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Dear Colleagues, 

 

Thank you for inviting me to this conference, another successful event, 

yet another feather in the cap of ACAMH. 

 

As most of you would know, the Faculty I am privileged to lead, 

converges 9 Departments and as many or possibly more disciplines 

ranging from psychology to criminology, from gerontology to youth and 

community studies, from migration studies to disability and gender 

studies, from social policy and social work to counselling and family 

studies.  It is a Faculty that hosts 1000 students at BA and MA level, 25 

PhD candidates and 2 Post-Doc candidates, 35 courses and 60 resident 

academics and circa 200, possibly even more, visiting and casual 

academics. 

  

The Faculty is there, at least the way I see it, to accompany us on our 

journey in discovering the social truths that are sprouting around us and 
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how we can influence the shaping of the policy and practice milieu. Our 

Faculty should be at the core of nonstop social change and innovation 

together with other stakeholders. 

 

Because social wellbeing is a right.   

 

Because social wellbeing does not grow on trees but needs to be 

instilled, implanted and inculcated in our society. 

 

Because social wellbeing is being taken over by ‘standards of living’ 

rather than ‘quality of life’. 

 

Because social wellbeing is about the discovery, the voyage that we as 

professionals, academics and public intellectuals are duty bound to share 

with the people. 

 

Today, we are here to discuss a very important theme; addictions in 

adolescents, but before we talk about this matter we need to understand 

young people, their contexts, their frustrations, their vexations.   
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Dear colleagues, in my humble opinion, young people are being short-

changed.  I will be the first to resist homogenising this population, 

however on many fronts we are simply disengaged with the needs of 

young people and their voices and our discourse is centred around ‘the 

inability of young people to carry their life choices and decisions’.   

 

In a study I conducted with Agenzija Zaghzagh, the National Youth 

Agency, it was made very clear that young people who are being faced 

with an uncountable number struggles and other life challenges are: 

- Firstly, being short-changed by the system, schools, NGOs and 

other non-formal set-ups; 

- Secondly, young people are being victimised by the language of 

exclusion that is thrown at them and by being ostracised by their 

peers and their family. 

 

While the nature of vulnerabilities can vary (and I feel that 

vulnerabilities are the end result primarily of social constructions and 

politics of marginalisation) – whether it is disability, sexual orientation, 

addictions, social and economic exclusion and other - the effects of 

vulnerabilities are the same - loneliness, anxiety, distress, pain, fear and, 

possibly might lead to despair. The negative effects of vulnerabilities are 

often compounded and made worse by the reactions and behaviours of 

others - indifference, antipathy, bullying, and not knowing how to 
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respond or help.  In spite of this, vulnerable young people often display a 

strong desire to deal with the consequences of their helplessness and 

rebuild their lives. 

 

Let me share short excerpts from the narratives I collated: 

 

Gianella, young person with a drug addiction problem and currently 

incarcerated 

 

I feel so ashamed being in prison but the truth is that I know I have 

an addictive personality and didn’t get the necessary support at any 

stage of my life.  The system has a lot to do because we fail 

repeatedly.  I admit that I was at fault for what I did and do not in 

any way try to excuse my behaviour and actions.  However, since I 

was young the immense problems there were at home were for all to 

see and being so young, if some of those issues were nipped in the 

bud, I would have done well for myself.  I knew that with the right 

type of support I wouldn’t have ended up where I am now.  The 

social work agency left me on my own - I never got any support 

from them. When I needed them most they turned their eyes away 

from me.  I also attribute my problems with what I had to face as a 

consequence of my addictive character. I have always been a 

follower and I don’t know how to be a leader.  I’ve allowed people 



 

 

5 

 

to use me and to abuse me.  Drugs took it all away from me.  I had 

to sell myself for sex to support my habit.   I feel that I was not 

taught how to love and respect myself.  I also feel that the fact that 

my dad is gay made it immensely difficult for me to integrate 

serenely in society as I was judged by my neighbours and friends.  

Everyone used to judge me and point their fingers towards me – I 

felt self-conscious. I couldn’t raise my eyes from the ground.  I used 

to get so many death wishes, however now I am more hopeful even 

if I am in prison.  I believe that in life everything happens for a 

reason and being incarcerated one could learn a lesson or two.  I 

used to feel I am different but now even though I feel that my self-

esteem is really low during this phase of my rehabilitation 

programme they might re-open the pain but they do help you to try 

and sort yourself out.  Even if I know that I wasn’t very lucky with 

the services I got, nowadays things are starting to improve and if 

you really want help you will get it.  My life is really complicated 

but I promised myself not to lose hope and will keep trying to have 

a better life than I’ve had so far.   

