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1. Introduction 

The Gozo Business Chamber welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the 

European Commission’s Call for Evidence on the Right to Stay Strategy: Your 

Region, Your Future. The Chamber considers this initiative timely and relevant, 

particularly for island regions such as Gozo, where the ability to remain, work, 

invest, raise a family and build a future is shaped by a combination of accessibility, 

economic opportunity, education, skills, public services, digital connectivity, 

housing and quality of life. 

The European Commission’s Call for Evidence recognises that freedom of 

movement and the freedom to stay in the community of one’s choice should be 

developed together. It also highlights the need to mobilise reforms and 

investments to support dynamic local economies, quality jobs, public services, 

education and skills, appropriate infrastructure, digital connectivity, healthcare, 

childcare, schools and housing.  

From the perspective of Gozo, the Right to Stay must not be understood only as 

the physical possibility of remaining on the island.  It must mean the practical 

ability to access meaningful opportunities from within the island.  This includes the 

possibility for young people, professionals, entrepreneurs and families to build 

careers, establish businesses, participate in innovation and contribute to the 

island’s development without being structurally compelled to relocate. 

This submission builds on two recent documents prepared by the Gozo Business 

Chamber: A Strategic Framework for Gozo’s Economic Resilience and Future 

Development: The Gozo Business Chamber’s Proposals for the 2026 Election, 

and the Chamber’s Response to the Call for Evidence – An EU Strategy for 

Islands.  Both documents are directly relevant to the Right to Stay discussion, since 

they address Gozo’s structural constraints, economic diversification needs, 

connectivity challenges, youth retention, innovation potential and governance 

requirements. 
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2. The Right to Stay in an Island Region Context  

The Chamber strongly supports the principle that mobility should remain a choice 

rather than a necessity.  However, the Right to Stay must be applied in a place-

based manner, recognising that regions have different development starting 

points, structural realities and policy needs. 

The Commission’s Call for Evidence explicitly recognises that rural and remote 

regions, including islands, are particularly exposed to risks of economic decline and 

population loss.  It also highlights that such regions may face challenges linked to 

limited employment opportunities, access to services, demographic ageing, youth 

outmigration and a diminishing workforce.  

For Gozo, these concerns are highly relevant, but they must be interpreted carefully. 

Gozo should not be approached as a backward region. It is an active, resilient and 

economically contributing island region. Its challenge is not one of generalised 

decline, but one of structural adjustment. The key issue is that Gozo’s economy 

remains too narrowly concentrated in sectors that are lower value-added, labour-

intensive, land-intensive or heavily dependent on physical connectivity, while 

certain higher value-added, export-oriented and knowledge-intensive sectors 

remain limited or underdeveloped. 

This distinction is important.  The Right to Stay Strategy should not treat all regions 

facing disparities as if they require the same type of intervention. In Gozo’s case, 

the objective should be to correct the structural absence or limited presence of 

certain value-added sectors, thereby enabling the island to contribute more 

strongly to Malta’s national economy and to the EU’s wider competitiveness 

agenda. 

 

3. Gozo’s Socio-Economic Position: Structural Disparities, Not 

Backwardness 

In its document A Strategic Framework for Gozo’s Economic Resilience and 

Future Development, the Chamber explains that Gozo’s socio-economic profile 

reflects the realities of a small island region operating within a centralised national 
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economic and political system. While the island contributes meaningfully to 

Malta’s economic and social fabric, official statistics still indicate persistent 

structural disparities which constrain Gozo’s development potential.  

The same document notes that, in 2024, Gozo and Comino accounted for 

approximately 4.3 per cent of national GDP, despite representing around 7 per 

cent of Malta’s population. More significantly, GDP per capita for Gozo and 

Comino was estimated at 59.8 per cent of the national average, highlighting a 

persistent productivity and income gap between the island region and the 

mainland. The Chamber’s analysis stresses that this differential is not merely 

cyclical, but structural in nature, reflecting Gozo’s sectoral composition.  

