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Executive Summary  

 

Malta has been a Party to the United Nations (UN) Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) since 29 
December 2000. It is also a Party to other UN Conventions, a member of the Council of Europe and a 
Member State of the European Union, amongst others. As a Party to the CBD, Malta is required to 
contribute to the achievement of the Conventionõs three objectives at a national level. These three 
objectives which underpin the principles of sustainable devel opment are:  the conservation of 
biological diversity, the sustainable use of its components and the fair and equitable  sharing of the 
benefits arising out of the utilisation of genetic resources (Article 1 of CBD Convention text ). Malta 
has made several efforts, especially in the last decade, in order to protect the natural heritage that 
it is bestowed with . Such efforts also positively contribute to achieving the CBDõs objectives at a 
national le vel as further expounded of this report .  

 

Maltese people share their islands and surrounding marine environment with a remarkable variety of 
species and also depend on various ecosystem services for their day-to-day comfort and security. 
Such ecological services are driven by biodiversity and the functioning of healthy ecosystems. 
Indeed, the myriad of species of flora and fauna that inhabit the Maltese Islands interact with biotic 
(living) a nd abiotic (non -living) factors to form inexorably complex communities that play an 
important role in ecosystem functioning and in the associated ecological services that are 
indispensable for supporting t he Maltese community. Ecosystem functions  and associated services 
include carbon sequestration and production of oxygen during photosynthesis, regulation of soil 
erosion and hence maintenance of soil fertility and agriculture productivity, screening of certain 
pollutants, as well as the provision of food a nd other r aw materials. Habitats provide an important 
refuge for particular organisms , such as mammals, birds, reptiles and insects , including species that 
have a commercially important role as exemplified by bees , which are crucial for plant  pollination 
and honey production. The natural environment is also of scenic , scientific, educational and 
recreational value.  

 

Natural and semi-natural plant communities are also intrinsically important from a biodiversity 
aspect and contribute immensely to Maltaõs natural heritage.  Unfortunately , human activities can 
threaten this natural heritage  and undermine efforts to safeguard it . Protecting Maltaõs natural 
heritage is a very challenging task more so when considering the very high population density  (1,309 
persons per square kilometre - NSO Demographic Review 2008), the limited assimilative and carrying 
capacity,  and the small overall size of the islands , apart from  other environmental concerns that 
are associated with such insular systems. The land constrained characteristics combined with  the 
various conflicting land uses, poses considerable pressure on Maltaõs biodiversity and the ecosystem 
functioning and services upon which a number of secto rs and quality of life depend. Maltaõs State of 
the Environment Report (SOER) for 2005 stated that the òthree principal threats to Maltaõs 
biodiversity are development in rural and marine areas, introduct ion of invasive species and 
exploitation of wildlifeó. These pressures are also identified in the 2008 SOER. The 2005 and 2008 

reports and accompanying state of environment indicators (SOEI) for 2005, 2006,  2007 and 2008 

deliver  clear messages on the state of biodiversity  and its driv ers of change. A key message that is 
of concern is that  many rare and indigenous species are threatened and continue to decline.  

 

The dire need to protect and conserve nature , unfortunately , is not understood by all  members of 
society. In fact, environment al impacts may only become apparent when adverse effects are felt by 
various sectors of society, and  when impacts have socio-economic repercussions. When this happens 
remedial action can be financially taxing and consequences of certain impacts can even be 
irreversible. To this end, conservation action must be pro -active , while policy integration of 
biodiversity concerns across relevant sectors is also crucial .  

 

A number of sectoral measures are being implemented or are in the pipeline , with the  aim of 
harmonising various sectoral/cross -sectoral aspects with environmental protection. Such measures 
do positively impact, whether direct or directly, biodiversity in Malta. T he following statements, 
documented via the 2005 SOER and accompanying SOEIs for 2006, 2007 and 20082007, illustrate  this:  

 

http://www.cbd.int/
http://www.cbd.int/convention/convention.shtml
http://www.greenfacts.org/en/biodiversity/index.htm
http://www.nso.gov.mt/statdoc/document_file.aspx?id=2550
http://www.mepa.org.mt/soer2005-intro
http://www.mepa.org.mt/soer2005-intro
http://www.mepa.org.mt/ter
http://www.mepa.org.mt/soe2006-intro
http://www.mepa.org.mt/soe2007-intro
http://www.mepa.org.mt/SOER_Documents/TER%20Indicators%2008.pdf
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Á An enhanced legal framework has been put in place to ensure the protection of ecologically 
important sites in the Maltese Islands, including marine protected areas  (SOER 2005 ð Key 
message delivered by the Sub-report on Biodiversity ).  

Á Trees planted in afforestation projects increased by 14% between 2006 and 2007, with over 
33,200 trees planted in 2007  (SOEI 2007 ð Indicator PR4). 

Á A total of 54 schools, involving 24,500 students, participated in the EkoSkola environmental 
education programme during the 2006/07 scholastic year  (SOEI 2007 ð Indicator PR3) 

Á Progress has been achieved in setting-up waste management systems such as permitting, 
improved landfill management, and better enforcement. (SOER 2005 ð Key message delivered 
by the Sub-report on Waste). A key instrument in Maltaõs recycling policy is the use of bring-in 
sites by the public. By end 2007, 197 bring -in sites had been set up in various localities in 
Malta and Gozo, and the amount of material collected had risen by 24.6% between 2006 and 
2007, from 2,255 to 2,810 tonnes (SOEI 2007 ð Indicator WS3).  

Á There have been signifi cant decreases in the levels of sulphur dioxide and benzene in the air, 
due to switches to cleaner fuels. Annual average sulphur dioxide concentrations decreased by 
41% between 2005 and 2006 (SOEI 2007 ð Indicator A5).  

Á In 2006 33% of the Maltese landscape was legally protected1, almost three times more than in 
2000 (SOEI 2006 - Indicator LS1). 

Á By end 2008, 13% of the Maltese Islands formed part of the Natura 2000 network of protected 
sites for habitats and species of European Community interest  (SOEI 2008 ð Indicator B3).  

 

Areas for priority action have also been identified in the 2005 SOER and are mentioned hereunder.  

 

Á Focusing on environmental impacts that have a serious effect on human health, such as air 
pollut ion from particulates;  

Á Protecting renewable natu ral resources such as the water table ;  

Á Promoting eco-efficient economic growth by decoupling growth from material resource use 
and waste generation, and in particular addressing environmentally -damaging trends in the 
energy and transport sectors;  

Á Promoting formal as well as community -based environmental education;  

Á Drawing on public environmental concern to gain support for public and private initiatives, 
particularly to address countryside and coastal issu es;  

Á Improving the knowledge base to support the development of environmental policy, 
particularly in the areas of biodiversity, waste and environmental health, by building up a 
structured ambient monitoring information system for state of the environment reporting;  

Á Leveraging finance to fund environmental improvements across government and the private 
sector;  

Á Better coordination between government ministries and agencies to improve the coherence 
and effectiveness of policy, by means of early integration of  environmental considerations into 
all government policies and plans;  

Á Improving capacity for implementation and enforcement;  

Á Setting up a multi -actor process to develop a government -led environmental action plan to 
coordinate the activities of the principa l players and identify investment priorities and short 
and medium term objectives and targets in the environmental field.  

 

Although major milestones have been achieved such as in strengthening legislative frameworks, 
raising awareness, designating protecte d areas and in building  partnerships between entities, future  
efforts now need to be directed inter alia  to:  

 

Á resource mobilisation in order to address capacity needs of sectoral governmental 
departments, research institutions, and NGOs that all play a ro le in the protection of Maltaõs 
natural environment ;  

Á coordinated action that drives forth conservation and sustainable use of biological resources ; 
and 

                                                 
1 Designated as Areas of High Landscape Value (AHLV) under the provisions of the Development Planning Act  

http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=2132
http://www.mepa.org.mt/soe2007-policyresponses
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=2084
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1837
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=2091
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1948
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=2300
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=4595
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Á the need to bridge policy making and scientific research.  

 

A biodiversity monitoring regime needs to b e further developed in order to assess the conservation 
status of species of European Community Import ance with an unknown status, and  also to assess the 
status of species of national importance;  this will requ ire investing in additional reso urces. Research 
is needed to further evaluate the effects of climate change on local biodiversity.  Findings of 
scientific research should also be well publicised and presented in a format that can be used by 
policy makers.  The development of additional i ndicators to help elucidate habitat and species 
trends, as well as trends of drivers of biodiversity  change, is warranted . The promotion of i ncentive -
driven and community -based conservation can also be encouraged further .  

 

Major leaps have been made in building a nationa l network of protected areas, including Maltaõs 
contribution to the EU Natura 2000 network  and the Council of Europeõs Emerald Network.  
Instances though arise when legal status and establishment of protected areas do not suffice in 
guaranteeing the conservation and recovery of endangered species.  Ongoing conservation efforts 
include the restoration of degraded habitats and the removal of inva sive species. Agri -environment 
measures and cross-compliance requirement s, as well as Structure Plan policies contribute towards 
safeguarding biodiversity in the wider countryside. While various forms of public awareness have 
been considered throughout the years (e.g.  publication of posters, leaflets, workshops, tal ks 
broadcasted on mass media, and so forth ) it is acknowledged by entities involved in nature 
conservation that more needs to be done  in this field . The 2005 SOER noted that the protected area 
management process will need to be significantly accelerated if  Malta is to reach its target to halt 
the loss of its biodiversity by 2010. To this end, the Malta Environment and Planning Authority 
(MEPA) as the competent authority that inter alia  administers the Environment Protection Act (CAP. 
435 as amended) and functions thereto, has submitted an application for funds under the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) for a proposed project  to establish a framework 
for the management of terrestria l Natura 2000 sites in the Maltese Islands and to increase 
awareness of Natura 2000 amongst the general public and stakeholders..   

 

Malta shares the concerns expressed in the òMid-term Assessment of Implementing the EC 
Biodiversity Action Planó (COM/2008/864 final ) that it is unlikely - on the basis of current efforts - 
that the overall goal of halting biodiversity loss in the EU by 2010 will be achieved. Malta has taken 
up various actions that provide for the protection and conservation of biodiversity. Although the 
process for developing Maltaõs National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP) is still ongoing, 
it is evident that sectors are becoming more e nvironmentally conscious. Nonetheless, the NBSAP, 
once developed and formally adopted , will aim to yield results in terms of increased awareness on, 
and stewardship of , biodiversity , besides driving forth direct biodiversity action across sectors via a n 
integrated approach . The participation of all relevant stakeholders is deemed of essence in order to 
achieve this.  

 

http://www.mepa.org.mt/lpg-structureplan
http://www.mepa.org.mt/eafrd_natura2000
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/comm2006/pdf/bap_2008_en.pdf
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1.0 Overvie w of Biodiversity Status, Trends  and Threats  

 

This chapter provides an overview of the status and trends of biodiversity in the Republic of 
Malta (or the Maltese Islands ), with the main aim being to inform decision -makers.  References 
used for building this  chapter and other chapters of this report  are listed in Appendix II  unless 
otherwise indicated  (as hyperlinks or sources for further information) . These  publications 
should be referred to for obtaining any further information  on the subject of interest .   

