true guardians of village identities and in unison guardians of the identity of the island.

Whether the European Union of nations recognise Gozo as an island region with special requirements or not is not of insignificant importance. Definitely more important is that the Malta Government does endorse this reality and passes from words into action to implement its belief.

Above all, it is us Gozitans, who have to shy away from indifference and to use every occasion to make our voce heard and our regional needs known far and wide.

