
Her forms dance to a strange, silent tune. Her distinctly 
female, rounded and fecund forms perform in a group, 
as in a seance, in a trance. They seem inebriated not 
with music but with movement. 

Pattern, beat, rhythm and movement are woven together 
in a fine arras. And the articulated forms in a defined 
outline vibrate with oscillatory movement, ecstatically 
to a strange beat, deliberate but not wild or frenetic but 
rather rapturous, charmed and spellbound. They are 
the maenads or 'bacchante', in a good mood. 

The figures revolve and rotate. Alive they are entwined, 
engaged and in synchrony. They evolve and yet remain 
static - movement in repose. A benevolent exotic force 
holds them together. It is not the effect of a hurricane or 
tornado but a harmonious, balancing and cohesive action, 
a centrifugal force of caressing, concentric ripples that 
acts like hypnosis, haunts, mesmerises and bewitches. 

Nicholette Vella (1963) has a large and thick portfolio of 
drawings and sketches. It is the result of a strong passion, 
an obsession for graphical expression, the work of a 
lifetime that completely reveals her soul. She is still quite 
young at 39 but very promising, determined and prolific. 

At the beginning of her career Nicholette was explicitly 
attracted to the work of Aubrey Beardsley (1872-98). Her 
initial phase is purely graphical, a contrast of black and 
white articulated and defined structures. The 
ornamental quality in her linear rhythms and the affinity 
of her expression with Japanese prints and painted 
decoration on red and black Greek pottery project her 
leanings. She seems to discover colour at a later stage. 
She uses colour as an end in itself, to stain shapes and 
forms but effectively to produce texture not plasticity. 

Her paintings on board are quite evocative. 'Horses' is a 
meticulous and consummate work, brilliant in its clear 
defined outlines, articulated forms and 'intarsia' qualities. 
It is an essay that combines the inlay or ' tesserae' quality 
of an Uccello painting with the oriental flavour of a 
Japanese print. The result is iconic, sacral, animistic -
some kind of large amulet or talisman. It emanates the 
sympathetic magic of totemism. The horses frolic and 
gambol about and around to their hearts' content. The 
texture of the stained wood and its grain, the etched 
graffito outline, the deep red of the background and the 
balanced, harmonious tints of the horses' hides and mane 
are all woven into a gorgeous arras. 

The Tree of Life is quite a feat. Unerringly and with 
aplomb Nicholette creates a fine embroidery or tapestry 
of fecund female forms with heavy pear-like breasts that 
are transformed into the fruit of the tree of life, the 
produce of our labour. The whole work is a sustained 
metaphor, a metamorphosis of female forms into the tree 
of life, of knowledge - roots, trunk, leaves, foliage and 
fruit. Possibly this is Nicholette's most perfect 
composition yet so natural, pleasing and satisfying. 
Such work is ideal and could be transformed into 
sophisticated unique tapestry by delicate fingers to hang 
in rich collections and museums. 

Faces is haun tingly 
beautiful in its rich, bold, 
clean colours and graphic, 
linear design . The sharp 
and distinct sh apes and 
forms of this elaborate inlay 
are so flat and yet float and 
surface in a space so unreal 
and yet so tangible. The 
concept behind such 
composition is very 
modern. The geometric or 
ideogram quality of i ts 
highly decorative outline is 
inspired by oriental art. 

Bold and effective is the 
series of bathers or nudes in 
a group as in some spacious 
spa, bath or harem . The 

...._ _ _. juxta-positioned female 
The Tree of Life forms remind me of the 

'odalisques' b y great 

Bathers 

French masters of actual Moorish scenes in North Africa 
which they depicted in the Romantic era. 

Nicholette Vella was born in Victoria, Gozo in 1963. She 
is virtually self-taught although as a child she attended 
some art lessons at school under Maryrose Caruana, and 
a short course (1983-85) at the Society of Art, 
Manufactures and Commerce under Angelo Agius, the 
well-known sculptor from Zebbug who studied in 
Rome. 

Nicholette Vella has almost worked in splendid isolation 
and this has rendered her work less derivative. Her 
artistic career spans the last fifteen years and has worked 
in two art studios in Victoria, Gozo. She has taken part 
in many collective exhibitions and two personal shows 
that she has shared with Rebecca, her sister. 

Nicholette has a mind of her own, loves nature and the 
divine and looks forward to a beckoning future, in the 
hope that she would share her expression with those 
who love art as a journey in spirituality. 

E.V. Borg 
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0 THE SPECIFICITY OP GOZO 
AND OF GOZITAN FEMALE LABOUR 

MARY DARMANIN 

Introduction 

This paper reviews the position of Gozitan women in 
the labour market in the 1990s. Although Gozitan female 
labour accounts for a seemingly marginal 2% of all the 
gainfully occupied in the Maltese islands, their case 
makes a strong argument in favour of the specificity of 
Gozo, and of smallness as a variable in social, labour 
market and economic research. 

