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Mr. Chairman,

Mr. High Commissioner,

Excellencies,

Distinguished Delegates,

The Delegation of the Sovereign Order of Malta wishes to thank you, Mr. Chairman, for your inspiring leadership of this Executive Committee and to express to the High Commissioner our appreciation for his wide ranging and in-depth opening statement. We also read with particular attention his essay published in the September issue of “Foreign Affairs” and we share many of his concerns as stated on these and other occasions with regard to the plight of the millions of uprooted persons on the move.

While UNHCR’s mission, as outlined in the 1951 Convention, is as valid to-day as it was then, there can be no doubt that it is also essential to adapt to the new geopolitical realities of an ever faster changing and interconnected world. The Order of Malta is well placed to understand this necessity, as it would not have survived over nine centuries without continuously adjusting to new and ever-growing needs for medical care, emergency relief and humanitarian aid, regardless of the juridical status of the different vulnerable groups in need. At the same time its role to day continues to be defined by the same original principles of caring for the poor, the sick, refugees and all those in difficulty. We fully agree with the High Commissioner that the new developments we are witnessing and the challenges we are facing call for new policies that enable the international community to become more effective in handling movements of refugees, internally displaced persons and migrants. States have a prime responsibility in tackling the problems caused by mass displacement, but too often the necessary political will is lacking. The High Commissioner’s efforts towards forging a global consensus on the notion of a “responsibility to protect” and his call for international humanitarian law to be extended accordingly are based on a strong realism and therefore deserve the full support of all stakeholders. 

Mr. Chairman,

Allow me now to touch on a few of the crises areas referred to by the High Commissioner and previous speakers and to give a brief overview of the Order of Malta’s humanitarian activities in some of the regions affected.

In Africa new and unexpected conflicts threaten some of the progress achieved so far. In spite of continued violence and renewed fighting in the Kivus, the Order’s worldwide relief service, Malteser International, expanded its activities in the Democratic Republic of Congo and has prepared for a long-term commitment in the region. Together with the World Food Programme and the European Commission, we supported almost 18’000 internally displaced families in South Kivu with food. Its programmes offering medical, psychosocial and psychological treatment for victims of sexual aggression have been extended, as well as its fight against malaria. In the province of Ituri, a project to fight the plague was added to ongoing medical assistance. In Sudan the Order is providing aid for 120’000 people in Darfur and one million in Southern Sudan. Teams keep working to secure basic healthcare for the people in Darfur, under difficult conditions and in a highly insecure environment. As a drastic change of the situation is not to be expected in the near future, Malteser International is planning to provide assistance in Darfur in the long-term.

In Asia the Order’s recent attention has focussed on relief for the victims of Cyclon Nargis that struck Myanmar in May. Due to its presence in the country since 2001, it was amongst the very first to be able to act and responded rapidly by providing relief to seriously affected families in several townships of Yangon. After a few days, assistance was expanded to the Irrawaddy Delta. The projects’ goals are to ensure the medical provision in 7 townships and 2 camps with health centres and mobile teams, to provide drinking water and improve the hygiene situation. In Thailand, on the border to Myanmar, Malteser International continues to run a broad basic healthcare program in two camps reaching 30’000 refugees. After providing emergency relief and implementing reconstruction and development projects for vulnerable groups, especially for returnees, in Afghanistan during five years, the Order was obliged in November 2007, due to the deteriorating security situation, to withdraw its international staff and to close its office in Kabul. We are, however, fully aware of the further need for humanitarian assistance in Afghanistan and will therefore continue to support projects through partner organisations. In Sri Lanka reconstruction work continues in the south, east and north of the country. Through a Sri Lankan partner organisation, Malteser International also helps displaced people in camps and assists the growing number of people affected by the conflict. 

Turning to Europe, the displaced population within Georgia has been receiving medical assistance from the Order of Malta since 14th August. Doctors are continuing their work in camps in the cities of Tbilisi and the tented camp in Gori where a health unit, the only one for some 1’700 persons, has been operational since the outset. The IDPs, originating from Ossetia, are in need of everything including medicines which the Order is distributing. The lives of peoples in distress on the high seas are also of great concern. Last year the Order signed an agreement with the government of Italy to enable its doctors and nurses to be part of the Italian Coast Guards boats’specialists for rescue at sea in the Sicily Canal, where impressive numbers of irregular migrants continue to try to reach the Lampedusa Centre. This measure enables the Order to provide immediate on the spot medical assistance to the migrants who are mostly in a very critical condition.   Thanks to an emergency intervention of these teams, a woman in process of giving birth could immediately be assisted on the immigrants’ boat while bad conditions at sea prevented her transfer to the Navy boat.  
Mr. Chairman,

Natural disasters, extreme poverty, armed conflicts and insecurity are confronting the world community with increasingly complex situations that require new solutions. My Delegation welcomes the High Commissioner’s proposal for a new humanitarian protection compact to be built together with other international organizations. With this in mind I would like to conclude by paying tribute to Mr. Antonio Guterres’ personal commitment to the noble cause he defends with such conviction. For those of us who are part of daily humanitarian action, it is extremely rewarding and encouraging to witness such a clear vision and determination in promoting international humanitarian law and the humanitarian principles of neutrality, impartiality and independence which are at the heart of the Order of Malta’s daily work at the service of those most in need of help and care.

Thank you.
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