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Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
Allow me first of all, on behalf of the entire team from the Hague Conference on Private 
International Law, to express our immense pleasure at seeing you and, for several of you, 
seeing you again, around this table. 
 
Welcome to our Third Malta Judicial Conference on cross-frontier family law issues, which 
can be seen as a continuation of the first two meetings. Those were held five and three 
years ago, in March 2004 and March 2006 respectively, at the same location, on this island 
at the centre of the Mediterranean, which is a genuine melting-pot of cultures and has 
enabled us to establish a firm foundation for what is now known as the “Malta Process”: a 
unique dialogue between judges from different legal systems, with a view to finding shared 
solutions for practical human problems of the highest order. 
 
Whereas in 2004 we met here with judges and authorities from 14 States, as well as 
representatives of the European Union and non-governmental international organisations, 
and 19 States were represented in 2006, on this occasion almost 30 States have accepted 
the Maltese Government’s invitation. 
 
I wish to offer sincere thanks to the Government of Malta for agreeing for the third time to 
host this Judicial Conference, and for surrounding it with major social events that are 
essential to establishing and renewing contacts and friendship among us. 
 
A few months ago saw the passing of Professor Samuel Huntington, the author of the 
“Clash of Civilizations”. The American historian had the merit of highlighting the 
importance of culture in understanding the march of political history. But there is no 
denying that the reality in which we live is complex, further, that it is evolving rapidly and 
cannot be summarised in a few words: the phrase “Clash of Civilizations” could imply a 
brutal encounter of cultures that until now had developed in separate ways, in isolation, 
without a shared history. 
 
This country where we are gathered proves the opposite: its language is Semitic, owing to 
an Arab presence lasting over 200 years, its main architecture is the work of the Knights of 
St. John, who stayed for more than 260 years, and its legal system is greatly influenced by 
over 160 years of British rule. 
 
In more general terms, let us not forget that Western culture to a large extent owes its 
continuity to Arab philosophy, which passed on the philosophy and science of ancient 
Greece to the West. It was thanks to Judge Averroes, Ibn Rushd, for instance, that the 
works of Aristotle survived the Middle Ages. 
 
But the interaction among cultures is not merely a thing of the past – quite the opposite: 
nowadays personal, family and business relationships develop beyond geographical 
borders and cultural limits, and on a scale greatly exceeding our imagination. 
Globalisation, in the sense of growing interdependence among our societies, has gathered 
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a momentum and strength that are difficult to keep up with. If we consider the single field 
of private international law, we clearly see that what, not so long ago, was a discipline 
confined to the resolution of certain specialised problems has become an essential tool to 
address difficulties that are common to millions of people, and in particular the very many 
couples and families whose members hail from different cultures. 
 
The mandate of the Hague Conference is to strive for gradual unification of the rules of 
private international law on a universal scale. Rather than seeking to unify the various 
States’ internal legal systems, the objective is to allow co-ordination, communication and 
co-operation among them, all the while respecting their diversity. The Hague Conference 
has been deeply involved in, among other things, building bridges between the common-
law and civil-law systems, without calling into question the deep differences that remain, 
for instance, between the conceptions of civil procedure or law of succession contained 
therein. 
 
Likewise the Conference has recognised, and for several decades now, that in legal 
systems steeped in religion several systems of law may co-exist while applying to different 
classes of persons. The Hague Conventions on the recognition of divorce, which dates back 
to 1968, on the validity of marriage, on matrimonial property regimes and on the 
protection of children and vulnerable adults take into account the reality of many countries 
whose laws apply on a personal basis, as a function of religion. The very important 1996 
Convention on the International Protection of Children, already in force in Morocco and 
Australia and signed by a great number of countries represented here, even contains 
special provisions for kafala or placement with a foster family, which is recognised in 
several Arab countries for followers of the Muslim faith. 
 
Over the years, in the performance of its mandate, the Hague Conference has played an 
ever increasing role in the follow-up to its Conventions. For it does not suffice to claim that 
a Convention is useful; this has to be demonstrated in practice. Accordingly, and for over 
30 years now, the Conference has convened regular meetings to review the Conventions’ 
practical operation. The administrative authorities designated by States pursuant to the 
Conventions on judicial and administrative co-operation meet in The Hague periodically to 
discuss issues of implementation. This in turn gives rise to a whole series of activities: 
creation of databases, in particular to disseminate the case law of various countries, 
practical handbooks for implementation, guides to good practice, etc. 
 
A new step was taken in 1998 when we organised, for the first time, with financial support 
from the European Community, a meeting of judges to review the implementation of the 
Convention on the international abduction of children. That meeting’s success motivated us 
to organise others, and to establish a means of worldwide communication among judges 
that is The Judges’ Newsletter - which this year is celebrating its tenth anniversary. 
 
The Malta Process is a logical offshoot of these judges’ meetings. These conferences allow 
an exchange of views between professionals, better understanding among the 
representatives of various legal and judicial systems and, accordingly, the search for 
possibilities for improved co-ordination among those systems, as well as better 
communication and co-operation, and all in the best interests of our citizens. It is a noble 
part of the judge’s calling to apply not only knowledge of the law, but also wisdom to the 
resolution of emotionally charged disputes among members of a family, which disputes are 
often made all the more problematic when several legal systems are involved. But 
regardless of differences among these systems, there is general agreement that vulnerable 
people – and children foremost among them – need to be protected by the law and judges. 
 
The “Malta Process” is now a well-established concept. It is even beginning to serve as an 
example: we are currently exploring the possibility of a judicial conference for the Arab 
countries of the Gulf and Yemen, which might be held before the end of the year, if 
possible at Muscat, in Oman. 
 
Our world has an urgent need for humane and effective judicial co-operation to resolve the 
complex legal issues that arise with respect to cross-frontier family relationships. We hope 
that this Third Malta Conference will further advance our deliberations as a continuation of 
the results achieved during the first two meetings, and that it will lead to conclusions that 
are beneficial to our citizens and, especially, to the world’s children. 
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