The labour market also illustrates this dual reality of resilience and vulnerability. In 

2024, 19,554 Gozo and Comino residents were employed full-time, representing an 

increase of 5.9 per cent over the previous year. However, employment remains 

heavily concentrated in service-based sectors, while 4,935 registered residents of 

Gozo and Comino were employed full-time in the Malta region, underlining 

Gozo’s functional integration within the national labour market and its continued 

dependence on inter-island connectivity.  

Business demography further confirms this structural position. In 2022, 

microenterprises constituted 96.5 per cent of active businesses in Gozo and 

Comino. This demonstrates a strong small-business base, but also a limited 

presence of higher-value, export-oriented or knowledge-intensive activities. The 

Chamber’s strategic framework therefore argues for targeted policies aimed at 

economic diversification, business scaling and the attraction of new sectors that 

are less constrained by physical insularity and more reliant on digital and human 

capital.  

The Chamber therefore submits that Gozo should not be framed as a backward 

region. Rather, it should be recognised as a distinct island economy with structural 

disparities linked to sectoral composition, connectivity constraints and the limited 

presence of certain value-added sectors. 
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4. Economic Diversification as a Core Right to Stay Measure  

For Gozo, the Right to Stay must be directly linked to economic diversification.  It is 

not sufficient to generate more activity within existing sectors. The island requires 

a different type of economic activity: activity that is higher value-added, less 

dependent on land consumption, more attractive to younger workers, more 

export-oriented and better aligned with Malta’s long-term strategic direction. 

The Chamber’s strategic framework notes that Gozo remains structurally narrow, 

with dependence on tourism, public-sector employment, construction-related 

activity and a microenterprise-based private sector.  At the same time, sectors such 

as information and communication, professional services, financial services, digital 

services and other knowledge-based activities remain limited in their contribution 

to the regional economy.  

This is precisely where the Right to Stay Strategy can add value. For island regions 

such as Gozo, the Strategy should support not only demographic retention, but 

also economic restructuring. The goal should be to ensure that residents, 

particularly young people, are not required to leave the island in order to access 

quality employment, innovation-driven careers, entrepreneurial opportunities or 

higher value-added sectors. 

In this respect, the Chamber proposes that Gozo should be formally recognised as 

an Island Hub for Innovation, Investment and Startups. This should not be 

understood as a compensatory measure, but as a strategic economic policy. Gozo’s 

small scale, island identity, community proximity, quality-of-life proposition and 

improving digital infrastructure can become strengths if deliberately used to 

attract specific forms of investment and enterprise activity.  

The Chamber’s proposed economic diversification framework includes the 

transformation of the Gozo Innovation Hub into the anchor of Gozo’s enterprise and 

start-up ecosystem, the development of a structured start-up ecosystem, a 

stronger education and entrepreneurship pipeline, the attraction of external start-

ups and talent, stronger support for internationalisation, and transport-cost equity 

for existing businesses.  
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5. Youth, Entrepreneurship and the Right to Thrive 

The Chamber’s Response to the Call for Evidence – An EU Strategy for Islands 

already placed youth and the Right to Stay at the centre of the islands debate.  It 

argued that youth outmigration is one of the most pressing challenges for island 

regions, while also noting that in Gozo population growth has not primarily 

resulted from natural population increase, but largely from the presence of non-

locals servicing Gozo’s main economic sectors.  

The Chamber’s EU Islands Strategy response further states that young people 

often leave Gozo not because of a lack of attachment to the island, but because of 

limited opportunities in higher value-added sectors. The concept of the Right to 

Stay must therefore be understood as the right to access opportunity, build a 

career and succeed within the island.  

In this context, the Chamber considers that the Right to Stay should evolve into 

a Right to Thrive.  Remaining in Gozo should not mean accepting a narrower range 

of opportunities. It should mean being able to access quality employment, 

entrepreneurship, innovation, education and personal development within the 

island region. 