 

1.1 Biodiversity of the Maltese Islands 

 

The Maltese archipelago is located in the central Mediterranean and is approximately 93 km south of 
Sicily and 290 km north of the African Continent. The archipelago consists of a group of three 
islands aligned in a north west  - south east direction: Malta and the two smaller islands of Gozo 
(Maltese: GȬawdex) and Comino (Maltese: Kemmuna),  together with a  series of smaller uninhabited 
islets, which are found scattered around the 271 km coastline of the islands. Islets  such as Filfla, St 
Paulõs Islands (Maltese: Il -Gűejjer ta õ San Pawl/ Selmunett ) and Fungus Rock (Maltese: HaȦret il-
ȥeneral ) are of a very high conservation value in that each harbours endemic species as well as 
distinct plant communities that are solely r estricted to these islets. For instance, a species of giant 
leek (Allium  sp. nov. aff. commutatum ) which may be endemic but remains to be studied, is 
essentially confined to the small islets . Filfla supports the largest breeding colony (between 5,000 
to 8, 000 pairs) of the European Storm-Petrel  (Hydrobates pelagicus melitensis ).  The Maltese Islands 
are sloping towards the north east. This has created two types of Maltese coastlines ð the sheer 
cliffs and screes bordering the south west and west of Malta and  Gozo in contrast to the gently 
sloping shores to the north east  of Malta . 

 

The Maltese Islands form part of the semi -arid region of the Mediterranean and hence exhibit a bi -
seasonal climate, which is typical of the region. The Maltese Islands are heavily influenced by the 
strength and frequency of winds namely the north -westerly and north -easterly winds. The geology 
of the Maltese Islands is mainly constituted by different types of limestone deposited during Oligo -
Miocene era, with some marls and clays.  Limestone is Maltaõs principal non-renewable mineral 
resource, whereby Globigerina Limestone (softstone), is used for the manufacture of limestone 
blocks and other products for use in the construction industry, while Lower and Upper Coralline 
Limestone is mainly used for road construction and in the production of concrete. The topography of 
the islands is pretty much low -lying with only low hills and terraced slopes; there are no mountains, 
rivers or lakes present. The dearth of freshwater has contributed to the overall rarity of freshwater 
flora and fauna in the Maltese Islands, especially when considering those species that are dependent 
on a relatively constant supply of water .  

 

A limited, yet diverse, array of ecosystems is found in the islands and its surrounding waters. One 
can appreciate an interesting variety of flora and fauna, especially when considering the  relatively 
small land area (316km2), the limited number of habitat types and the intense human pressure. 
Indeed, when considering both the land area and the territorial waters, the islands are fairly rich in 
native plant and animal diversity, as well as habitat diversity. Such natural heritage is of particular 
importance for the well -being of the Maltese population. It is noteworthy that Maltaõs isolated yet 
central position in the Mediterranean has led to some species exhibiting elements of W estern 
Mediterranean, Eastern Mediterranean, and North African and Sicilian affinity (inc luding circum -
Sicilian islands). The historic al interchange of specie s has particularly influenced the composition of 
plants and animals that currently inhabit the Maltese Islands. Indeed, t he occurrence, geographic 
distribution and affinity  of such species has been analysed by local ecologists in their study of the 
biogeography of the Maltese Islands. For instance, the family of the door -snails (Clausiliidae) (such 
as the Genera Lampedusa and Muticaria ) have been used as the subject matter for investigating 
evolutionary pr ocesses and providing insight to the zoogeography on a Mediterranean level and 
especially in expounding the biogeography of the Maltese Islands (vide for instance Giusti et 
al., 1995). 
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The land use pattern of the Maltese Islands is illustrated by mapped CORINE land cover data (Figure 
1 and Table 1 show 2006 data). Approximately 19% of land area that is naturally vegetated lies 
mostly in coastal locations. The land use pattern of the archipelago has remained largely constant 
between 2000 and 2006; development on the island of Malta is mainly concentrated in the north -
eastern part of the mainland, while Gozo is characterised by pockets of development, mainly 
located in the southern and central part of the island ( SOEI 2007 ð Land Cover by Type).  

http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=2081
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1.1.1 Ecosystem  and Habitat  Diversity  

 

Maltese ecosystems and habitats can be classified as shown in Table 2. Further details are provided 
in the following paragraphs.  

 

Natural and Semi-natural 
Ecosystems 

Main Habitats 

Successional Ecosystems 

Evergreen woodland  

Maquis  

Garigue 

Steppe  

Inland Water Ecosystems / 
Freshwater Wetlands 

Valley watercourses 

Permanent natural ponds 

Permanent natural springs 

Temporary rainwater ponds/Karstland pools  

Coastal Ecosystems 

Adlittoral Habitats  

Coastal wetlands/Sali ne marshlands 

Sand dunes 

Sea cliffs / Boulder screes  

Supralittoral Habitats  

Gently sloping rocky shores 

Soft substratum shores 

Mediolittoral Habitats  
Habitats on bioconstructions (Vermetid/ Coralline 
algal rim)  

Marine Ecosystems 

Infralittoral  habitats  

Habitats on hard substrata ( Posidonia ôbarrier 
reefsõ) 

Habitats on soft substrata (Seagrass meadows: 
Cymodocea nodosa, Posidonia oceanica) 

Habitats on biogenic concretions ( Cystoseira 
communities, Dictyopteris  belts, Corallina elongata  
belt s, Cladocora caespitosa banks) 

Circalittoral habitats  

Habitats on hard substrata (Coralligene 
communities)  

Habitats on soft substrata (Mäerl communities)  

Agro-ecosystems 
Habitats shaped by different 
farming practices  

Dry farmed land  

Irrigated land  

Afforested Areas 
Areas that have been planted by man. In the past afforestation led to the planting of 
alien trees. Nowadays indigenous trees are solely being planted with the purpose of not 
only creating areas of a recreational value but also to attract  fauna to the area.  

 

Table 2 ð Types of ecosystems and habitats found in Malta   

 

Maltaõs most characteristic vegetation communities are those that pertain to the sclerophyll series. 
The four communities - woodland remnants, maquis, garigue and steppe - undergo vegetational 
succession in response to both natural and man-made disturbance/stress . More often than not, 
these habitats occur in a mosaic fashion. Moreover various sub-types of these communities exist ð 
for instance with regards to garigue one can m ention phrygana, labiate garigues and pre -desert 
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scrub. The highest expression is the òevergreen woodó, which has practically disappeared from 
Malta since the first settlers colonised the islands  7000 years ago, due to the fact that they felled 
trees for p rocuring wood (for building and to make tools ), and for clearing land for agriculture, 
apart from having introduced grazing animals that prevented regeneration of saplings. Moreover, 
trees were destroyed in great numbers during the Turkish invasion in the 16th century , namely,  to 
make wood scarce for the defenders. Trees were also felled as a source of wood during both World 
Wars (see Lanfranco, 2000). What remains nowadays are pockets of evergreen wood remnants 
generally composed of large evergreen trees s uch as Holm Oak (Quercus ilex ) and Aleppo Pine 
(Pinus halepensis). The various microclimates and shelter available to species inhabiting this habitat 
type, means that such species are unique to this habitat. Buskett qualifies as the only locality which 
can be said to represent òmature woodlandó in the Maltese Islands.  

 

The second stage is the òmaquisó, dominated by a variety of small trees and large shrubs, including 
trees introduced in antiquity in view of their usefulness. A particularly interesting maqu is 
community is that dominated by Maltaõs national tree - Sandarac Gum Tree (Tetraclinis articulata ). 
Although once a widespread species, Sandarac Gum Tree is now rather rare  in the natural 
environment . Maquis also constitutes a rich undergrowth of large h erbs and lianas. The structural 
complexity of this habitat supports a diverse biota and he nce various niches are formed. The third 
stage is the ògarigueó, a shrub community that typically forms on karstic substrate particularly on 
large expanses of limestone with shallow pockets of soil and rock fissures, in exposed areas . Garigue 
also constitutes a rich diversity of herbaceous plants, while serving as a home to around 500 species 
of flowering plants. This habitat also supports many rare species including orchids and irises. The 
fourth stage is the òsteppeó, which supports a high diversity of herbaceous plants but lacks woody 
species. It is in fact represented by grasses, thistles, umbellifers and geophytes and is characterised 
by a uniform layer of soil whi ch is low in nutrients. Steppe is the pioneering stage, but can also 
derive from maquis and garigue as a result of some form of degradation, such as due to fire and 
grazing. Grasslands are important for many invertebrates  and also serve as nesting sites for certain 
bird species.  

 

Apart from the sc lerophyll series, other significant terrestrial ecosystems include freshwater and 
coastal ones, mostly being represented by minor yet more specialised habitat types, some of which 
have suffered extensive range contraction over the years. Such ecosystems are considered to be 
very crucial from a conservation and ecological point of view, supporting native communities that 
are of high conservation value, while playing important ecological roles.  

 

Freshwater ecosystems are essentially vulnerable systems in Malta as in other parts of the world. 
They include valley watercourses, permanent ponds and springs, and temporary rainwater rockpools. 
Watercourses are the commonest type of freshwater habitat on the islands, albeit restricted in 
range. While being one of the most species -rich habitats, it is also one of the most intensively 
exploited. Some of the plants that colonise this habitat are rare on a national scale; the most well -
known animal from this habitat is the only native amphibian found in Malta  ð the Painted Frog 
(Discoglossus pictus pictus). In general, the greater part of local flora and fauna reliant on water  
during some part of their life cycle are found in valley watercourses, which are generally dry during 
cert ain months of the year whilst water flow is normally limited to the wet season. Certain valleys 
however drain springs originating from the perched aquifers and retain some surface water even 
during the dry season. The few remaining permanent springs suppor t unique species, being very rare 
and with a restricted distribution, such as the endemic subspecies of the Mediterran ean Freshwater 
Crab (Potamon fluviatile lanfrancoi ). These pools are of great local interest since they represent 
the only natural standin g water bodies in the islands. Rockpools, which are pools in karstic 
limestone depressions that originate as a result of flowing water,  and, which collect freshwater  in 
the wet season, support a number of rare species specialised to this habitat.  