Special Characteristics of Female Labour 

There are a number of factors common to women in 
employment across the globe. The first of these is that 
females have a lower participation rate in the formal 
economy than do men. One interesting aspect of gender 
difference is the importance of non-standard forms of 
employment and / or the informal labour market for 
understanding female employment. Non-standard 
forms of employment can apply to working hours, work 
organisation and to employment contracts such as flexi­
work, out-work or piece work . The informal economy, 
on the other hand, tends to suggests a completely 
unregulated sphere of economic activity, one that may 
be attractive to both employer and employee because it 
reduces wage-related costs (contribution to National 
Insurance, granting of any paid leave and others). 

The Gozitan female labour market gives us some 
indication of how large non-standard or informal 
employment is. In 1995,2 according to data provided 
by the Employment and Training Corporation, there 
were 2762 gainfully occupied Gozitan females (which 
excluded those not classified as working full-time). 
Taken as a proportion of the Gozitan female working 
age population for the same year3 , it appears that the 
Gozitan female participation rate, is 17%, far lower than 
the national average for females in 1995, which is around 
30%. However, when one examines more detailed 
disaggregated Census data for the same group of 
females,4 a rather different picture emerges. 

However, other data suggest a different scenario. 
According to the self-report answ ers of Gozitan 
women,S 8283 out of a working age population of 
16,485 were working full-time (30 hours or more a week). 
This produces a par ticipation rate of 50%, a rather 
different picture to the 17% of current official statistics. 
Whilst not wanting to over-interpret these data, since 
only a Labour Force Survey would be able to determine 
why so many are working in this way and what this 
suggests, the data confirm the importance piece-work 
and out-work has had for Gozitan women. Out-work 
can be both a facilitation strategy whereby work is 
organised to facilitate employees' wishes for flexible hours 
and location, or a utilisation strategy whereby employers 
cut both wage and non-wage related costs by keeping a 
peripheral or marginalised workforce (Wickham, 1997). 

Gender Difference in Gozo 

Apart from the p articipation rate, one measure of 
gender difference is the proportion of males and 
females in gainful employment. In the years between 
1990-1996, Gozo presents a constant pattern of a labour 
force (excluding part-time workers and informal 
work) which is represented by 72% male labour and 
28% female labou r. 

There is a slight shift, a decrease in the relative 
proportion of female to male workers which other data 
(reported below ) suggest may be interesting and 
indicative of decreasing employment opportunities 
for Gozitan females. Whilst not w anting to imply that 
Gozitan females are less likely to be in paid labour 
than any other group in the Maltese islands, it is also 
apparent that, as with their Malta-only sisters and 
women across the globe, there are a number of factors 
which may be keeping them out_ of the formal labour 
market. The ' large'6 percent of Gozitan females 
working more than 30 hours per w eek in non-standard 
forms of employment or in the informal economy 
would suggest that both employees' needs for 
flexibility and lack of suitable employment 
opportunities contribute to a pattern of labour which 
is markedly different from male labour. 

In different sectors 

One of the interesting differences between female and 
male Gozitan full-time employment is that there are 
proportionately less females in p ublic sector 
employment than there are in the private sector. In 
examining the relative d istribution of male to female 
Gozitan workers, we find that between 1990-1996 
there is a consistent pattern whereby males make up 
approximately 80% and females 20% of the public 
sector workforce. It is interesting to note however, that 
there has been an increase in the percentage of Gozitan 
females in the public sector from 16% in 1980 to 22% 
in 19967. This w ould suggestS that ch anges in 
employment protection (such as maternity leave) as 
well as specific Gozo-friendly Governmen t policies 
such as the 1997 Labour government decision to locate 
some Government departments in Gozo, have h ad 
positive effects on Gozitan female labour. Despite 
these opportunities and some closure in the private 
sector discussed below, there has been a shift in female 
employment tow ards the p rivate sector (from 67% of 
the female gainfu lly occupied in 1990 to 70% in 1996). 

In the private sector there h as been, until 1995, a 
relatively stable pattern with a higher proportion of 
females to males than in is evident in the public sector, 
with males comprising 66% and females around 34%. 
This relative distribution had dropped to 32% by 1996, 
and this in spite of the change in female employment 

THE GOZO OBSERVER (No.9) February 2003 



patterns discussed above. Until we have labour force 
survey data, it would be incorrect to make any 
presumptions about what these data indicate. 
However, they are in line with well-known industrial 
strategies of underdeveloped countries. Low-skill and 
low-pay female labour is utilised in the first phase of 
industrial development, mainly in manufacturing. 
This operates alongside forms of occupational closure 
in the public sector, such as marriage bars or 
disincentives to returnees who have to start at a 
number of grades below the one they may have left to 
bear and rear children. 

