FULL STEAM
AHEAD

Six years after its conception, Yachting Malta is today a well-established
entity that serves the local maritime industry and the sport. Peter
Valentino speaks to John Huber on yachting and whether Malta can

serve as a centre for maritime excellence.
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John, you were first appointed as chairman of Yachting Malta in 2017. What prepared you for
this, and how could you best describe your first years in office?

It was a commissioned report that | wrote that eventually led to Yachting Malta’s chairmanship. |
had the previous experience of setting up the yachting section at the Malta Chamber, so | was well-
versed with the subject at a professional and personal level.

From the onset, we delved deeply into what role Yachting Malta should have to serve better the
country, the sport and the yachting industry. This was done by meeting up with the clubs, industry
representatives and anyone who wanted to contribute. | relayed my findings to the government,

and the role evolved from being an entity to just trying to attract events but much more than that.
Moreover, we developed an excellent relationship with the regulator, Transport Malta, and continue
to dialogue on an ongoing basis on ideas mainly focusing on the promotional side. We, therefore,
widened our objective and assistance. So, to come back to your question, it has been a very intensive
but rewarding three years. Solid groundwork has been laid, and we are now starting to see results.

The maritime sector is exceptionally vast. It’s intricate and highly competitive. What help has
Yachting Malta been to the maritime industry?

In my first interview, | stated that | wished to see the maritime industry as one of the pillars of
the Maltese economy; | still think so and hope so. We have five active yards within the Grand



p.10

Harbour and another at Manoel Island; our reputation must be intact -
competitively priced, delivery times adhered to and a satisfied customer.
As a country, we have had terrific success with our flagging and fiscal
incentives. Still, we must continue to strive harder to make Malta a
primary superyacht industry hub for repairs and maintenance. Most yards
have gone through and continue to innovate with significant capital
expenditure with the assistance of Malta Enterprise, which bodes well
for the future. We have also seen some academies open, most notably
Maritime MT, with state-of-the-art facilities. This continues to enhance
our stance as a centre of excellence.

How did COVID-19 affect the maritime industry?

As happened to all other industries in Malta and throughout the world,
Vivid-19 hit hard, and the yachting industry was no exception. Our ports
were closed for quite some time, and this hit the industry very hard.

On a positive note, Transport Malta, Yachting Malta and the Yachting
Section at the Malta Chamber of Commerce, Enterprise and Industry got
together. They saw the best possible and safest measures to alleviate the
burdens of the industry and, in the light of circumstances, had a measure
of success. These are the results we like to see that when heads put
themselves around a table and work cohesively for the country’s benefit,
positive results ensue.

In as far as Yachting Malta is concerned, most of our events had to

be postponed. Some events were still held with restrictions. The

Rolex Middle Sea Race and the Yachting Malta Coastal Race for the
participants of the RMSR were still held; again, a significant feat
considering all the constraints. A sized-down version of Euromed was
also held, and for the first time, Birzebbugia Sailing Club organised its
first international regatta with participants from a few corridor countries.

Yachting Malta carried on full steam ahead, and even though we knew
that two significant events, namely the Race Week and the Boat Show,
were unlikely to be held, we still managed to do a lot of groundwork
which serves us well when the timing would be right.

| truly believe that Sport through Sponsorship works, and vice versa.
Yachting Malta has helped several events through sponsorship, but
do you hand out the funds, or do you also give the clubs targets?

As stated earlier, | sat down with all club committees and discussed how
Yachting Malta could assist. We did infrastructural works at Birzebbugia
Sailing Club and sponsored their first international regatta; we helped
with Euromed. We bought several dinghies for the clubs and the Sailing
Federation.

We continue to assist the Royal Malta Yacht Club in making the Rolex
Middle Sea Race a better event. So, sponsorship and assistance are
demand-driven by the difficulties of the clubs. We are also in constant
dialogue with powerboats and Voomquest to see how we can make the
sport more audience-friendly and attractive.
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Our mission is to have more events. However, to do so, we also want to
instil the love of yachting and maritime sports in the young generation
and | am pleased to say that we witnessed an increase in youth

participation of more than 30%.