 

In view of the relatively small size of the Maltese archipelago, the entire State can be considered to 
be essentially coastal. Indeed, all habitat types are under some degree of maritime influence. 
Coastal ecosystems per se, include transitional coastal wetlands,  saline marshlands, sand dunes, 
rupestral habitats and rocky shores, amongst others. Saline marshlands are very scarce in Malta, 
with only a few extant noteworthy marshes, and another few sites which are highly degraded. Biota 
that inhabit marshlands have become specialised to withstanding harsh environmental conditions 
that predominate. They have done this through changes in behaviour and physiology and hence are 
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considered as habitat specialists restricted to this type of habitat. For instance, a number o f 
invertebrates are only known from this habitat type. Species found in local marshlands include for 
instance Sharp Rush (Juncus acutus), Sea Rush (Juncus maritimus ), Sea Clubrush (Bolboschoenus 
maritimus ) and Common Reed (Phragmites australis ), amongst ot hers. Each marshland is also 
typified by its own characteristic habitat features and assemblage of species. Different species 
assemblages colonise transitional coastal wetlands during different periods of the year. For 
instance, during the dry period, cond itions favour brackish water species since water reaching these 
depressions is seawater carried by wind and wave action. Coastal wetlands in Malta are important as 
stop-over sites for migratory avifauna. At present ,  there are very few  extant marshes that a re 
noteworthy in terms of conservation  value, the largest being L-GȬadira (Malta). Transitional coastal 
wetlands are then represented by only a few, minor examples. Over the years many sand dunes 
have been lost and, nowadays, this habitat type is extremely restricted in the Maltese Islands. 
Presently there are only few that still persist and are amongst the rarest and most threatened of 
local ecosystems. The dune system at Ir-Ramla (Gozo) is the largest and most representative in the 
Maltese Islands and has suffered the least alteration by man. The dune system is charact erised by 
the embryo dune, i.e. the most seaward zone of the dune where perennial plants are first 
encountered, f ollowed by the mobile dune. The  latter is characterised by the following sequence of 
sub-zones: a low dune (sparsely vegetated by plants such as Sand Couch Grass - Elytrigia juncea 
and, Sea Holly - Eryngium maritimum ); a semi-consolidated dune (characterised by Carnation 
Spurge - Euphorbia terracina , Sea Daffodil - Pancratium maritimum and, Spiny Echinophore - 
Echinophora spinosa), and a fixed du ne (vegetated with a dense thicket of salt tolerant shrubs such 
as Sand Restharrow (Ononis natrix subsp. ramosissima). Maltese sand dunes also have characteristic 
invertebrate fauna namely nematodes, annelids, several insects, amphipods, and isopods.  

 

Rupestral communities are both of national and international importance. Maltese sheer seaside 
cliffs and screes vary from 0m up to 250m in altitude and are composed of coralline limestone, with 
calcareous soils. They extend along the south-west coast of the m ain islands and are an important 
natural habitat since they harbour a variety of interesting species, including en demic plants, with 
Maltese Everlasting ( Helichrysum melitense ) being solely restricted to the western cliffs of Gozo, 
and found nowhere else i n the world. Cliffs also support interesting fauna, including one of the 
rarest animals found in Malta  ð the endemic Maltese Door-Snail ( Lampedusa melitensis), which is 
restricted to crevices and cavities in boulders that have detached from cliff edges. Coastal cliffs are 
also noteworthy since they provide shelter and a breeding habitat for many bird species , including  
seabirds, such as Coryõs Shearwater ( Calonectris diomedea ); Yelkouan Shearwater ( Puffinus 
yelkouan) and European Storm-Petrel ( Hydrobates pelagicus melitensis ). When compared to other 
terrestrial habitats, cliff communities have suffered moderate anthropogenic effects, and various 
areas have been relatively untouched by man and these serve as particularly important refugia for 
endangered and rare species including endemic ones. Indeed, coastal cliffs immensely contribute to 
the natural heritage of the Maltese Islands, and are deemed of high priority for protection, 
conservation and management.  

 

Low-lying rocky coasts are colonised by halophyti c vegetation, which grows in isolated patches in 
shallow saline soil which accumulates in rock pockets, with the species mainly forming the 
vegetational community referred to as Crithmo -Limoniet ea, which also include a number of 
endemic species.  

 

As regards the marine environment, d ifferent macrobenthic assemblages are found in marine waters 
around the Maltese Islands and include communities of photophilic algae on hard sub strata; 
meadows of Neptune Grass (Posidonia oceanica); meadows of Lesser Neptune Grass (Cymodocea 
nodosa), photophilic and sciaphilic communities; communities of bare, well -sorted sand, and mäerl 
communities. Seagrass meadows, and communities based on Cystoseira species, are possibly the 
most important natural habitat in Maltese waters in  terms of productivity since they provide shelter 
and a place for breeding and feeding for numerous marine species.  

 

Man-made habitats shaped by various actions and activities brought about by man since the time the 
first settlers set foot on the islands also characterise the physiognomy of the islands. Agricultural 
land in the Maltese Islands accounts for just over half (51%) of total land area. Agroecosystems are 
shaped by the different farming practices employed: dry farmed land ( Maltese: Raba' bagȬli) or 
irrigated land ( Maltese: Raba' saqwi).  Agroecosystems are supported by organisms that are 
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important in nutrient cycling, pest and disease regulation, pollination, soil and water conservation, 
and maintenance of soil fertility. In turn, agriculture has p layed an important role in moulding the 
rural landscape via a patchwork of  terraced cultivated and fallow  fields. The traditionally built 
stone rubble walls which delineate land parcels, serve as important ecological corridors for instance 
for native repti les, such as Moorish Gecko (Tarentola mauritanica ), Maltese Wall Lizard (Podarcis 
filfolensis ), Ocellated Skink (Chalcides ocellatus), Western Whip Snake (Coluber viridiflavus ), and 
Leopard Snake (Elaphe situla ), together with species such as shrews. They also serve as a refuge for 
insects and molluscs, amongst others. Rubble walls ,  as stabilising structures , are important in soil 
conservation. Agricultural land provides a food supply for insectivorous birds that breed in the 
Maltese Islands, like Sardinian Warbler  (Sylvia melanocephala), Spectacled Warbler  (Sylvia 
conspicillata ), Corn Bunting (Emberiza calandra), and Short-Toed Lark (Calandrella brachydactyla ).  
Very rare plant species are also found in fallow fields such as Wild Tulip ( Tulipa sylvestris ).  

 

The urban fabric, which covers approximately 22.3% of land area, is also important for certain 
species that have managed to adapt to living alongside man and use  man-made structures as refuges. 
Such species include various birds (e.g.  Spanish Sparrow - Passer hispaniolensis),  various 
invertebrates (e.g.  House Centipede - Scutigera coleoptrata ), and various reptiles (e.g.  Turkish 
Gecko - Hemidactylus turcicus ,  Leopard Snake - Elaphe situla  and Maltese Wall Lizard - Podarcis 
filfolensis ). Other species that are encountered within urban environments include House Mouse 
(Mus musculus), shrews, and bats, with the latter roosting in old and abandoned dwellings and 
bastions.  

 

1.1.2 Species  Diversity  

 

Various in-depth accounts of  Maltese biodiversity  have been undertaken over the year s and can be 
traced all the way back to the 1800s. Such research , both published and unpublished,  has 
considerably advanced the local knowledge of Maltaõs natural heritage. Isolation and long -term 
evolution have le d to some species being strictly endemic to the Maltese Islands. Sub-endemic 
species also occur, and include Siculo-Maltese, Hybleo-Maltese and Pelago-Maltese endemics. An 
estimate of  the number of endemics and sub-endemics for some taxonomic groups is given in Table 
3 (overleaf) . However, many species are still under study . Apart from the intrinsic importance of 
endemic species, such species contribute a great deal to the uniqueness of Maltaõs natural heritage. 

 

Considering the flora, vascular plants are the most taxonomically  diverse and are also the most 
studied group. Maltaõs indigenous flora amounts to some 1,200 species of flowering plants with 
around 25 strict endemics (2%). The Maltese plant endemics: Maltese Rock Centaury (Palaeocyanus 
crassifolius ), Maltese Cliff -Orache (Cremnophyton lanfrancoi ) and Maltese Everlasting (Helichrysum 
melitense ) are included amongst the top 50 Mediterranean Island Plants at the brink of extinction , 
since they are criti cally endangered. They are in fact strictly protected in Malta, and are also 
included as species of European Community Importance. The least diverse group of flora is that of 
the gymnosperms whereby only two conifer species are native. Considering marine p lant diversity, 
this is mainly represented by micro -algae and macro-algae (seaweeds), including a variety of 
taxonomic groups, such as blue-green, brown, red and green algae. Five species of seagrasses are 
recorded ð with two species possibly extinct (Sour ce: Lanfranco, 1989 in the Red Data Book). 
Posidonia oceanic, which is endemic to the Mediterranean, forms one of the most important marine 
habitats types in Maltese territorial waters, as it serves as a feeding and nursing ground for various 
fauna that se ek shelter amongst the blades of its dense foliage.  

http://data.iucn.org/themes/ssc/our_work/plants/t50_e.pdf
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FAUNA 

Invertebrates (excluding insects) 2  
ca. 27 endemic species  

ca. 14 sub-endemic species 

Insecta3  

ca. 51 endemic species  

ca. 36 sub-endemics 

Many species are still under study 

Vertebrates4  
1 endemic subspecies of shrew (Crocidula sicula calypso) 

5 endemic subspecies of Maltese Wall Lizard (Podarcis filfolensis )  

FLORA 

Fungi (macro and microfungi) 5 
ca. 134 possibly endemic species ð further research is required  Some 
groups such as the microfungi are understudied.  

Lower Plants (12 Lichens and 2 Bryophyta) 
ca. 14 endemic species  

Many species are still under study 

Higher Plants (Angiosperms) ca. 25 endemic species 

 

Table 3 ð Number of Endemic and Sub -endemic Species  

 

When considering fauna indigenous to the Maltese Islands, one can mention the immense diversity 
of insects, this being the most taxonomically represented group, with Coleoptera and Lepidoptera 
recorded being in the region of 600 for each group. New records are continually being di scovered. 
Considering vertebrates, while a significant number of birds and marine bony fish occur (over 200 
for each group), the number of mammals is very limited ð less than 30 species, and mostly 
represented by bats and cetaceans, with large land mammals  being practically inexistent nowadays. 
One of the reptilian species that has received most attention nationally is the sub-endemic Maltese 
Wall Lizard (Podarcis filfolensis ), with one endemic subspecies found on the main islands of Malta, 
Gozo and Comino, while other endemic subspecies are confined to islets: one to Filfla, one to 
Selmunett  and one to Fungus Rock; it is also possible that a further subspecies is present on the 
islet of Cominotto. In view of the scarcity of freshwater ecosystems in Maltese (rivers being entirely 
absent), freshwater organisms are very limited in number, with for instance only one amphibian and 
one fish being known from freshwaters. Marine fauna are then particularly diverse, with a 
considerable variety of annelids and mollusc s. Amongst the marine fauna of the open sea, of 
particularly interest are various cetaceans and marine turtles, together with a variety of sharks and 
rays. Endemic marine organisms are also present, such as Maltese Topshell (Gibbula nivosa).  

