
Led by a gentlen1an 
'Disability' has 
always been close 
to home. 

was aged 14 or possibly 
younger when I started culti­
vating this passion. It all 
began when Fr Paul Chetcuti, 
a Jesuit priest, would organize 

school visits to Dar tal-Provi­
denza for the mischievous boys 
who conceivably needed a real­
ity check that the world is bigger 
than the tomfoolery they were 
constantly involved in. 

And so it goes, a group of us 
started going there regularly 
and we loved it. 

Initially we were merely in­
volved in helping out with the 
maintenance, stacking food­
stuffs in the store, peeling pota­
toes and carrying out other 
miscellaneous kitchen duties. 
At a later stage we started sup­
porting the residents of this 
home as well. I must admit that 
it was a sector that captured me 
straight away and changed me 
inside-out. In fact, I soon started 
visiting every weekend, hooked 
on this 'cause'. I would catch a 
bus to Siggiewi and walk or 
hitchhike from the Piazza to Dar 
tal-Providenza where I met peo­
ple, who lived there, who be­
came close friends and who 
thought me a lesson or two. I 
also harl the opporhmity to meet 
and work with some radiant 
members of staff ( others less 
brilliant) and I had the privilege 
to cross paths with Mons Mikiel 
Azzopardi who had an incredi­
ble vision for this t-E'<'tor 

My experience didn't end 
there. 

I spent two more summers 
participating in what was called 
a couuuuully stu<lents scheme. I 
grew up to love the sector but 
soon realised that it wasn't all 
fine anrl rlanrly This agenrla 
was packed to the brim with 
human tragedies of persons 
with a disability who are victims 
of social injustice, exclusion, 
hardly integrated and depend­
ent on charity and handouts. 

I realised early on in my teens 
that disability is a big issue and 
it isn't just about providing serv­
ices and collecting money but 
about social justice, creating a 
space and a level playing field 
where people can dream, fanta­
sise and aspire. Furthermore, 
until some time ago we still had 
persons with a disability locked 
up in underground cellars, insti­
tutionalised, parents struggling 
to make ends meet and on the 
brink of poverty, siblings with 
hardly any support and persons 
with disability completely iso­
lated. We are still not out of the 

woods bul Lhere is light at the 
end of the tunnel. 

At the back of my mind, I al­
ways wanted to make this cause 
a central part of my life. 

In fact, as soon a6 I achieved 
my University degree I remem­
ber driving up to Dar il-Knptan 
(Foundation for Respite Care 
Services) which provided respite 
services for families having 
m1:1mb,m; with a disability. I got 
myself a job with this NGO and 
was involved in every task 
unrler the sun when working 
there. I was involved with fami­
lies in my social work capacily, l 
went on the media to promote 
the organisation, I did care 
work, dii;hw;u;hing, drove the 
van, worked with siblings, de­
signed programmes and man­
aged a care-team. Later on, I also 
coordinated a social work team, 
supported a boy with Down's 
syndrome and a young man 
with autism and helped set up 
agency Sapport. 

But even though I remained in­
volved in the sector for all these 
years, I started realising that this 
sector needed to step up a gear. 
Something was seriously lack­
ing. 

'Disability', even though with 
a great deal of contribution by 
stalwarts in the sector, like 
Mons. Mikiel Azzopardi, Dr 
Lawrence Gonzi and a few oth­
ers, somehow still lacked the 
spark. What worried me most 
was the dearth of leadership 
with 'no face' that represented 

the transformation that needed 
lo be ma<le. Not that this sector 
was abandoned by the different 
governments, because it wasn't 
the case. In fact every 'adminis­
tration' provided for thi11 Sf'Clor; 
be it resources, ideas and a vi­
sion. Probably in terms of social 
policy, having a Parliamentary 
Secretary responsible for disabil­
ity rights was a major develop­
ment thal helped Lo <liavv all Lhe 
bits and pieces together. 

However, I must admit that I 
was starting to lose hope until 
some years ago, that the ' rli~ahil­
il y liel<l' coul<l have a leader 
who 6purns the sector forward, 
who is able to take disability 
from a 11rrvirrr, fr~·u~c·<l trn,<lf"l 
to a human rights model. But as 
it so happens, NGOs remain the 
nursery that breed and give rise 
to so many quality leaders. And 
this was the case once again. 

In fact, a young hip-hof, artist 
who hit the 'dance floor like the 
world owned him nothing, a 
break-dancer, streetwise and 
sharp-witted in the good sense 
of the word, with distinctive 
sparkling eyes took this sector 
by storm. 

He co-founded and was soon 
managing Breaking Limits, most 
likely the only NGO completely 
led by persons with disability 
till this day that had its roots in­
grained in street-based dance 
and which he gently steered into 
'disability'. 

