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UNFORESEEN
CIRCUMSTANCES
& POWER PLAY

D r Ian Ellul meets DR JOSEPH CASSAR, consultant psychiatrist &

former Health Minister, to discuss personal life and politics.

YOU WERE BORN IN 1966. ONE MAY SAY THAT YOU HAD FIRSTHAND
EXPERIENCE OF THE INITIAL STAGES OF THE EVOLUTION OF PACEVILLE.
THERE WAS TIGULLIO, STICKS & VIBES. YOUR ADOLESCENCE ALSO
COINCIDED WITH THE INFAMOUS SEX, DRUGS & ROCK AND ROLL ERA,
CHARACTERIZED BY THE LIKES OF ROLLING STONES, THE WHO, PINK FLOYD,
QUEEN AND LED ZEPPELIN. WHAT DO YOU REMEMBER OF THOSE DAYS?

I cherish my childhood and adolescent days. I attended the
government primary school in Rabat and subsequently my
secondary schooling at St Aloysius College. I remember serving
as altar boy in St Domenic’s church, which led to my first trip

to the Vatican City. Summers were fun. My grandfather had a
summer house in St. Paul’'s Bay. I spent my days with cousins
enjoying the sea. At the time, Mintoff’s administration had
severed the government’s grants to church schools; actually in
1982 the government had issued a legal notice which froze all
church school fees. Some church schools were constrained to
close. With this backdrop, I have fond memories when my class
did a fundraising activity and all 30 students entered into an
engineless Skoda.

I attended the New Lyceum Sixth Form. This was due to
the 20-point system at the time. If I had chosen to remain at St
Aloysius College, I would have automatically lost 20 entry points
upon applying for University.

Returning to your question, I used to particularly appreciate
Pink Floyd. I also remember going to Tigullio in St Julians and
the Galaxy disco in Sliema during the weekends. Savoy cinema
in Valletta was also a popular place during my adolescence.

HOW DID YOU FIRST MEET YOUR WIFE, WHICH | BELIEVE SOMEHOW
SHARES YOUR PROFESSIONAL FIELD?

I met Anna in 6" form. We were both students in the same sciences
class. She is a clinical psychologist. We got married soon after
graduating from University. We have been together for over thirty
years and shared many adventures. One of our greatest adventures
was raising two young kids in the US while we were both studying.

YOU GRADUATED AS MEDICAL DOCTOR IN 1330. WHY DID YOU CHOOSE
T0 SPECIALISE AS PSYCHIATRIST AT YALE UNIVERSITY?

During the two years of housemanship in Malta, I began to
understand that psychiatry was the way forward. Perhaps I

was somewhat influenced by the fact that Anna had already
graduated in psychology. I had decided to further my studies

in the UK but a series of events led me to look into universities
within the US. Back then, the US was deemed so far away. I
remember catching thirteen planes in one week because of the
various interviews held in different states. Anna was pregnant
with our youngest at the time. I matched with many centres but
chose Medical College of Virginia initially. However, after the
first year, I applied to further my residency training at Yale. Yale
is one of the top training facilities in Psychiatry. The decision
was an emotional roller coaster. Once at Yale, I never looked
back. The learning experience, practice and friendships I gained
were priceless.

YOUR DAUGHTER FOLLOWED YOUR STEPS IN BECOMING A MEDICAL
DOCTOR. WILL SHE ALSO FOLLOW YOU INTO POLITICS?

Indeed, my elder daughter is studying psychiatry. Hands on
heart, I always tried to avoid influencing my girls on their career
decision. But there you go, even my younger daughter, who is
a lawyer, opted to read for a Master in Human Rights at Queen
Mary University. Both daughters chose careers which delve,
either directly or indirectly, in the psychology of people. I think
both myself and Anna have unwillingly influenced both of our
girls in their choices.

Returning to your question, the answer is a simple no.

YOU REPRESENTED THE PN DURING THE GENERAL ELECTIONS BETWEEN 2004
AND 2015. IN 2003 YOU CONTESTED THE 11™ DISTRICT WHERE YOU OBTAINED
600 VOTES. YOU WERE THEN CO-OPTED ON 24 MAY 2004 AFTER PROF. JOSEF
BONNICI RESIGNED FROM PARLIAMENT FOLLOWING HIS APPOINTMENT AS
MEMBER OF THE EUROPEAN COURT OF AUDITORS IN LUXEMBOURG. WHAT
MOTIVATED YOU TO ENTER INTO POLITICS? WHAT DID YOUR FAMILY SAY?

I was always involved in politics in its wider sense. As a medical
student I was president of the students’ association, at Yale I was
president of the psychiatry residents’ association and also, when
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I returned back to Malta I became involved in MAM. It was only
natural for me to continue this and become involved in politics
on a national level.

My stepping into politics was governed by interesting
psychodynamics. My father never wanted me to enter politics.
He died in 2002 and a year later I decided to run for the
national election.