 

One can also appreciate the importance of soil biodiversity. Indeed, a myriad of highly diverse 
species live in Maltese soils. Maltaõs soil information system (MALSIS) was a project funded under 
the LIFE, Third countries. The two-year project was completed in February 2004 and was 
implemented by the National Soil Unit within the Ministry for Resources and Rural Affairs (MRRA). 
Prior to the MALSIS project, the only soil survey inf ormation available for the Maltese Islands was 
the 1:31,680 scale map and accompanying report produced by Lang  (1960) for the then Colonial 
Office. In MALSIS, a precise grid survey at 1km x 1km interval was conducted on Malta, Gozo and 
Comino and data was recorded manually on field recording forms from 272 sampled sites. The 
information recorded on the field survey form enabled the soil to be classified according to the 
World Reference Base for Soil Resources (WRB). The MALSIS grid survey has identified 19 soil units, 
from 7 soil reference groups (Leptosols, Arenosols, Vertisols, Calcisols, Luvisols, Regosols and 
Cambisols) according to the WRB soil classification system (Figure 2). (For more information refer to 
Sammut 2005).  

                                                 
2 Estimates based on Adi Associates Environmental Consultants & Ecoserv (2005). Biodiversity Action Plan. Tender for the 
setting up of a list of  Threatened and/or endemic invertebrates of the Maltese Islands, excluding insects.  Report 
commissioned by the Malta Environment and Planning Authority as part of the Biodiversity  Action Plan Programme and the 
Habitat Inventorying Programme. (Unpublished).  
3  Estimates based on AIS Environmental Ltd. (2005). Biodiversity Action Plan. Tender for the setting up of a list of 
Threatened and/or Endemic Insects . Report commissioned by the Malta Environment and Planning Authority as part of the 
Biodiversity  Action Plan Programme and the Habitat Inventorying Programme. (Unpublished).  
4 Estimates based on Adi Associates Environmental Consultants & Ecoserv (2005). Biodiversity Action Plan. Tender for the 
setting up of a list of Threatened and/or Endemic Vertebrates excluding Fish, Birds, Cetaceans and Bats . Report 
commissioned by the Malta Environment and Planning Authority as part of the Biodiversity  Action Plan Programme and the 
Habitat Inventorying Programme. (Unpublished).  
5 Estimates based on Red Data Book for the Maltese Islands 

http://www.cranfield.ac.uk/sas/naturalresources/research/projects/malsis.jsp
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1821
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      Figure  2 - Soil types in Malta  

(A higher resolution map is available here ) 

 

Such soil types act as a habitat and food source for soil microorganisms, microfauna, macrofau na, 
megafauna, microflora and macroflora. Important habitat types in terms of soil biodiversity include 
woodlands of various types. A number of soil -inhabiting species have been found in soil at 10 -30cm 
depth, often under trees, many of which have been rec ently described as new species to science, 
and endemic to the Maltese Islands. Argillaceous soils (clay slopes) and karst soil pockets in garigue, 
rocky steppes and rdum are also important for a wide array of fauna, including threatened and 
endemic species such as the very rare Filfla door -snail, (Lampedusa imitatrix ), the Maltese door -
snail (Lampedusa melitensis) - a critically endang ered endemic species, and, the GȬar Lapsi top 
snail (Trochoidea gharlapsi ) - a vulnerable endemic snail. Wooded areas and garigue are also 
important for various fungi. Many fungi live in soil and are mostly inconspicuous to the naked eye. 
An exception is provided during the fruiting per iod of the so -called macrofungi, which produce 
various fruiting bodies, of different forms and shapes. The soil of kamenitzae, a specialised habitat 
type, is also important for its biodiversity. Kamenitzae are essentially karstic  structures in Coralline 
Limestone that fill with freshwater during the wet season forming temporary rock pools. Since this 
habitat is of an ephemeral nature , because of the percolating nature of coralline limestone, these 
pools house a transient flora and fauna which grows rapidly and is capable of reproducing in the 
limited time available. Such  flora and fauna persist from one cycle to another as seeds, eggs or 
cysts found in the shallow soil layer in the karstic structure that eventually fills with water. 
Important species thrivin g in such resting stages in the soil include: the rare Maltese horned 
pondweed (Zannichellia melitensis ) endemic to the Maltese Islands, the rare Maltese W aterwort  
(Elatine gussonei), the ver y rare Mediterranean Star -fruit ( Damasonium bourgaei), and the ve ry rare 
Tadpole Shrimp (Triops cancriformis ), one of the oldest species inhabiting this planet.  Specialised 
habitats, including saline marshlands, freshwater wet lands and other humid areas, as well as  sand 
dunes, also house important species, including many rare and endangered beetles, which depend on 
the soil /sand.  (For more information refer to Stevens 2005).  

 

http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1825
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1820
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1.1.3 Genetic Diversity  

 

Information on genetic diversity is available when considering ce rtain habitat types. Considering 
woodlands, native tree stands are important s ince they are the last remaining native genetic stocks, 
with certain trees being very old and hence listed as òtrees of antiquarian importance ó by 
Government Notice 269 of 1933 published under the provisions of the Antiquities (Preservation) Act 
(Act XI of 1925 as amended), which protects all trees older than 200 years . These include Holm Oaks 
estimated to be between 500 ð 900 years old. The work of Borg (1922) provides an extensive 
account of plant varieties in Malta, particularly with respect to trees.  

 

As indicated earlier, f reshwater habitats are very restricted in Malta. Hence, most of the native 
species reliant on water du ring some part of their life cycle are found in valley watercourses, 
implying the importance of these habitats in terms of both species and genetic diversity. Added to 
this is the significance of rock pools when noting the distinctive flora and highly spec ialised fauna 
that they support. The genetic diversity of saline marshlands is noteworthy since each such 
marshland is typified by its own characteristic habitat features and species assemblages, with a 
number of invertebrates known only from this habitat type.  

 

When considering plant and animal genetic resources for food and agriculture, modern varieties of 
both plants and livestock have been imported throughout the years to Malta in favour of local 
varieties . This resulted in Maltese genotypes being erod ed or entirely lost. Nevertheless, certain 
varieties of cultivated crops remain that are considered to be authochtonous. For this reason,  
characterisation trails have recently been launched for selected varieties. Trees on farms believed 
of local origin in clude possibly more than one variety of peach,  possibly more than one variety of 
citrus (such as the Maltese blood orange),  the local cultivar òBambinellaó (Small Malta June Pear), 
olive,  and vines (two indigenous varieties: ȥellewűa [red] and Girgentina  [white]).   

 

Project Primo aims at propagating the indigenous olive variety called Tal-Bidni, planting of Tal-
Bidni olive orchards, and establishing an olive oil production industry. The Annual Report for 2008 
issued by the Ministry for Resources and Rural Affairs (MRRA) reports production of around 1,000 
Tal-Bidni olive trees during the year. Tal-Bidni olives were harvested from olive trees growing on  
farm grounds for the first time and an oil sample was obtained.  

 

The Viticulture and Oenology Unit within the Department of Agriculture was granted a research 
programme under FP7 by the Malta Council for Science and Technology. The project, which deals 
with the identification of local vine varieties, will be carried out in conjunction with the University 
of Malta. It will mainly focus on the Maltese indigenous varieties of vines ð Girgentina and ȥellewűa.  

 

There has been a growing interest  in the reintroduction and preservation of authochtonous livestock 
breeds. Amongst these one can mention the Maltese Ox  (ôIl -Baqra Maltijaõ - critically endangered 
indigenous breed listed in the FAOõs World Watch list for Domestic Animal Diversity for the year 
2000), the Maltese goat, the Maltese sheep (a small population still exists in parts of the country) , 
the Maltese ôblackõ chicken (renowned for its prolific production of large white eggs and its 
reluctance to brood)  and the Maltese turkey (well adapted to backyard production systems) . Of 
interest is also an endemic subspecies of honey-producing bees (Apis mellifera r utneri ) which is 
phenotypically different from other Mediterranean bees.  The Apiculture Unit (AU) within the 
Department of Agriculture assists all registered beekeepers in Malta and Gozo in all aspects of 
beekeeping, including any bee disease problems that  might occur. A new mating station has also 
been set up. The main work at the mating station at Romeo Romano Gardens involves the breeding 
of selected drones of the Maltese taxon  in order to congest the surrounding congregation area and 
hence guarantee as much as possible the controlled mating of selected Maltese queen bees with 
these drones. This work aims to conserve the local honey bee subspecies. The AU is also collecting 
samples of Maltese bees from different apiaries for further analysis to determine the level of 
hybridisation of A. m. ruttneri with imported  Apis mellifera in the Maltese Islands (Source: MRRA 
Annual Report 2008).  

 

There are various wild relatives of cultivated s pecies known in the Maltese Islands. These include 
for instance , the wild Sulla ( Hedysarum coronarium) known in Maltese as òTan-nebbietaó found 

http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1430
http://www.resources.gov.mt/Library/FileUploads/mrra_2008.pdf
http://www.mrra.gov.mt/
http://dad.fao.org/cgi-bin/EfabisWeb.cgi?sid=78aaf44a384706e2cecf1eeb00a43cb1,reportsreport12_50000018
http://dad.fao.org/cgi-bin/EfabisWeb.cgi?sid=78aaf44a384706e2cecf1eeb00a43cb1,reportsreport12_50000018
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mainly on clay slopes in the north and northwest of Malta. One can also mention Wild Leek (Allium 
commutatum ) and Maltese Leek (Allium melitense ) which grow in rocky steppe, Wild A rtichok e 
(Cynara cardunculus), Wild Carrot ( Daucus carota), and Fennel (Foeniculum vulgare ).  

 

The Crop Husbandry Unit within the Department of Agriculture is responsible for the setting up and 
execution of trials and experiments performed both in the open field and also under protected 
cultivation. These trials consist in the growing and demonstration of vegetables, herbs, flowers, 
fruit trees and forage crops. In 2008, various crops were grown besides the m aintaining of fields and 
surroundings. 

 

When considering wild relatives of domesticated species , the Maltese race of the European Rabbit 
(Oryctolagus cuniculus6) is noteworthy for its distinct red colour. Although found in the wild in small 
numbers on the larger islands, the rabbit is found in considerable numbers on the smaller island of 
Comino. 

 

1.1.4 The Importance of Malta õs Biodiversity  

 

The importance of Maltese biodiversity has been echoed in various works, with authors expressing 
the necessity to safeguard our natural heritage. This is crucial noting that biodiversity is a vital 
resource. Benefits derived from ecosystem services, such as provision of food and raw materials, 
freshwater and clean air, are indeed considered to be indispensable life -support services. These 
greatly contribute to the human well -being and quality of life of the Maltese population.  