Every time I met this young 
man, I was amazed how focused 

he was on the positives and I 
was hoping that the authorities 
would soon realise the potential 
bottled up in this person. Al­
though still young it was al­
ready clear he was committed to 
the 'cause'. 

Obviously I am referring to 
Oliver Scicluna (scene name, 
Jimbo Thinlegz). 

He is a person with a disabil­
ity, some impairments seen oth­
ers aren't, but his approach to 
life is amazing. His fresh look, 
exquisite personality and re­
silience are staggering. In a 
number of interviews he has 
given over these last couple of 
years, Oliver has transmitted re­
assurance and a feel-good factor 
and this outlook has really 
started to steer things forward. 

As I said earlier on, this sector 
was lacking in leadership. 

Not a leader with the pre­
sumption that he or she knows 
it all purely because one has an 
impairment, but someone who 
leads in an upbeat way. Oliver is 
not interested in making a name 
for himself, not concerned in 
being the token person with a 
disability - but wants to be in­
volved and engaged in the core 
issues, seeking to bring about 
social justice. Oliver was raised 
by a family that perceived dis­
ability as an opportunity, as a 
challenge. They let go, gave him 
space and like the great parents 
they are, they preferred to take 
in the worry than stop him from 
getting on with his life. He 
played ball, climbed walls, went 
Lo pa1Lie~, tlevelope<l 1elaliou­
ships and did all the things 
every teenager is entitled to. 
And all this showed in the way 
he grew up as a person and his 
interpretation of the World 
dlOUllU hllll. 

Oliver is an inspiration and a 
motivator. I've seen jaws drop 
when he talks. Simple language, 
~trnil,lht to th~ ,:ioint, no i;trina& 
attached, no hidden agenda just 
saying it as it is. 

He makes so many, me in­
dutl~tl, w.iul Lu l,~ p.:11l of lhCJ 
change and of the transforma­
tion that is required in this sec­
tor, an evolution in terms of 
standard of living for persons 
with a disability and a much 
needed revolution in the way 
people think about disability. 
Oliver is surely best placed to 
lead the way. 

But I believe that one experi­
ence that has marked his life is 
the passion that drove him in 
his 'Hip-Hop days'. The same 
way the Hip-Hop scene has its 
four manifestations; 'the oral, 
the aural, the physical and the 
visual', Oliver is making big 
changes in the way the disabil­
ity scene 'articulates' the issues, 
makes sure persons with dis­
ability 'listen' to what the com­
munity is saying, he is 
demanding tangible changes' 

in society and providing the 
'optics' so that disability is no 
longer seen as a deflated entry 
into the community but a life 
experience of great affluence. 

Oliver has managed to plug 
the amps and in the same way 
Hip-Hop started with a strug­
gle against racism, Oliver is 
leading the fight-back against 
'disabilism' we still experience 
in this day and age. Oliver is 
calling out with the same 'beat 
boxing' intensity he is used to 
during every single interview, 
initiative and enterprise he gets 
engaged in. For him disability 
is not as a liability but a posi­
tive facet in society. 

Most probably one of the 
biggest challenges in this sector 
was reconciling the different 
factions that have drifted away 
from each other, NGOs which 
were in constant collision, aca­
demics, policy makers and re­
searchers not feeling they 
belonged to the sector anymore, 
a knee-jerk way of designing 
policies and the list goes on and 
on. Lately, this young man was 
appointed in one of the most 
important roles in the disability 
sector, the Chairman of the Na­
tional Commission Persons 
with Disability, and the impact 
he has had on the sector is there 
for everyone to appreciate. 

This young man is turning 
around the way we have done 
'disability'. It's no longer about 
reparation and impairments, 
it's no longer about having a go 
at everyone who is not dis­
al.,le<l, il's uo longer about 
being obsessed on theories and 
coercing society into taking 
fault. Oliver is showing without 
any fanfare and trumpet blast 
that people with disability, if 
they have self-belief, carry their 
personality and character with 
pride and seek to improve their 
skill-sets - can have a good and 
happy lifo. 

Oliver's head is not in the 
~au<l. 

Ile has nevt:'t daimed Lhat we 
<lou'l have houtilc communities. 
In fact he continually criticises 
the lack of sensitivity and 
pleads and uses all the tools at 
his disposal to see to the neces­
sary changes. 

Oliver is high spirited, fiery 
and above all doesn't interpret 
disability as being the end-of­
the-line for those experiencing 
it but the beginning of the jour­
ney into completeness. 

Unquestionably, Oliver puts 
my mind at rest - we are being 
led by a gentleman! 

Dr Andrew Azzopardi 
Senior Lecturer, Department of 
Youth and Community Studies 

Faculty for Social Wellbeing, 
University of Malta & 

Broadcaster - Gnandi xi Ngriid 
www.andrewazzopardi.org 