Anna was also apprehensive about my resolution, drawing
from her firsthand experience of the hardships of politics; her
uncle was the late Dr Lino Gauci Borda, a family doctor and a
long-serving MP on the Nationalist Party’s ticket. Nonetheless,
she always respected and supported my decisions.

IN 2008 YOU WERE ELECTED FROM ANOTHER DISTRICT, THE 7™ WHERE
YOU OBTAINED 4338 VOTES. YOU WERE APPOINTED PARLIAMENTARY
SECRETARY FOR HEALTH, AND JUST TWO YEARS LATER YOU WERE
PROMOTED TO MINISTER FOR HEALTH. WERE YOU SURPRISED OF
YOUR RAPID ASCENT T0 A MINISTERIAL ROLE?

Yes, I was. I was co-opted because Prof. Josef Bonnici went to the
European Court of Auditors. I then became minister since Mr
John Dalli was appointed as European Commission for Health
and Consumer Policy. This play of events was totally unexpected
and to a great extent took me by surprise. Inevitably it created
a stir among colleagues who had more experience and wider
involvement in politics.

I am really grateful for being given those opportunities
during that time. However, the rapid turn of events gave me no
time to reflect on it all. I lived through. I am certainly thankful.

IN 2013 YOU WERE ELECTED FROM THE 7™ DISTRICT WITH 4477 VOTES,
BECOMING SPOKESPERSON ON ARTS AND CULTURE. YOU RESIGNED ON
16 NOVEMBER 2015 AND DECIDED TO NOT CONTEST THE 2017 GENERAL
ELECTION. IN VIEW OF THE FACT THAT YOU WERE FARING WELL IN THE
ELECTIONS WHY THROW IN THE TOWEL?

In 2013 I got elected from two districts in fact. Politics was
equally rewarding and disappointing. I believe that the medical
profession is geared to always offer assistance and that can be a
reason why doctors are exploited in politics.

MALTA HAS EXPERIENCED
CHANGES LIKE ANY OTHER
COUNTRY. THESE CHANGES
WOULD HAVE FILTERED IN EVEN

IF WE WERE NOT PART OF THE EU.
THE CATALYST FOR THIS HAS BEEN
THE SOCIAL MEDIA WHICH DRIVES
THE THINKING PROCESS
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My mantra never fully fit within partisan politics. Whoever
knows me, knows that for me human dignity precedes
everything. I will go out of my way to help anyone without
expecting anything in return. The political climate today is
unfortunately struggling to recall the real values that govern
human dignity and the real reasons that should draw us to a
political service.

For now, I can tell you I will not set foot in politics again.

YOU MANAGED TO SUCCESSFULLY OVERCOME OBESITY OVER
A RELATIVELY SHORT PERIOD OF TIME. WHAT WAS YOUR SECRET?

Yes, that was a very unexpected and unique challenge. It all
started some years ago when we went to the bank to take a

loan to buy a family home. The bank informed me, that being
overweight, I had to pay a higher premium on the health
insurance. That was a watershed moment in my life. I started to
run for approximately two hours, four times a week. Now I am
70 kg. I started to love running. When I left politics three years
ago, I joined a running club. I would recommend it to everyone.

IS EXERCISE THAT IMPORTANT FOR OUR HOLISTIC WELL-BEING?

The WHO recommends 150 minutes of exercise per week. I
cannot overemphasize the contribution of exercise towards
mental and physical health. The endorphins which are produced
are a remarkable experience with an added benefit of stress
reduction and mental well-being.

MALTA HAS METAMORPHOSIZED IN RECENT TIMES. WE SAW THE
INTRODUCTION OF CIVIL UNIONS FOR SAME-SEX COUPLES AND
EMERGENCY CONTRACEPTION AS WELL AS THE DECRIMINALISATION OF
THE VILIFICATION OF RELIGION TO NAME A FEW. WHAT ARE YOUR VIEWS
ON MALTA: PAST, PRESENT & YET T0 COME?

Malta has experienced changes like any other country. These
changes would have filtered in even if we were not part of the
EU. The catalyst for this has been the social media which drives
the thinking process. This is, per se, universal. I am not worried
about the things you mentioned. Obviously, I am worried about
the looming spectre of abortion. However, I am particularly
worried about the upbringing of today’s children who spend
excessive time playing online games. Just as an example, when
we were fifteen, we used to talk about and try to reach out to our
peers and the opposite gender. Today we are seeing worrying
trends ... adolescents are opting to spend entire weekends at
home playing online games.

Malta has a rich cultural history. Today Malta is
transforming. Change is inevitable. Being a nation of resilient
and courageous people, my hope is that we find creative ways to
keep imparting the true solid values of respect, loyalty, care and
honour to future generations. Each one of us has an important
role to play in our daily lives in shaping Malta’s future. &

| READ THE SYNAPSE BECAUSE...

It is readily available since it comes directly in your
letter box. It also contains very relevant information.
You ought to be proud of your product.
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