 

Jason, young person with mental health problems 

 

I am 20 years-old.  I suffer from a mental health condition called bi-

polar.  I’ve had to struggle with this condition for so many years.  At 
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a certain stage in my adolescence I would drink and smoke and hang 

around with the wrong crowd which wasn’t helping me at all.  I think 

I was doing that because I couldn’t take the pressure of feeling so bad 

at certain moments in my life and so high during others.  These so 

called ‘friends’ were pushing me towards drug use.  They used to tell 

me that taking drugs makes you deal better with your problems – and 

I used to believe them.  Luckily I was strong enough to realise what 

this crowd was doing to me and I could get away before the problem 

got overwhelming.  Schooling when still young was also a very 

negative experience for me.  The teachers wouldn’t even take me to 

the outings with the rest of the students.  I would be bullied for most 

of the secondary school. The teachers didn’t manage to stop this 

abuse even though my parents repeatedly tried to get the school to 

deal with this issue.  ...  There was a particular scholastic year I 

remember very well when I was practically depressed all throughout. 

At a certain point the psychologist and the psychiatrist did try to help 

me, with little success.  Their fees were too expensive and my family 

couldn’t afford this cost.  .... 

 

Neil, young offender 

 

I had a difficult time as I was growing up.  My parents weren’t good 

role models but I still wanted to have a family.  My life was so hard.  
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I know I am a good person deep down.  I am so angry at my parents, 

I lacked so much love.  I was brought up in a children’s home and 

the experience was terrible.  I had a family history of family 

members taking drugs; my grandfather was on drugs and so were 

my mother and father.  Eventually even I started taking drugs – it 

was almost a natural thing to do.  I’m not feeling sorry for myself 

but nothing comes easy for me in life as it is all uphill.  ...  I try to 

make the best use of my time whilst I am here but I must say that 

there are no services.  Even YOURS (Young Offenders Unit 

Rehabilitation Services) lacks services.  There are no councillors I 

can refer to and no Youth Workers or any other professional.  

However, my biggest pain is that at times I feel so isolated and 

alone, forgotten by everyone.   

 

The influence of socio-demographic characteristics in the discourse 

around 'youth' is also a very complex one.   

 

The voices of young people have often been not only contested but 

pushed to the side.  Even though access to social media and other forms 

of communication is on the increase however the opportunity for young 

people to have space and negotiate their positons has often gone 

unnoticed.  
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A sense of frustration and a perceived lack of adequate response and 

support from professional and social/educational services is also 

apparent among vulnerable young people. The responsiveness of 

voluntary services tends to be seen in a more positive light. There is also 

a sense that professionals do not always recognise or appreciate the often 

complex nature and impact of their vulnerabilities as well as an apparent 

lack of confidence and trust in professionals. 

 

Vulnerable young people want solutions to their problems. They 

recognise the need for personal effort and commitment, but also know 

that their problems cannot be overcome without the support of others, in 

particular, their parents, family and friends; professionals; social and 

education services; the voluntary sector and the wider community.  

 

While vulnerable young people need effective and tailored supports and 

services that address their specific needs - disability, sexual orientation, 

addiction, low educational achievement, ethnic/religious minority - the 

underling effects of vulnerability -  loneliness, anxiety, distress, pain, 

fear and, sometimes, despair - also need to be addressed. 

 

Vulnerable young people need the support of their parents, families and 

friends. But, too often, parents and families also need support.  
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Supporting vulnerable young people also means supporting their parents 

and families. 

 

Vulnerable young people also need the support of professionals, social 

and education services as well as the voluntary sector. Having such 

professional and support services "available" however is not enough. 

Professional and support services and the voluntary sector need to be 

more proactive and engaged with vulnerable young people, who often 

need to be "sought out" and more actively supported and encouraged.  

 

Cross-sectoral community supports, services and referrals for vulnerable 

young people and their families are also of fundamental importance.  

 

Finally. 

 

My vision for this Faculty is to keep doing what we are doing best, that 

is to promote the social, political and community inter-domain 

development of our society through the disciplines that our Departments 

host and the ‘cause’ they champion.   

 

That is why, it is imperative that the Faculty judiciously interprets the 

‘language’ and symbols that encapsulate our communities so that we 

promote ethical reasoning and compassion and at the same time work 
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with the stakeholders to tackle such an importat issue as we are 

discussing today.  

 

That is why I believe that our presence in the community as a Faculty is 

wanting.  

 

Yes, a Faculty has to be proactive and ensure social change in order to 

drive policy-making and decision-taking. The Faculty is to be a focal 

point in this regard and is to provide the space and administrative 

support for academics, Departments, and Faculty to prompt a University 

and national wide debate through scholarship.   

 

That is why we need to keep in contact with the grassroots.   

 

That is why we need to reach out to the community.  

 

That is why we need to take our research back to the community.  

 

All of this needs to be governed by a deep-seated commitment towards 

social justice.  Because social wellbeing is a right and like every other 

right we need to work hard to make right. 
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So I leave you to today’s interesting debate – a debate that is clearly 

centered around the human being. 

 

Buon lavoro   


