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Digital identity and the path to a just digital transition for citizens
Malta Budget 2023 proposal Association for Consumer Rights

The Association for Consumer Rights (ACR) notes with concern a changing labour market with more and more sectors of the economy complaining of the lack of a skilled and qualified labour force. It also notes a decline in qualifications and lack of specific know-how and expertise. ACR urges Government and relevant Authorities to give priority to issues concerning the upgrading of Malta’s labour force including from EU sources 
Malta needs to ensure a strong policy on digital inclusion where no one is left behind. Disparities between different are growing and vulnerable groups are still unprotected, especially the older population, which is the most exposed.

The existing digital divide in Malta calls for digital literacy programmes to be implemented in a coordinated manner and calls for lifelong digital learning, including open-source solutions as free alternatives to commercial ones. 

ACR recommends to Government and Education Authorities to develop further a strong digital education system for Malta in line with EU polices that can prepare the workforce for technological challenges and help them acquire high quality jobs, in line with  the European Social Partners Framework Agreement on Digitalisation.
ACR highlights the importance of engaging employees in the digital transition which is vital so they can understand the future risks and opportunities at the same time. Changing workplace environments require knowledge to be transferred and new skills to be acquired, but also improved working conditions for people working through digital labour platforms.

Technological progress and the evolution of digital technologies, biotechnologies and electronic communications systems have created important opportunities to consolidate economically prosperous, more inclusive and just societies and at the same time, a number of dangerous threats to humanity have developed.

The COVID-19 pandemic has speeded up the digital transformation of societies and forced citizens to embrace new technologies for work, study and other daily activities. It has provided opportunities for businesses and citizens to upgrade digitally and progress.

In order to maintain the security of humankind and the social fabric necessary for every individual to live a fulfilling life on this planet, we must ensure that the new tools of governance that are imposed with the digital and industrial revolution do not make the daily lives of individuals conditional on compulsory incorporation in digital technological systems controlled in an undemocratic way.

ACR calls for clear anti-discrimination provisions in all future legislative proposals on digital identity at National level. The lack of protection of vulnerable groups needs to be addressed  to ensure an EU that embraces digital inclusion where no one is left behind. Special attention should be paid to the older generation.

Technological developments affect many citizens' rights and freedoms. Digital identity, digital means of payment and incorporation into virtual reality platforms should remain tools that only complement the physical existence. Any initiative to integrate citizens in the European digital identity system should be based on impact studies and comprehensive sociological surveys. The final decision should only be made with the citizen's informed and freely expressed consent. 

In order to move democratically towards a fair digital society, ACR Calls on Government to carry out impact assessments on:

· The enormous and 24/7 need for energy to maintain the technological infrastructure to support uninterrupted and secure access to a digital system aimed at transferring the critical and strategic functionalities of human society;

· The impact of digitisation and automation of human interaction on quality of life and working conditions, especially in terms of human relations, increasing the prevalence of loneliness, mental health issues, declining cognitive and emotional intelligence and increased risk of social alienation;

· The political, economic and social measures needed to adapt society to the dramatic quantitative changes in the labour market;

· Cyber security, in the context of which the diversity and complexity of hackers' activities has increased and regarding the conditions of the accelerated development of the Internet of Things, which make access protocols vulnerable and permeable.

Artificial Intelligence (AI): AI Technologies must be implemented in a socially sustainable way, taking into consideration human rights, European values, gender equality, cultural diversity, the interests of disadvantaged groups and intellectual property rights

In key areas control of humans over robots must be guaranteed within a very specific framework that ensures this, and that human intervention will always be possible to repair the errors of any automated decision-making system.

ACR advocates for a strong digital education system for Malta that can prepare the workforce for technological challenges and help them acquire high quality jobs is a key foundation to progress. Digital literacy programmes must be implemented, together with lifelong digital learning programmes, vocabulary tutorials and practical training.

ACR strongly recommends that STEM solid competences in science, technology, engineering and mathematics should be further improved while encouraging more students to take up STEM subjects which are vital for the development of the workforce and consequently for a stronger economy for Malta 

Furthermore, ACR urges Government to ensure that organised civil society be thoroughly involved in the implementation process.
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