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He was a passionate promoter of Eu membership for Malta during his 
Chairmanship of the Chamber’s Eu Committee for around a decade. As 
President of the Malta Chamber of Commerce during 1996 and 1997, 
and with his counterpart at the Malta federation of Industry (fOI), Joseph 
R. Darmanin founded the Malta Business Bureau in 1996 with its own 
professional staff and office in Brussels.

“One of the best things that happened to the private sector in the years 
working up to Eu membership was the coming together of the Chamber 
and FOI – speaking for the first time with one voice, stating clearly that 
both organisations were in favour of Eu membership. One can say that 
the European union was the tool that brought the two together,” says 
Mr Darmanin. “When Anthony Cassar became the president of the fOI, I 
knew there were exciting times ahead after he made his first declaration as 

President that we should prepare ourselves for Eu membership, as the fOI 
was very much in favour of joining the single market and doing away with 
the import restrictions and levies of the time. We realised that industry had 
a great challenge to face – the protectionist mentality that existed would 
sooner or later come to an end.”

Looking back at decades of achievement
JOSEPh R. dARMANIN ANd ChEvALIER ANThONy CASSAR wERE BOTh INSTRUMENTAL fIgURES IN 
ThE SETTINg UP ANd RUNNINg Of ThE MALTA BUSINESS BUREAU IN ITS EARLy dAyS. hERE, ThEy 
TALk ABOUT ThE MILESTONES REAChEd ANd fUTURE gOALS ThEy wOULd LIkE TO SEE AChIEvEd IN 
COMMEMORATION Of ThE MBB’S 20Th ANNIvERSARy.

“By setting up the Brussels 
office, it became possible to help 
Malta’s representatives play a 
better role in the EU fora.”   
Joseph R. Darmanin
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The Eu membership target had led to closer cooperation between the two 
entities, and soon after there was the setting up of an Eu committee within 
the Chamber. “We managed to open an office in Brussels so as to achieve the 
goal of receiving information, and we managed to start introducing Malta’s 
business community to the Eu institutions and private sector associations,” 
says Mr Darmanin. “By setting up the Brussels office, it became possible to 
help Malta’s representatives play a better role in the Eu fora.”

upon signing a cooperation agreement, discussions began to look into what 
they had in mind for the setting up of a Business Bureau, as Mr Darmanin 
felt that the time was right and everyone was in favour. As a result, the Malta 
Business Bureau was founded in October 1996 as the European Affairs 
Office of the Chamber. This was the predecessor that lay the foundations of 
the merger of the two organisations that was concluded in 2009. The Malta 
Hotels and Restaurants Association later expressed its interest to join in 
becoming a parent organisation of the MBB in 2004. 

Mr Darmanin says that, in no way could the sectors have grown and 
developed as they have done over the years, had Malta not become part of 
the EU. “Just look at our tourism and financial services as an example. At the 
time that I was involved in these developments, I never imagined that the 
Malta Business Bureau would grow so much and through its competent staff 
would be so capable of diversifying and building upon the original plan to 
this extent. I wish to see it grow even further – that is what encourages me to 
this day.”

Anthony Cassar is in agreement, and considers the setting up of the MBB to 
have been, and continue to be, an interesting story that he is glad to have 
been involved in. “The collaboration between the Chamber of Commerce 
and the FOI had begun to bridge the gap created by conflicts at the time 
and also began to pave the way for the industry and Government to work 
together in the aim of joining the Eu,” says Mr Cassar. “This likeminded vision 
was the birth of the Malta Business Bureau which has come such a long way 
since. It is so gratifying to see just how the individuals involved in the MBB 
have so carefully nurtured the organisation to what it is today.”

following the revival of Malta’s 
application to join the Eu in 1998, 
Mr Cassar says the time had finally 
come for Malta to become part of 
the European union. “However, it 
was apparent that both industry 
and Government, together with its 
support entities, could have perhaps 
been better prepared for this huge 
development.” 

Mr Cassar asserts that, back then, they 
felt that entering the Eu single market 
would change the meaning of the word 
‘local’. “Now that we have become Eu 
members, we should be given a sense 
that we belong to a wider, international 
community and that there is a strong 
element of congruity. It should also 
mean that standards are consistent and 
maintained throughout. However, it is 
daunting to think or question whether 
this is in fact a reality today,” he states. 
“It saddens me to think that this is 

not the promising Eu we joined – it has failed to adapt to our times and 
requirements have changed. We are meant to have an open market that is 
free and fair but I fear it is not. It’s free, but unfair because there are countries 
just like Malta that remain inhibited at large. When we joined the Eu in 2004, 
the intention was to break barriers and come away from the dark ages. But I 
feel that the Eu is lacking in many respects.” 

Mr Cassar says he would like to see the EU rise up to the efficiency 
challenges businesses are facing at the ‘local’ level today, as this should not 
be a local problem anymore, and that the Eu should carry out structured 
audits for individual support bodies within the public sector the same way 
it carries them out for national banking systems. He adds that the Eu would 
also do well to have a barometer that analyses the competitive structure (as 
well as uncompetitiveness) of each individual country. 

“This is what is necessary if we are to move forward as one European union,” 
asserts Mr Cassar. “Europe itself is lacking a clear strategy of where it really 
wants to go and it is also lacking exemplary thinkers, true leaders and 
strategists. I feel this problem has become increasingly pronounced over the 
past ten years – we are experiencing a great leadership and accountability 
void. One cannot help but question – what is the future design of Europe and 
where do we stand? If we are to have a truly united States of Europe, then it 
must live up to what it truly stands for.”

“We are meant to have an open 
market that is free and fair but I 
fear it is not. It’s free, but unfair 
because there are countries just 
like Malta that remain inhibited 
at large.”      
Anthony Cassar