All our clubs are active, but surely you’d like to see more. Can | have
your comments in this regard, please?

When we talk of clubs in Malta, one must appreciate the structure of

the clubs. As in any other sporting club, finances are a significant issue,
but one must recognise that volunteers run all clubs, with the common
denominator being their passion for the sport. At a committee level, |
also note the most laudable participation by the parents of the children
participating in the sport. Given these parameters, | am thrilled with
what the clubs are managing to do, and Yachting Malta shall be there for
them. Yachting Malta is not competing with the clubs but serves more
as an enabler to their activities, especially if they have an international
dimension.

Powerboats form a large part of the industry, and besides, these are
raced both by adults and children. How sensitive is Yachting Malta to
this?

As stated before, we are working very closely with Chaudron Power
Boats to assist with events and make the sport gains a broader
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audience, especially in the media. Not only is
Voomquest is an internationally recognised
class under the international powerboat
association, the UIM, but we also must
remember that the boats are manufactured
in Malta. So, Yachting Malta’s interest in
powerboats is two-faceted; the sport and the
local manufacturing industry.

Together with the Ciantar family, we are also
considering the smaller powerboats called the
Cyber 370 class, which are 13 feet and fully
certified as very safe boats. These young racers
are equipped with a maximum of 25hp engines.
We are optimistic about the outcome, and
based on its success, we will start working on
an international academy in Malta for this type
of boats. We are in a fortunate position to work
with Aaron Ciantar, a world champion in his
own right, and his expertise and knowledge of
the sport are second to none.

How well is Yachting Malta known on the
international scene, and what plans do you
have to ensure increased visibility?

We are making our voice heard as much as
we can, and | am pleased to state that we are
making in-roads. We are bidding for some
significant events, which is a first for Yachting
Malta.

Even though you lose some, you are there
making presentations to race organisers,
and other federations helps in you being
acknowledged. We are now seeing these
institutions asking to bid for events, so our
efforts are being noted.

We are also in discussions with the
Sailing Federation to have more Maltese
representation in international fora, which
continues to put Malta more on the radar.

Malta can only attract divers if our seabed
and the quality of our water is pristine.
Has this found a place on Yachting Malta’s
sizeable agenda?

The sea around us is an integral part of our
DNA, so we must take care of it. Malta is a

maritime nation, and our history is entwined
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with the sea and our harbours. Last year,
Yachting Malta, together with 11th Hour Racing,
issued its Sustainability Guidelines to ensure
that all events that we are involved in are

safeguarding our environment.

We have three sustainability ambassadors,
RMSR winner Maya Podesta, swimmer Neil
Agius and Olympian Mario Aquilina, to promote
our cause. We are also trying to eliminate
single-use plastic within the clubs and have
installed RO plants and donated refillable water
bottles.

Can you reveal any plans or topics that
Yachting Malta will be tackling in the coming
months?

Apart from Race Week and the Boat Show,
subject to the health authority approval, we are
also working with the Royal Malta Yacht Club
on a long-distance race involving three Italian
cities, a Euro Masters Laser event in Malta and
a major yachting forum in Malta in 2022. We are
also working hard on a significant project but
premature to reveal any details at this stage.

On behalf of Skipper magazine, | thank you
profusely for the time you afforded and for
your interesting comments. Malta’s strength

in the industry and sport tends to get side-
lined at times, and yours is a reminder and

an inspiration. Id like to invite you to end this
interview with a point that’s close to Yachting
Malta’s agenda. | would also like to thank you;
the media is an integral part of our efforts,

and therefore your valuable work is very much
appreciated. Yachting Malta’s main agenda is
that Malta would be a centre of excellence in
all that is related to our maritime; be it events,
industry and tourism. | also personally dream of
having Malta’s first Olympic medal in sailing. ©