 

The importance of Maltese biodiversity also extends far beyond our national boundaries. For 
instance, certain native species are regionally and internationally important because  they may be 
endangered on a European scale or have a restricted Mediterranean distribution  (even though some 
are locally relatively common) . For instance, Filfla supports one of the largest breeding colonies of 
the European storm-petrel ( Hydrobates pelagicus) in the Mediterranean. Some taxa with a 
restricted distribution were also first described from Maltese material, and for these the Maltese 
Islands are the type locality.  

 

Apart from the intrinsic value  of biodiversity in the Maltese Islands, other values are considered 
imperative: social, aesthetic ( e.g.  observing wildlife  and bird watching ), recreational ( e.g.  natural 
areas are sought by families during weekends following a hectic week), educational, scientific ( e.g.  
noting that various species are of particular evolutionary and biogeographical interest in a small 
island State), ecological ( e.g.  biodiversity plays a vital ecological role that is translated in various 
ecosystem services that are important to the Maltese,  such as the maintenance of soil fertility and 
insect pollination), cultural ( e.g.  endemic species contribute a degree of uniqueness to the Maltese 
natural environment and its identity), commercial and economic (sectors like agriculture, fisheries 
and tour ism, are ultimately dependent on biodiversity).  

 

For instance the foll owing communities are associated with particular services:  

 

Á Steppic grasses are important for grazing althou gh this is not that much practis ed anymore in 
Malta.  

Á Garigue is an important h abitat for aromatic shrubs that are used as herbs , such as Rosemary 
(Rosmarinus offinalis );  other species have been also associated with medicinal properties such 
as Maltese Savory (Satureja microphylla ),  which is documented as a diuretic  (e.g.  by 
Lanfranco, 1993); the thyme component (Thymus capitatus) is important in honey production 
as it is a foraging species for the honey bee ; Thymus capitatus is also documented in literature 
for its medicinal properties  by Lanfranco (1993), such as used for sore throat, cough, 
bronchitis, asthma, arthritis, amongst others.  

Á Maquis includes trees which were introduced in antiquity in view of their usefulness  e.g.  
pomegranate and almond trees ; carob and olive trees are still exploited for the making of 
carob julep/syrup and olive oil ;  

                                                 
6 Oryctolagus cuniculus is an introduced species 

http://www.agric.gov.mt/crophusb_unit?l=1
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Á Woodland remnants are important for air quality in terms of carbon sequestration and oxygen 
production; soil stabilisation; in the w ater cycle (evapotranspiration) ; shelter provided by the 
canopy; amenity and recreational value ; 

Á Valley water courses are a very important ecosystem in view of the  availability of water; 
important also for drying higher ground during the rainy season  and thence in preventing 
floods;  

Á Saline marshlands act as a water catchment area and are  important for coastal prot ection. 
Reed beds that colonise this habitat are  also important in filtering pollutants  apart from 
creating a refuge for certain rare species such as the freshwater crab ( Potamon fluviatile 
lanfrancoi );  

Á Sand dunes are important in the prevention  of beach erosion; 

Á Soil biota are essential in  nutrient cycling (by decomposers) and in the maintenance of soil 
fertility,  which in itself is important for agriculture productivity;  

Á Certain species are also particularly important  (and hence are termed òkeystone speciesó) 
such as insect pollinators of plants including crops and hence play a crucial role in food 
security,  

 

The use of local biological resources brings various benefits to the Maltese community and also the 
local economy (recreation and tourism). Use of lo cal biological resources (as food, medicinal 
products) provides the country with a degree of self sufficiency and minimises the reliance on the 
importation of foreign produce and resources thereby minimising the risk of introduction of alien 
species and potential plant pests which can devastate Maltese agriculture and horticulture, not to 
mention ecosystems. Local produce can also have an important place in niche markets.  

 

As a natural resource, soil provides a number of important functions in the context o f ecosystem 
processes, such as providing a growth and support medium for plants; storing carbon and water; 
buffering of ions;  water purification, as well as the breakdown and cycling of organic matter and 
the nutrient supply to soil biota. Such functions c ontribute to soil quality and the health of 
ecosystems and form a basis for land and agricultural productivity and viability. The legal mandate 
for soil protection in Malta stems from the Fertile Soil (Preservation) Act ( CAP 236, as amended). 
National policies  and measures, including  agri-environmental measures under the Maltaõs Rural 
Development Plans (for the past programming period 2004-2006, and the current one covering the 
programming period 2007-2013) have also been directed to mitigating processes that induce soil 
erosion. Some standards for good agricultural and environmental condition (GAEC) also relate 
specifically to the  protection of rubble (stone) walls, which are traditional soil retaining structures.  
The ôRubble Walls and Rural Structures (Conservation and Maintenance) Regulations, 1997õ (LN 160 
of 1997, as amended by LN 169 of 2004) also play a role in soil protection.  

 

Bearing in mind the afore -mentioned, it is appr eciated that the maintenance of biodiversity is of 
utmost importance, and that hence it is the responsibility of the Maltese community to ensure the 
conservation and sustainable use of components of biodiversity. It is deemed imperative to ensure 
this for both present and future generations.  

 

1.2 Assessment of Conservation Status  

 

1.2.1 Species  

 
Although the state of knowledge of species present in Malta has been rather stable over the last 
decades, a number of new records have indeed been published, while o thers await publication. 
Research has thus far concentrated on the more popular groups  (birds, plants, insects  and fish). 
Although some less popular groups did receive attention, (e.g.  slime moulds and branchiopods), 
knowledge on certain taxonomic groups ( mostly marine) still remains poor.  Appraisals of the 
conservation status of species of the Maltese Islands have been carried out intermittently since the 
1970s, but the first official detailed assessment was made in 1989 with the publication of the ôRed 
Data Book for the Maltese Islands'. Over the past few years, work has been initiated on updating the 
RDB, which has involved the commissioning of several studies. A general review of the status and 

http://docs.justice.gov.mt/lom/legislation/english/leg/vol_5/chapt236.pdf
http://www.agric.gov.mt/maltas-rural-development04-08?l=1
http://www.agric.gov.mt/programming-period07-08?l=1
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1612
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1612
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1362
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trends of selected groups of species was considered in vario us State of the Environment R eports 
(SOERs) and State of the Environment I ndicators (SOEIs).  

 

The status of breeding birds has also been reviewed by the SOEI 2007 ð Indicator on the Status of 
breeding Birds. Examples of threatened breeding bird species include the following European 
Species of Conservation Concern; Turtle Dove (Streptopelia turtur ), Common Quail (Coturnix 
coturnix ) and Short-toed Lark ( Calandrella brachydactyla ).  Malta also holds over 10% of the world 
population of the globally near t hreatened Yelkouan Shearwater (Puffinus yelkouan), over half of 
the Mediterranean sub-species of the European Storm-petrel ( Hydrobates pelagicus melitensis ) and 
an estimated 4,500 pairs of Coryõs Shearwater (Calonectris diomedea ). The latest account of 34 
species of breeding birds (as well as a further 3 introduced species) is available on Maltaõs Breeding 
Bird Atlas 2008. 

 

Though all Maltese endemic species that merited protection were afforded legal protection by 2003 
(some species were protected way before 2003), many species remain threatened . The high 
population density coupled with conflicting land and sea use practices has inevitably  affected the 
conservation status of a number of species, with resilient species adapting better to such changes. 
Species that are particularly threatened are taxa with extremely restricted distribution and high 
habitat specificity, including species chara cterised by small fragmented populations and/or 
inhabiting habitat that are restricted in distribution.  

 

Further evaluation has been carried out for those species of European Community interest  as part of 
reporting obliga tions under Article 17 of the EC  Habitats Directive  (Council Directive 92/43/EEC) . 
Maltaõs Report was submitted to the European Commission in 2008 and a national summary has also 
been published. Figure 3 shows the conservation status of species of European Community interest 
that are found in the Maltese Islands, following an assessment carried out in 2007, which took into 
consideration 55 species. Figure 4 shows the overall assessment of conservation status by species 
category. The status of 37 percent of species listed in the Habitats Directive is still unknown. 
Furthermore, 44 percent of species have a bad or inadequate conserv ation status.  

 

 

 
 

Figure  3 ð Conservation status of species of European Community interest that are found in the Maltese 
Islands (2008)  

(MED ð Mediterranean Region; MMED ð Mediterranean Marine Region) 

 

http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=2068
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=2068
http://www.birdlifemalta.org/publications/books/BBA2008/
http://www.birdlifemalta.org/publications/books/BBA2008/
http://circa.europa.eu/Public/irc/env/monnat/library?l=/habitats_reporting/reporting_2001-2007/ms-reports_summaries/national_sumarypdf_16/_EN_1.0_&a=d
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Figure  4 ð Overall assessment of conservation sta tus by species category  (2008)  

(The number in brackets indicates the number of occurrences)  

 

The conservation status of endemic and sub-endemic 
plant species that are of community interest was also 
assessed through the Article 17 Report submitted as 
per requirements of the EC Habitats Directive. Ten 
such species are listed in the Annexes of the Directive. 
The categories which could be assigned to a species 
were: Favourable (0% of species), Unfavourable ð 
Inadequate (80% of species), Unfavourable ð Bad (20% 
of species), Unknown (0% of species). Figure 5 shows 
the distribution of the se species when considered 
altogether, using 1x1km grids. It can be clearly noted 
that the distribution of these species is mostly along 
the coastal cliffs, since certain species  are confined 
to such a specialised habitat. The distribution map 
also covers areas where the habitat type consists of 
garigue/ phrygana, which supports orchid species. On 
the other hand, the distribution map does not cover 
the central and southern areas of  mainland Malta ð 
this is clearly in view of the extent of urbanisation in 
these parts.  

 

Native trees in the Maltese Islands form the 
follow ing communities: Mediterranean 
sclerophyllous woodlands and maquis; dry 
valley-bed woodlands; riparian woodlands; 
coastal maritime w oodlands; and semi-natural 
woodlands. Despite the small size of the 
islands, the variety and diversity of Maltese 
trees is impressive, amounting to about 60 
species. Nonetheless, 77% of these are rare, 
threatened, or are not found anymore  (Figure 
6).  Noting that 11% of Maltese trees are 
already extinct from the wild, and that two -
thirds (66%) of Maltese trees are rare and/or 
threatened, an increased effort is required to 
reduce this trend, noting that a good number 
of Maltese trees are on the verge of extinction. 
Means to effectively enforce current regulations and to further promote the use of Maltese trees in 
afforestation, reforestation and ecological restoration projects needs to be sought.  