The private sector is likely to provide more 
opportunity to move in and out of the market, as well 
as to work hours that are more compatible with the 
'dual shift' of women in paid and unpaid labour. The 
high percentage of Gozitan women in the self­
employed category of the private sector suggests that 
one strategy could be to work on terms of one's own 
as a self-employed person. The proportional decrease 
of female employees (not self-employed) in the private 
sector9 from 53% in 1990 to 45% in 1996 is indicative 
of the change to a tertiarised economy (from 
manufacturing to services) with the concomitant 
'restructuring' or massive contraction of the industrial 
sector .. Despite the fact that in real terms the number 
of females in the private sector (excluding the self­
employed) has not decreased but increased over these 
years, the proportionate distribution between males 
and females in this category should not have changed 
as drastically as it has. The tertiarisation of the 
economy should have provided some opportunities 
for this group of women and one would need further 
study to see why Gozitan women are not benefiting 
from this labour market change. If the first to 
experience constriction in the labour market are 
Gozitan women, is this because the Gozitan economy 
has not yet made the shifts that the Malta-only 
economy has made? 

Past histories of economic development continue to 
impact on the present labour market. In 1996,10 
females made up 65% of Gozitan private sector 
industrial workers, a high proportion of jobs in a sector 
that is likely to shrink further. In contrast females 
comprised only 36% of Gozitan private sector non­
industrial workers. 

Further confirmation of a trend toward contraction 
of the Gozitan female labour market is the alarming 
drop, in 1997, of this group as a proportion of the 
Maltesell female gainfully occupied in 1997. Gozitan 
female full-time workers now make up 4.3% of the 
female gainfully occupied whereas they made up 7% 
in 1993. Since 1990 a higher percent of Gozitan females 
(as a proportion of the Gozitan unemployed) have 
been unemployed when compared to Malta-only 
females, although Malta-only females are also now 
experiencing increasing difficulty in finding 
employment. Whilst factors such as (un)willingness 
or eligibility to register as unemployed and 
opportunities for marriage may be factors in the 

Gozitan case, a contraction in demand for female 
labour must also be seriously considered as providing 
an explanation. 

Gozitan women and Self Employment 

It is also interesting to note that whilst Gozitan females 
have made a 25% increase in self employment since 
1985 (and men a 12% increase), a breakdown of male 
and female self-employed by sector 12 for 1996 
demonstrates how many men are active in service 
sector occupations. Though the proportion of females 
in the wholesale and retail trade sub-group is higher 
than the average for the self-employed as whole, this 
difference between men and women is indicative of 
the difficulties women face even in so called 
'feminised' sectors. Is it possible that following a 
steady increase in female self-employment from 1985 
to 1995, we are now finding a downward turn as with 
Gozitan female employment in general? 

Part-time Work 

The Gozitan case reminds us that employer strategies 
regarding part-time work are as dependent on the 
vulnerability of certain sectors of the labour market 
as much as they are on the vulnerability of different 
groups of workers. For example, a summer-only 
tourist economy is more likely to need the flexibility 
of part-time work, and this is likely to include male 
workers as well as female. In looking at part-time 
work it is useful to distinguish between its rate and 
its incidence (Wickham, 1997). Rate refers to the 
average proportion of part-time work in the total 
work-force (or in establishments where part-time 
work is present). Incidence refers to the extent to 
which there are establishments in which at least one 
employee is working part-time. For 1997, I have 
computed13 the rate of part-time work14 for Malta­
only and for Gozo. For Malta-only we find that the 
rate is 18% (with 82% working full-time) whilst for 
Gozo the rate is a very high 33% (and 67% work full­
time). 

This clearly indicates that the type of work available 
in Gozo is increasingly resembling new methods of 
labour market employment strategies with contract 
or atypical work, or so called 'flexible' jobs. Whether 
this is a result of a 'modern' trend towards new forms 
of employment or a result of past vulnerabilities, is 
not possible to determine here with this limited data. 
Some of these differences in rate in part-time work 
include, for example, textiles manufacture with a rate 
of 6% in Malta-only and 33% in Gozo, or wholesale 
and retail trade with a rate of 9% in Malta-only and 
40% in Gozo. Interestingly, Government services have 
a rate of 4% in Malta-only and 46% in Gozo15 . 

1 This paper is a summary of a chapter appearing in 
the Central Office of Statistics' millennium 
publication The Maltese Islands on the Move 
(Vella, 2000). I am grateful to the editor, Ms 
Catherine Vella, for permission to reproduce parts 
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here. Readers who would wish to look at raw data 
on which the paper is based are asked to refer to 
this publication. 