Initiatives such as Youth4Entrepreneurship Gozo demonstrate that this potential 

already exists. However, without a structured ecosystem, such opportunities 

remain constrained. The Chamber’s EU Islands Strategy response specifically 

noted that Youth4Entrepreneurship shows the presence of innovation potential 

within island communities, but also stressed that innovation alone is insufficient 

without an ecosystem capable of supporting finance, mentoring, market access, 

institutional support, regulatory conditions and links to knowledge creation.  

For the Right to Stay Strategy, this means that youth entrepreneurship initiatives 

should not remain isolated competitions or one-off events. They should be 

integrated into structured pre-incubation, incubation and start-up pathways, 

supported by mentoring, technical guidance, access to finance, market exposure 

and links to national and European innovation networks. 

 



 
Response to the Call for Evidence – Right to Stay Strategy:  
Your Region, Your Future 
 
 
 

Page | 7 
  

6. Accessibility and Connectivity as Preconditions for the Right to Stay 

In Gozo, accessibility is not simply a transport issue. It is an economic, social and 

territorial condition that affects business continuity, labour mobility, freight 

reliability, tourism flows, access to services, emergency preparedness and 

quality of life. 

The Chamber’s strategic framework states that Gozo’s accessibility challenge 

should not be treated only as a question of ferry frequency or short-term service 

improvements. It is a structural issue affecting economic resilience, business 

continuity, labour mobility, tourism flows, freight reliability, emergency 

preparedness and quality of life. Gozo depends on a limited number of access 

points, with Mġarr Harbour functioning as the island’s primary maritime gateway 

and principal logistics node.  

The Chamber’s EU Islands Strategy response also identifies connectivity as a 

fundamental concern, noting that Gozo’s challenges are particularly pronounced 

due to its full reliance on maritime connectivity at this stage. It further highlights 

that insularity creates additional costs affecting transport, and service provision, 

placing island businesses at a disadvantage within the Single Market.  

The Right to Stay Strategy should therefore treat connectivity as a core 

condition for territorial fairness. Reliable physical and digital connectivity 

determines whether businesses can operate competitively, whether workers can 

commute efficiently, whether entrepreneurs can access clients and markets, 

whether students can access training, and whether residents can access essential 

services. 

For Gozo, this requires an integrated accessibility approach, including investment 

in maritime infrastructure, port capacity, logistics, alternative access points, digital 

connectivity and long-term resilience planning. 
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7. Accessibility and Connectivity as Preconditions for the Right to Stay 

The Right to Stay Strategy should also address governance. The Chamber believes 

that place-based policy cannot be effective unless regions have the capacity to 

identify their own needs and shape policy responses accordingly. 

In its strategic framework, the Chamber argues that Gozo should be approached 

as an autonomous island region which, if placed in the right conditions, can serve 

as a significant economic contributor to the country. Autonomy, in this context, 

does not mean isolation or inward-looking policy. It means establishing a clear 

and effective governance framework through which Gozo can identify and 

prioritise its own needs within the national context.  

This governance dimension is directly relevant to the Right to Stay Strategy. The 

European Commission’s Call for Evidence emphasises that comprehensive data 

and evidence are essential, that policy coherence is fundamental, and that 

integrated approaches and place-based policies are necessary because regional 

and local governments have extensive knowledge of the strengths and 

weaknesses of their territory.  To this end territorial proofing should form an 

integral part of these considerations leading to an an insularity clause at least  

in key policy areas such as transport, energy, environment, State aid and 

cohesion. 

 

8. Policy Coherence with the EU Strategy for Islands 

The Chamber considers that the Right to Stay Strategy should be closely aligned 

with the forthcoming EU Strategy for Islands. The two initiatives should not 

develop in parallel without coordination.  For islands, the Right to Stay is 

inseparable from the wider structural issues already identified in the EU islands 

debate: insularity, connectivity, market size, limited diversification, demographic 

pressures, access to education and training, green transition challenges, and the 

structural costs of distance. 