 

Figure 6 - Status of Native Trees (MEPA 2008)  

Figure 5 ð Distri bution endemic and sub -
endemic plant species of European 

community interest  (2008)  
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Lepidoptera of the Maltese Islands have been 
considered as part of a commissioned study, which 
included a review of their distribution and status. 
An assessment of 87 possibly threatened species of 
Lepidoptera was hence carried out following such 
study, assigning a threat category , where this 
applied. Each species was assessed utilising the 
IUCN Criteria. Threatened species were included 
under Critically Endangered, Endangered or 
Vulnerable. This led to the results depicted in  
Figure 7. Apart from 5% being extinct, 58% are 
indeed threatened, with a  high degree having been 
assigned the worst threat status i.e.  òCritically 
Endangeredó. For instance, if one considers the 
threatened species 7 only, almost 50% of these are 
critically endangered. O nly 13% are òNear 
Threatenedó or of òLeast Concernó; there was not 
enough data to assess 23% of the species (+ 1 
species which was not evaluated). The latter 
implies that actually  more species that were 
initially assessed would possibly qualify as 
threate ned, apart from the fact that 10 % are close 
to being threat ened if their situation remains as it 
is or if it  worsens.  

 

1.2.2 Habitats  

 

The Article 17 assessment mentioned above in Section 1.2.1 has also resulted in the preparation of 
31 datasheets on habitats: 26 terrestrial and 5 marine. Such assessment serves as baseline for 
monitoring habitat change in future years. Figure 8 provides a summary of the conservation status 
assigned to such habitats in Malta ð with a few habitat types having a favourable conservation status. 
Figure 9, overleaf  provides further deta ils. It is apparent that further studies are needed to obtain the 
necessary details for assessing certain habitat types, especially , when considering those for which the 
conservation status is yet unknown. 

 

 

 
 

Figure  8 ð Conservation status of habitats o f European Comm unity importance (2008)  

(MED ð Mediterranean Region; MMED ð Mediterranean Marine Region) 

 

                                                 
7 Threatened species = Critically Endangered  (CR) (48%) + Endangered (EN) (10%) + Vulnerable (VU)(42%) 

 
Figure 7 ð Status of Butterflies and Moths in 

Malta (MEPA 2008) 
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Figure 9 ð Overall assessment of conservation status by habitat category (2008)  
(The number in brackets indicates the number of occurrences)  

 

The marine habitat type dominated by Posidonia oceanica meadows is indeed the only marine 
habitat for which the conservation status could be assigned, since details were available following a 
survey carried out in 2002. The aim of this survey was to map the imp ortant habitats formed by this 
species and to determine its extent and character (health status) in Maltese waters. The survey 
results indicate that Posidonia meadows were in a good state of health, with the channels between 
Gozo-Comino and Comino-Malta being very densely covered. Posidonia oceanica colonises 
approximately 1.4% of the 12nm Maltese territorial waters. Although some meadows have locally 
regressed, eroded or have experienced heavy epiphytic loads and reduction in shoot density, the 
status of t his species and its meadows in the Maltese Islands is still overall relatively good and 
healthy. This survey has paved the way to select potential marine protected areas, especially to 
form part of the EC Natura 2000 network, noting that Posidonia beds is a priority habitat type in 
Annex I of the EC Habitats Directive.  

 

1.3 Trends  

 

A biodiversity monitoring regime needs to be developed further in order to assess the conservation 
status of species of European Community Importance with an òunknownó status, and also to assess 
the status of species of national importance. Notwithstanding this, a number of indicators have 
been considered. Indeed, various indicators are included in this chapter  (Sections 1.1 and 1.2 of this 
chapter) . However, time series comparisons are limited since mostly baseline data is available, 
though Malta is active in gathering data for the development of indicators based on time series. 
Following the publication of the State of the Environme nt Report for 2005 (SOER 2005), which was 
already based on indicators, State of the Environment Indicators (SOEI) were published in 2006 and 
in 2007. These included indicators related to biodiversity, amongst other environment sectors. The 
publication of the 2008 SOER/SOEI is forthcoming.  Over the years, different assessments have been 
carried out by different entities and individuals in relation to biodiv ersity in the Maltese Islands. 
Appraisals related to the status of species and habitats have been published through the years, with 
the latest assessment of habitats and species of EU importance being considered through the Article 
17 Report submitted to t he EC in 2008 as afore-mentioned in section 1.2 . An indication of trends 
based on information gathered via the SOER process is provided hereunder.  

 

1.3.1 Population Trends  

 
Table 4, overleaf  (reproduced from the 2005 SOER ð Section on Biodiversity) provides an overview of 
the status and trends of groups of species.  

http://www.mepa.org.mt/soer2005-intro
http://www.mepa.org.mt/soe2006-intro
http://www.mepa.org.mt/soe2007-intro
http://www.mepa.org.mt/soer2005-biodiversity
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PLANTS 

Significant reduction in species diversity since early 1980s, 
particularly in sand dunes, freshwater wetlands and saline 
marshlands. Some species possibly extinct while others 
vulnerable or endangered, mainly through habitat loss or 
modification. The endemic Maltese Everlasting is now 
found only in Gozo. Increased species diversity is observed 
in disturbed habitats, possibly due to invasions by alien 
species that threaten native flora, including endemics.  

MAMMALS 

Variable trends and information available. Bats are gen erally 
declining. The Algerian H edgehog seems stable, although the 
impact of vehicles needs more detailed assessment. Rats are 
increasing, particularly in urban areas, disturbed habitats 
and smaller islands, to the detriment of flora and fauna. 
Wild rabbit populations increasing in some areas, particularly 
Comino, which may negatively affect the regeneration of 
native plants and animals. Status of marine mammals is 
unknown. 

FUNGI 

Many species are confined to few areas, particularly forest 
remnants and selected garigue sites, of which a good 
number are protected. Increased human disturbance in key 
areas leading to possible decline.  

 

FISHERIES 

Mediterranean dolphin fish stocks appear unaffected by 
fishing pressure so far. Stocks of tuna and swordfish 
apparently diminishing. Large pelagic species account for 
over 60% of annual value of landings ð these are heavily 
dependent on international management efforts. Fishing 
activities or effort distribution in the 25 mile Fisheries 
Management Zone should not be increased to ensure their 
sustainability and safeguard fish òrefugiaó. 

INVERTEBRATES 

Studies of a few well -known groups such as insects (e.g.  
butterflies) indicate general decline. Molluscs also 
declining in particular habitats, especially water -associated 
species, and some endemics threatened by human-
associated disturbance and development.  

 

BIRDS 

33 bird species breed in Malta, of which some 20 retain 
constant numbers. Recent increases in breeding pairs for the 
Tree Sparrow are noted, while Corn Bunting numbers 
continue to decrease drastically. Spectacled Warbler still 
breeding in very low numbers but seems to be spreadi ng 
slowly in Gozo. Most breeding in protected areas ( Buskett 
and Simar sanctuary), where Moorhens, Little Ringed Plovers 
and Reed Warblers increased recently. Reed Warbler 
breeding records increased from 1 (at Salina) in 1995 to 8 (at 
Simar)8 in 2004.  

AMPHIBIANS & REPTILES 

Populations overall appear stable, although many species 
still vulnerable and/or subject to illegal exploitation. 
Despite lack of detailed assessment, endemic wall lizard 
populations appear stable, with the possible exception of 
those at Selmunett . Some snake populations appear to be 
increasing. Although marine turtles accidentally captured 
or injured are now being rehabilitated, their status needs 
assessment.  

 

Sources: MEPA, Malta Centre for Fisheries Science, M. Gauci/Birdlife Malta,  Coleiro 2002, Coleiro 2003, Bertrand et al  2000, 
Camilleri 2002, Camilleri 2005, MaLiRa Group 2004, Mosteiro and Camilleri 2005, MEPA Nature Protection Unit 2005 

 

Table 4 - Population Trends of Certain Taxonomic groups  (MEPA 2006) 

 

As an update to the st atus of birds presented in table 4, it is noted that 34 bird species were 
recorded as either òConfirmedó or òProbably Breedingó in Malta in 2008, along with a further 3 
introduced species. Recent increases in breeding success rates for Yelkouan Shearwater at their 
main colony at Rdum tal -Madonna are also noted.  On the other hand, Corn Bunting numbers 
continue to decline. Spectacled Warbler still breed s in lower numbers than historically, but appear s 
to be increasing again in Gozo. Many of the rarer species breed in protected areas (such as Buskett 
Bird Sanctuary and GȬadira  and Simar Nature Reserves), where species such as Little Grebe, Little 
Ringed Plovers and Reed Warblers retain their only Maltese breeding populations. Reed Warbler 
breeding records incre ased from 1 (at Salina) in 1995 to 8 (at Simar) in 2004.  In 2009, the first pairs 
of Common Kestrel were confirmed breeding  after an absence of 15 years. In that year, Pallid Swifts 
bred for the first time, Grey Wagtail returned after an absence of 150 ye ars, and two species of 
finch were confirmed breeding (Common Chaffinch and Linnet).  

 

                                                 
8 Is-Simar and Salina are both protected areas.  
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1.3.2 Habitat T rends  

 

Although garigue is one of the most common vegetation communities in the Maltese Islands it is fast 
declining due to land conversion.  Specialised habitats such as valley watercourses and sand dunes 
have suffered extensive range constriction over the years due to habitat loss, modification and 
deterioration.   

 

As part of the process of developing Maltaõs NBSAP, a questionnaire-based survey was carried out 
directed at research and education entities, NGOs and environmental consultancy agencies. The 
following question w as posed - òHow would you rate the severity of the following direct drivers of 
biodiversity change in Malta ( Legend: 1-not of concern; 2 -low; 3 -moderate; 4 -high; 5-very high)?ó 
Table 5 shows how respondents replied to the question.  

 

Driver 
Type of 
Ecosystem 

1 2 3 4 5 

Biotic exchange/Invasive alien species  

Marine 14% 0% 43% 29% 14% 

Freshwater 0% 0% 0% 43% 57% 

Terrestrial  0% 0% 0% 57% 43% 

Anthropogenic Climate Change 

Marine 14% 0% 0% 57% 29% 

Freshwater 14% 0% 14% 43% 29% 

Terrestrial  14% 0% 29% 29% 29% 

Changes in land use and cover ð habitat transformation  

 

Marine 17% 0% 33% 17% 33% 

Freshwater 0% 0% 0% 17% 83% 

Terrestrial  0% 0% 0% 0% 100% 

Harvest and resource consumption - overexploitation  

Marine 0% 0% 14% 14% 71% 

Freshwater 0% 0% 14% 29% 57% 

Terrestrial  0% 0% 14% 14% 71% 

Nutrient Loading/Pollution  

Marine 0% 0% 14% 43% 43% 

Freshwater 0% 0% 14% 14% 71% 

Terrestrial  0% 0% 0% 57% 43% 

 

Table 5 ð Responses to the question - òHow would you rate the severity of the following direct 
drivers of biodiversity change in Malta (1 -not of concern; 2 -low; 3 -moderate; 4 -high; 5 -very high)?ó 

 

CORINE land cover data provides a depiction  of the extent of natural and semi -natural ecosystems 
compared to the countryõs area (see Figure 1 in this chapter) . When comparing the CORINE land 
cover maps of 2000 and 2006 and associated data, the SOEI of 2007 reports that the land use 
pattern of the a rchipelago has remained largely constant between 2000 and 2006.  