2 I have taken 1995 as the year of analysis since it 
would be possible to compare Employment and 
Training Corporation data for that year with the 
Census 1995 data. 

3 Which I have computed from as yet unpublished 
Census 1995 data (ECOSF). Thanks to the Central 
Office of Statistics for these data. 

4 'Same' here is used with the caveat that no data 
from different sources is directly comparable in any 
simple way. The Census for example is the 
employee's self-report whereas ETC collect data 
from employers. Moreover the Census qualifies 
'full-time' as '30 hours or more per week' whilst 
the ETC has a more fluid definition that is often 
unreliable since different employers use different 
criteria. Notwithstanding these caveats a u seful 
comparison can be made. 

5 In as yet unpublished data forming part of the 
Census of Population and Housing, Malta, 1995 
(ECOOSF) 

6 Up to 33% of the working age population according 
to the data in Tables I and II. 

7 From data kindly provided by the Permanent 
Secretariat for Gozo. In 1980, there were 364 
females in the public service compared to 1808 
males. In 1996 there were 802 females and 3198 
males. 

8 With the caveat that though this is a fairly likely 
explanation, without Labour Force data it is 
impossible to be sure that these are in fact the actual 
or only causes of this increase. 

9 As a proportion of Gozitan Fem ale Gainfully 
Occupied (see Table IV). 

10 Data for 1996 kindly provided by the Permanent 
Secretariat for Gozo, in 1997 

11 Including both Malta-only and Gozo .. 
12 Gozo, November 1996, Permanent Secretariat for 

Gozo 
13 Using unpublished ETC data. 
14 Including both Males and Females in each case. 
15 I am still working on this data-base kindly 

provided in a disaggregated form by sector, full­
time and part-time, Malta-only and Gozo, and 
employees of the self-employed or of other 
employers, by the ETC. 

I would like to acknowledge the full support of the 
Honourable Helena Dalli, M.P. who during her term 
(1996-1998) as Parliamentary Secretary for Women's 
Rights had the vision to prepare the structure for a 
Women's Information Centre. She also commissioned 
in-depth research on the Maltese labour market, 
including on the specificity of Gozo. Part of the work 
reported here w as carried during the period I w as 
engaged as a consultant to the Secretariat. I would 
also like to acknowledge kind help from the 
Permanent Secretariat for Gozo (1996-1998) and from 
the Employment and Training Corporation. 
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GOZO IN THE 
RAYMOND C. XERRI 

ORLD AND THE 

A thesis submitted by Raymond Xerri for a Ph.D from 
Victoria University of Technology, Melbourne, 2002 
deals with "the cultural impact of migration and 
return migration on an island community" . More 
specifically, it reviews in considerable detail the effect 
of migration on Gozo, from both positive and negative 
aspects. It explores the meaning and significance of 
migration and return migration between Gozo and 
Australia. 

The thesis starts with a comprehensive discussion 
relating to aspects of Gozitan life, including chapters 
relating to Gozitan identity, cultural life in Gozo and 
linguistic peculiarities. 

Another group of chapters describes life of Gozitan 
migrants in Melbourne's western suburbs where they 
tended to congregate, and the way that they 
transformed this foreign land into an image of Gozo, 
with their h abit of hard work and importation of 

cultural activities such as festas and other religious 
practices. It emphasises the role of religious life in the 
settlement process of Maltese migrants. 

What this thesis lacks in empirical information is 
amply made for by a comprehensive description of 
life in Gozo, particularly in the author 's home village 
of Qala, and the new home they re-made in one 
particular area of the world. 

It also represents a milestone in Maltese-Australian 
relationships: this is the first Ph.D thesis by a Maltese 
person writing about a Maltese topic, to be undertaken 
entirely at a foreign University, namely, the Europe­
The recent visit of Professor Jarlath Ronayne, the Vice­
chancellor of this university, has served to continue 
to strengthen ties between the two universities, and 
to renew bilateral agreements first signed in 1989. It 
is hoped that more such bilateral exchanges will be 
encouraged through such agreements 
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of Qala, and the new home they re-made in one 
particular area of the world. 

It also represents a milestone in Maltese-Australian 
relationships: this is the first Ph.D thesis by a Maltese 
person writing about a Maltese topic, to be undertaken 
entirely at a foreign University, namely, the Europe­
The recent visit of Professor Jarlath Ronayne, the Vice­
chancellor of this university, has served to continue 
to strengthen ties between the two universities, and 
to renew bilateral agreements first signed in 1989. It 
is hoped that more such bilateral exchanges will be 
encouraged through such agreements 
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