ENLARGEMENT: THE NEW FACE OF THE EU

Malta

Malta-EU Relations

Diplomatic relations between the European Community and Malta began with an Association Agreement, which was signed on 5 December 1970 and entered into force on 1 April 1971. 

A customs union between the EU and Malta was created through the Association Agreement and its supplementary protocols in two five-year stages. The first stage of the customs union called for a free trade area and its deadline has been extended on a regular basis since 1977 by agreement between the EU and Malta. 

Malta applied for membership to the EU on 16 July 1990 and in turn the Commission adopted a positive opinion in June 1993. After the general elections in Malta in October 1996 and the appointment of the new government of Prime Minister Sant, Malta changed its policies relating to the EU and accession. Malta's prime minister decided to halt his country's application for EU membership. As a result, Malta did not take part in the pre-accession strategy. 

February 1997 marked another turning point in EU-Malta relations when the Maltese government communicated its wish "to seek as close relationship with the European Union as is compatible with Malta's particular economic and geopolitical circumstances, while mindful of the Union's acquis and its framework of operations". 

In February 1998, the Commission presented a communication to the Council concerning future relations between the EU and Malta. Specifically, the Commission communication outlined a plan to complete the free trade area and to solidify the co-operation between the EU and Malta. In September 1998, after new elections and with a new government in place, the Maltese government informed the Council of its wish to re-activate Malta's application for membership of the European Union. 

On 13 October 1999, the Commission recommended Member States to open negotiations with Malta. Negotiations officially started with Malta in March 2000 during the Portuguese Presidency and were concluded at the Copenhagen European Council on 13 December 2002. The Accession Treaty will be signed with Malta in April 2003 at the Athens European Council with a view to full EU membership on 1 May 2004. 

Progress towards accession

	Year
	The European Commission states that…

	1999
	… the protectionist nature of Malta's economy, the difficulty of assessing Maltese industry's ability to withstand competitive pressure within the EU and the clear need to restructure local industry are obstacles that must be tackled before accession

	November 2000
	…that Malta had made good progress in defining an industrial strategy, and that the Government had taken steps to improve the business environment.

	November 2001
	that Malta was continuing to make good progress towards establishing an industrial policy promoting investment. Privatisation and restructuring were making less headway. As regards SMEs, progress had been made in the area of enterprise policy and in adopting measures aimed at helping their development.


General Evaluation of Enterprise Policy

The Maltese Government has adopted an industrial restructuring programme designed to improve the competitiveness of certain sectors that are geared mainly to the domestic market. 

In December 1999, the Government published the White Paper "Prosperity in Change - Challenges and Opportunities for Industry". This sets out an overall strategy for industrial development and looks at the principal challenges involved, namely attracting foreign investment, expanding export activity, developing high value-added sectors, generating new employment opportunities and promoting joint ventures. An industrial strategy will be put in place.

In November 1999, the White Paper "Privatisation - a Strategy for the Future" was published. This paper provides an outline of the Government's five-year privatisation programme. Its aim is to modernise and rationalise State-owned enterprises, at the same time improving the competitiveness of the Maltese economy.

The programme for the dismantling of the system of import levies has been implemented and certain levies have been abolished. Direct State intervention is now mainly restricted to the shipbuilding and ship repair sector, and the administrative capacities seem adequate.

The law on enterprise promotion entered into force in June 2001 and encourages investment.

Maltese SME policy is in line with the principles and objectives of EU enterprise policy. The Government has defined a strategy aimed at increasing SMEs' competitiveness.

The Institute for the Promotion of Small Enterprises (IPSE) has launched the "Partners in Business" initiative to promote networking between businesses. It also intends to broaden its activity to specific sectors. A business incubator focusing on innovative SMEs has also been created.

A SME Business Unit has been set up within the Ministry of Economic Services. It acts as a one-stop shop for all administrative procedures and analyses the existing legal and administrative framework with a view to proposing measures to simplify formalities.

A department has been set up to help micro enterprises, small enterprises and the craft sector.

Needs to be improved…

· Efforts need to be made to improve enterprises' competitiveness

· It is necessary to complete the privatisation and restructuring process

· Improve the dialogue between the public authorities and the private sector

· One-stop-shops should be established for SMEs, and simplify their administrative and regulatory environment