 

Considering sectors related to  biodiversity that take up land/ sea area, namely agriculture and 
aquaculture, it can be stated that:  

 

Á the share of organic farming is still minimal in Malta, ap parently the lowest amongst European 
countries (vide for instance EEA technical report 5/2009 - Progress towards the European 2010 
biodiversity target  -  indicator fact sheets  ð page 58);  

Á taking into account the aquaculture production relative to length of coastline, it appears that 
the value for Malta is amongst the lowest when considering European countries  (vide for 
instance EEA technical report 5/2009 ð Progress towards the European 2010 biodiversity target 
- indicator fact sheets - page 62).  

 

Habitat protection aimed directly at  species conservation has been adopted in Malta in later years, 
with legislation being published for the first time in 2003 in this respect. The habitats concerned are 
especially those of European Community interest , listed in Annex I of the EC Habitats Directive. 
These include coastal and marine communities, garigue and steppe, maquis  and woodland 

http://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/progress-towards-the-european-2010-biodiversity-target-indicator-fact-sheets/at_download/file
http://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/progress-towards-the-european-2010-biodiversity-target-indicator-fact-sheets/at_download/file
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formations, and wetlands. An assessment was carried out in 2005 to estimate the cover of these 
habitats w ithin Natura 2000 sites. Figure 10 give a summary of the results.  

 

 

Figure  10 - Percent cover of the main habitat groups of EU Importan ce in Natura 2000 sites ( MEPA 2006) 

 

Of the 32.24% cover of the four habitat groupings when considering the total area covered by Natura 
2000 sites (as at 2005), Figure 10 depicts that 53% of this is comprised of garigue and steppe 
communities. These inclu de the very rare thorny burnet phrygana based on Sarcopoterium , found 
only in one locality across the Maltese Islands. It also includes other more frequent habitat types as 
are the Maltese Spurge communities based on the endemic Euphorbia melitensis and the 
Mediterranean xeric grasslands. Coastal communities9 comprise the second-largest group - 40% of 
the habitat groups of European community importance. On the other hand, maquis and woodland 
communities, and wetlands, together comprise only the remaining 7% , clearly depicting the fact 
that these habitat types are restricted across Malta.  

 

As per above, habitats of European importance constitute about a third of the Natura 2000 sites 
that had been proposed up to 2005. The other areas are occupied mostly by n atural habitat types of 
national importance, these including ericaceous heaths, labiate garigue, ermes, andropogonid grass 
steppes, rock-rose communities, together with other maquis, garigue and steppic communities. 
Buffer zones, mostly comprised of agricu ltural land, are also present within the sites. It should be 
noted that additional sites were and are being considered for inclusion in the Natura 2000 network , 
including marine sites . Additionally, further surveys are necessary to enhance the habitat mapp ing 
that has been carried out to date. Nevertheless, the change in relative cover of the different 
habitat types is not expected to change drastically.  

 

1.3.3  Environmental T rends  

 

Indicators documented on  the State of the Environment for the years 2005, 2006 and 200710, have 
been compiled by the Malta Environment and Planning Authority  (MEPA) in partnership with the 
National Statistics Office  (NSO). These indicators draw upon information and data deriving from 
environmental monitoring programmes carried out by various governm ent agencies including the 
Malta Resources Authority, the Malta Standards Authority and the Department for Environmental 
Health.  The indicators are considered according to 10 policy areas ( Table 6). The faces 
accompanying the indicators have been awarded a ccording to two criteria, related both to the 
overall dimensions of the problem and the recent trend.  

                                                 
9 In this assessment, sites/data analysis excluded marine habitats, except for a minimal cover of reefs which in this case 
were in cluded with terrestrial sites.  
10 For detailed accounts of these indicators please refer to www.mepa.org.mt/state -environment . The publication of the 
2008 SOEIs is forthcoming. 

http://www.mepa.org.mt/soer2005-intro
http://www.mepa.org.mt/soe2006-intro
http://www.mepa.org.mt/soe2007-intro
http://www.mepa.org.mt/home?l=1
http://www.nso.gov.mt/
http://www.mepa.org.mt/state-environment
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Positive outlook  

 
Outlook unclear or positive but 

limited, insufficient to reach targets  
 

Negative outlook  

 
Indicator  2005 Indicator  2006 Indicator  2007 Indicator  2008 

Theme: Driving Forces for Environmental Change  

Population trends 
and projections  

 
Population trends 
and projections  

 
Population 

changes 
 

Population Density 
 

Sectoral 
contributions to 

GDP 

 
Sectoral 

contributions to 
GDP 

 
Sectoral 

contributions to 
GDP 

 
Sectoral 

contributions to 
GDP 

 

Housing 
permissions 

 
Housing 

permissions 
 

Housing 
permissions 

 
Housing 

permissions 
 

Vehicle fleet per 
capita  

 
Vehicle fleet per 

capita  
 

Vehicle fleet per 
capita  

 
Vehicle fleet per 

capita  
 

Sectoral 
electricity 

consumption 

 
Electricity 
Generation 

 
Electricity 
Generation 

 
Electricity 
Generation 

 

Daily number of 
tourists  

 
Daily number of 

tourists  
 

Daily number of 
tourists  

 
Daily number of 

tourists  
 

/  /  Area covered by 
Operational 

Quarries 

 
Area covered by 

Operational 
Quarries 

 
Area covered by 

Operational 
Quarries 

 

Theme: Air  

Particulate matter 
concentrations  

 
Particulate matter 

concentrations  
 

Particulate matter 
concentrations  

 
Particulate matter 

concentrations  
 

Ozone 
concentrations 

 
Ozone 

concentrations  
 

Ozone 
concentrations  

 
Ozone 

concentrations  
 

Benzene 
concentrations  

 
Benzene 

concentrations  
 

Benzene 
concentrations  

 
Concentration of 

benzene and 
other volatile 

organic 
compounds 

 

Nitrogen oxides 
concentrations  

 
Nit rogen oxides 
concentrations  

 
Nitrogen oxides 
concentrations  

 
Nitrogen dioxide 
concentrations  

 

Sulphur dioxide 
concentrations  

 
Sulphur dioxide 
concentrations  

 
Sulphur dioxide 
concentrations  

 
Sulphur dioxide 
concentrations  

 

Theme: Climate Change  

Greenhouse 
emissions by 

sector 

 
Carbon dioxide 
emissions from 

energy generation 

 
Greenhouse 
emissions by 

sector 

 
Greenhouse gas 

emissions by 
sector 

 

Energy intensity 
of growth  

 
Energy intensity 

of growth  
 

Energy intensity 
of growth  

 
Energy intensity 
of the economy  

 

Theme: Water/Freshwaters  

Water 
consumption by 

source 

 
Water 

consumption by 
sector 

 
Billed water 
consumption 

 
Billed water 

consumption by 
sector 

 

Nitrate and 
chloride levels at 

abstraction 
boreholes 

 
Nitrate and 

chloride levels at 
WSC pumping 

stations 

 
Nitrate and 

chloride levels at 
WSC pumping 

stations 

 
Nitrate and 

chloride levels at 
WSC pumping 

stations 

 

Groundwater 
quantitative 

status 

 
/  /  /  /  /  /  

Theme: Water/Coastal and Marine Environment  

Bathing water 
quality  

 
Bathing water 

quality  
 

Bathing water 
quality  

 
Bathing water 

quality  
 

Theme: Waste/Resources & Waste  

/  /  /  /  /  /  Domestic material 
consumption 

 

Waste generation 
by type 

 
Waste generation 

per unit GDP 
 

Waste Generation 
 

Waste Generation 
 

Municipal waste 
generation per 

capita  

 
Municipal waste 
generation per 

unit GDP 

 
Municipal waste 
generation per 

capita  

 
Municipal waste 
generation per 

capita  

 

Waste separation 
 

Waste recycled 
 

Waste recycled 
 

Waste recycled 
 



Fourth National Report to the CBD ð MALTA 

27 

 

and recycling 

Theme: Land  

Land cover by type 
 

/  /  Land cover by 
type 

 
/  /  

% 1Km coast built 
up 

 
% 1Km coast built 

up 
 

/  /  /  /  

% Organic farming 
 

% Organic farming 
 

% Organic farming 
 

% Organic farming 
 

/  /  /  /  Vacant dwellings 
 

/  /  

Theme: Soil  

Soil organic matter  
 

Soil organic 
matter  

 
/  /  /  /  

Concentrations of 
heavy metals in 

soil 

 
Lead 

concentrations in 
soil 

 
/  /  /  /  

Risk of soil erosion 
 

Soil salinity  
 

/  /  /  /  

Theme: Landscape  

Areas protected 
for landscape 

value 

 
Areas protected 

for landscape 
value 

 
/  /  /  /  

Theme: Biodiversity  

Natural areas 
designated & 

managed 

 
Natural areas 

designated 
&managed 

 
Natural areas 

designated 
&managed 

 
Natural areas 

designated 
 

Percentage of total 
species of 

international 
importance per 

group protected by 
national legislation  

 
/  /  /  /  /  /  

Status of selected 
groups of species 

 
Status of selected 
groups of species 

 
Status of 

breeding birds 
 

Status of Maltese 
habitats and 
species of 
European 

community 
importance  

 

/  /  Sites proposed or 
designated as part 

of the Natura 
2000 Network 

 
Sites proposed or 

designated as 
part of the 
Natura 2000 

Network 

 
Sites designated 

as part of the 
Natura 2000 

Network 

 

Theme: Policy Responses  

Public 
environmental 
expenditure  

 
Public 

environmental 
expenditure  

 
Public 

environmental 
expenditure  

 
Public 

environmental 
expenditure  

 

Take-up of 
voluntary schemes 

 
Take-up of 

voluntary schemes 
 

Take-up of 
voluntary 
schemes 

 
/  /  

/  /  Schools covered by 
Ekoskola 

 
Schools covered 

by Ekoskola 
 

Schools covered 
by Ekoskola 

 

/  /  Number of trees 
planted in 

afforestation 
projects  

 
Number of trees 

planted in 
afforestation 

projects  

 
/  /  

/  /  /  /  /  /  Sites requiring 
IPPC permits 

 

 
Table 6 ð Trends depicted by State of the Environment Indicators  

 

 



Fourth National Report to the CBD ð MALTA 

28 

 

1.4 Type of Threats  

 

The high population density  and the growing demand for natural resources in a land constrained 
insular system such as Malta, has inevitably  adversely affected the conservation status of a number 
of species and habitats alike. Threats to Maltese biodiversity have been reviewed in detail via the 
state of environment reporting process (1998, 2002 and 2005). The State of the Environment Report 
for Malta 2005 (SOER 2005) acknowledged development in rural and marine areas, the introduction 
of non-native species that may compete with native biodiversity , and the exploitation of wildlife, as 
the main threats to local biodiversity. Four economic sectors are considered to have the most 
significant impacts on the environment  in general : housing, transport, energy generation and 
tourism (SOER 2005). One should appreciate that various actions have been considered in order to 
control such threats, especially in the last 15 years or so.  The conservation status of native and 
endemic flora is thwarted by an intricate suite of threats that act concurrently to the de triment of 
Maltese biodiversity  (Table 7). Such threats can be essentially traced to changes in land use and 
mismanagement of natural resources. Ensuing adverse impacts include those associated with 
pollution, nutrient overload, land fragmentation, soil er osion, anthropogenic climate change and 
biological invasions.  