In its EU Islands Strategy response, the Chamber argued that Gozo encapsulates 

many of the structural characteristics identified at EU level, including insularity, 
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connectivity issues and economic concentration. At the same time, it also 

demonstrates the potential of island territories to act as drivers of innovation when 

supported by targeted and coherent policy frameworks.  

The same response stressed that the EU Islands Strategy should move from 

recognition to implementation, through a coherent and integrated response that 

goes beyond fragmented and insufficient sectoral policies. It argued that 

strengthening connectivity, addressing the structural cost of insularity, enhancing 

policy coherence and supporting innovation ecosystems can deliver tangible 

improvements for island regions.  

The Right to Stay Strategy should therefore reinforce, not duplicate, the EU Islands 

Strategy.   It should provide a people-centred and community-focused lens 

through which island-specific measures are designed, implemented and 

monitored. 

 

9. Recommendations 

The Gozo Business Chamber recommends that the European Commission’s Right 

to Stay Strategy should include the following actions: 

1. Recognise that island regions such as Gozo may require developmental 

adjustment rather than remedial classification.  

2. Support the establishment of higher value-added, knowledge-intensive and 

digitally enabled sectors in island regions.  

3. Encourage the development of structured start-up, scale-up and innovation 

ecosystems outside main metropolitan centres.  

4. Support youth entrepreneurship pathways that move from awareness and 

competition formats towards pre-incubation, incubation and business 

development.  

5. Treat physical and digital connectivity as essential preconditions for the 

Right to Stay.  
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6. Strengthen locally delivered education, training, upskilling, reskilling, 

mentoring and business support services.  

7. Support microenterprises in island regions to scale, internationalise and 

access external markets.  

8. Provide targeted incentives for firms that establish meaningful and 

sustained operations in island regions.  

9. Support measures to attract skilled workers, founders, digital nomads and 

specialist firms to island regions, while ensuring complementarity with local 

talent development.  

10. Introduce stronger regional data, island-specific monitoring indicators and 

territorial proofing mechanisms.  

11. Assess the adequacy of EU funding rules in relation to the additional costs 

faced by island residents and businesses when accessing opportunities on 

the mainland.  

12. Consider more flexible State aid and EU funding frameworks that recognise 

the structural costs of insularity.  

13. Ensure coherence between the Right to Stay Strategy, the EU Strategy for 

Islands, cohesion policy, competitiveness policy, skills policy, digital policy, 

transport policy and State aid rules.  

14. Promote governance models that allow island-specific priorities to be 

identified and actioned upon.  

 

10. Conclusion 

The Gozo Business Chamber welcomes the European Commission’s initiative to 

develop a Right to Stay Strategy.  For Gozo, this Strategy should not be understood 

only as a response to depopulation or regional decline. It should be understood as 

an opportunity to ensure that island residents can access meaningful economic, 
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educational, professional and entrepreneurial opportunities in the place they call 

home. 

Gozo is not a backward region. It is a resilient island economy with structural 

disparities arising from its sectoral composition, connectivity constraints and 

limited presence of certain value-added sectors. The policy challenge is therefore 

not simply to compensate Gozo for its disadvantages, but to support its 

transformation into a more diversified, innovation-oriented and resilient island 

economy. 

The Right to Stay Strategy should help ensure that remaining in Gozo does not 

mean accepting a narrower range of opportunities. It should enable the island to 

become a place where young people can build careers, businesses can scale, 

innovation can take root, and communities can thrive. 

The Chamber therefore urges the European Commission to ensure that the Right 

to Stay Strategy reflects the realities of island regions such as Gozo and is closely 

coordinated with the EU Strategy for Islands.  With the right policy framework, 

Gozo can move from structural constraint to strategic opportunity - becoming not 

only a place where people can stay, but a place where they can thrive.  
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