 

Bioinvasions Inappropriate management of natural resources  

Á competition for resources  

Á alteration of habitat  and environmental regimes 
(such as water, fire, soil)  

Á homogenisation 

Á loss of native species 

Á introduction of diseases  

Á hybridisation  

Á excessive water abstraction and alteration of hyd rodynamism 
affecting freshwater ecosystems 

Á redirection of water courses adversely affecting inland water 
biodiversity  

Á afforestation using non -native species (happened in the past, 
but no longer practised) ð although the use of specimens of 
foreign provenance might result in genetic pollution  

Á abandonment of agricultural land  

Á high input agriculture  

Pollution (Diffuse & Point Source)  
Land conversion (including il legal land reclamation and 
encroachment) 

Á nutrient overload and eutrophied water bodies  

Á biomagnification and bioaccumulation of 
chemicals such as heavy metals 

Á other toxic effects  

Á acid deposition  

 

Á loss of species and natural h abitat  

Á habitat degradation  

Á fr agmentation and edge effects  

Á range contraction of species  

Á local extirpation of species especially those exhibiting high 
habitat specificity  

Illegal Capture and Trade of Species Climate Change 

Á incidental capture and killing  

Á illegal ,  unreported and unreg ulated fishing  

Á direct persecution of species as an act of 
vandalism 

Á illegal trade  

Á indiscriminate methods of collection  

Á changes in species migration and breeding times  

Á increased stress 

Á shifting habitats  

Á extinction of species with high habitat specificity  

Overexploitation of Species   

Á selective removal of species  

Á dwindling populations in view of rate of removal 
being far greater than rate of natural population 
recovery 

Á changes in food web structures 

Á  

 

Table 7 ð General Threat Categories and Related Issues,  including E xamples of Ensuing Impacts on 
Biodiversity  
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Following is an overview of some of the threats to biodiversity in Malta.  

 

Land Conversion:  Land development in Malta is of major concern  particularly given the very limited 
land area (316 km2). Since land is Maltaõs primary non-renewable resource it is an important 
investment good, with construction occupying an important role in the economic development of 
the islands (although it has a relatively small contribution to the GDP). Undoubtedly, this le ads to 
negative impacts on habitats and species; land use takes up natural and agricultural land area which 
is important for native biodiversity to flourish. One must say that various efforts have been made to 
identify those locations where important habit ats and species thrive. Despite the fact that various 
measures have indeed been successful, land development is still a direct and indirect driver of 
biodiversity loss; transport and mine ral extraction are two drivers of  biodiversity loss even in 
undeveloped areas. It has been estimated that between 1990 and 2006, about 2.5km 2 of land area 
which consisted of sclerophyllous vegetation, agricultural land and non -irrigated arable land, has 
been converted to discontinuous urban fabric, industrial or commercial units, mineral extraction 
sites and dumping sites. Being small in size and having a high population density, land use in the 
Maltese Islands is regulated through the Development Planning Act which also establishes a 
Structure Plan and subdivides Malta into  different development zones with also include òout of 
development zonesó (ODZ). Development in areas within ODZ is limited in accordance with 
Structure Plan policy and related guidelines and is currently being strengthened through new 
legislation which is  presently being discussed at Parliament.  

 

Invasive Alien Species: Throughout the years alien species have been intentional ly and 
unintentionally introduced into the Maltese Islands. The entry and spread of alien species has 
however increased in Malta alon g with trends in trade, travel and living standards, and also possibly 
climate and land use change. When considering alien plants, a number of these have become major 
invaders of Maltese ecosystems, for instance Castor Oil Plant ( Ricinus communis) invading 
watercourses. When considering alien fauna, those of major concern include pests of commercially 
important species and crops.  An invasive species that has caused considerable damage in the past 
months is Red Palm Weevil ( Rhynchophorus ferrugineus) [first  recorded in Malta in July 2007]. 
Various actions were taken to inform the public and to control its spread  (refer to Plant Health 
Department portal on published articles ). A European Commission Decision (2007/365 EC) has also 
been adopted to address this species. Nationally, t wo studies have been commissioned by the Malta 
Environment and Planning Authority (M EPA) to set up lists of alien flora and fauna that are already 
found in the Islands. The study on alien flora , which addressed slightly less than 500 alien taxa 
recorded from the Maltese Islands, has revealed that the commonest mode of introduction has bee n 
through horticultural trade ( Figure 11).  About 3% of species are possibly native while about 1 % are 
archaeophytes (i.e. species not native to the Maltese Islands but introduced before 1492 ). At least 2.7% of 
the alien flora species , identified so far , are known to be invasive.  

 

 
 

Figure  11 ð Mode of introduction of alien flora into the Maltese Islands (MEPA 2006) 

 

These commissioned studies, which are still pending publication, have also put forward 
recommendations to deal with biological invasions. Such  recommendations need to be  integrated in 
a national strategy. There are ongoing eradication/control initiatives , albeit mainly targeting 

http://www.agric.gov.mt/pub-articles
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2007:139:0024:0027:EN:PDF
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protected areas.  A legal framework for addressing invasive species is also in place. A national 
strategy would not onl y strengthen implementation of legal frameworks , but would also contribute 
towards targeting priority areas for remedial action, strengthening preventive measures and 
addressing policy gaps, such as the control of alien introduction via marine vectors and pathways. 
Moreover, information extracted from the commissioned studies will be used to develop Malta õs 
National Database on Alien Species. 

 

Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs)  do not currently pose threats to biodiversity in Malta. As an 
EU Member State, Malta regulates the contained use of Genetically Modified Micro -organisms 
(GMMs), the release of GMOs into the environment, and their placing on the market. MEPA has 
established a Biosafety Coordinating Commit tee (BCC), assigned with the role to review and assess 
applications sent by the EC for consultation with Member States, as well as any possible applications 
originating from Malta. The BCC is also requested to comment on draft documents, legislation and 
safeguard clauses. MEPA received no applications for the experimental release of GMOs in Malta 
that have not yet been tested in other countries. Further work has been done with respect to the 
obligations of the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety , ratified by Malta on 5 January 2007. In this 
respect, Malta has finalised the National Biosafety Framework for Malta  and established the 
Biosafety Clearing House ð an information exchange mechanism with the aim of facilitating sharing 
of information on, and experience with, living modified organisms.  

 

Overexploitation of wildlife  is a burgeoning concern as this engenders loss of biodiversity. 
Quantitative data on exploitation levels is however lacking , excluding data on commercially 
exploited fish, which is collected on a monthly and annual basis by the National Statistics Office 
based on fish that is landed  [Such data is published online by NSO ð e.g. Censuses of Fisheries; Data 
on Fish Landings] [See also Section 3.2 for data gathering activities by AFRD and MCFS]. Legislation 
is in place to regulate the exploitation of species. However, further monitoring is needed in order 
to assess whether the current rate of exploitat ion is negatively affecting the conservation status of 
some species. Species that are threatened and hence may  become extinct if exploited are legally 
strictly protected in Malta . Such species include, amongst others,  Painted Frog (Discoglossus pictus 
pict us); a number of Iris species such as Southern Dwarf Iris (Iris pseudopumila ); Maltese Pyramidal 
Orchid ( Anacamptis urvilleana ) and other species of orchids; Date Mussel (Lithophaga lithophaga ); 
Loggerhead Turtle ( Caretta caretta ); and conspicuous marine invertebrate species such as sponges, 
corals, and molluscs. With regards to strictly protected marine species, bycatch can also undermine 
the conservation status of species such as turtles and other megafauna that play a vital ecological 
role in food webs. Other species are covered by provisions that are based on the principle s of 
sustainable use. These include, amongst others Rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis ); French Daffodil 
(Narcissus tazetta); Mediterranean H eath (Erica multiflora ); Rock Urchin ( Paracentrotus lividus ); 
European Lobster (Homarus gammarus) and other species of lobster; and Dusky Grouper 
(Epinephelus marginatus).  

 

Hunting and Trapping:  One can here also mention the practice of  hunting and trapping across the 
Maltese Islands. Legislation is in place which regulates this practice for species that can be hunted.  
Although certain practices are legal during specified  seasons and for certain birds as specified by 
national legislation (see for instance the ôConservation of Wild Birds Regulations, 2006õ [Legal 
Notice 79 of 2006, as amended] and ôConservation of Wild Birds (Declaration of the periods for 
Hunting and Taking for 2009) Regulations, 2009õ[LN 239 of 2009)], illegal  practices of  hunting and 
trapping have posed threats to various species along the years.  Bag statistics indicati ng the scale of 
exploitation of wild migratory birds 
is attained through the Carnet de 
Chasse declarations, which consist 
of booklets with details on the 
catches registered by individuals 
holding a licence for hunting and/or 
trapping. The total number of birds 
declared hunted or trapped over a 
five year span is shown in Figure 12. 
The most hunted/trapped  bird 
species in later years have been 
Turtle Dove and Song Thrush.  

                                                               Figure 12 ð Declared hunted and trapped birds (2002 -2006)  

http://www.mepa.org.mt/gmos-bcc
http://www.cbd.int/biosafety/
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=3173
http://www.mepa.org.mt/gmos-bch
http://www.nso.gov.mt/statdoc/document_view.aspx?formAction=init&id=2071&backUrl=%2fsite%2fsearchresults.aspx
http://www.nso.gov.mt/statdoc/document_view.aspx?id=1279&allEditions=true
http://www.nso.gov.mt/statdoc/document_view.aspx?id=1279&allEditions=true
http://www.mepa.org.mt/lpgdocuments/LNs/LN_79_2006_E.pdf
http://www.mepa.org.mt/lpgdocuments/LNs/LN_79_2006_E.pdf
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=3250
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Climate Change: The effects of c limate change are already being felt in Malta as in other pa rts of 
the world.  Efforts to conserve local biodiversity can be significantly undermined by the effects of 
climate change. In its first communication to the United Na tions Framework Convention on Climate 
Change Malta noted that the expected impacts of climate change will include, amongst others, the 
deterioration of potable  water supplies and water quality, frequent extreme weather events, 
increased desertification and  soil erosion, changes in sea water mass characteristics, and sea level 
rise. Certain impacts will act as direct or indirect drivers of biodiversity loss. Studies on the effect 
on climate change on biodiversity are also needed , although expert observations  are noting the 
increase in drought -tolerant species in wetlands, and the arrival of new species to the Maltese 
Islands from northern Africa, possibly as natural extension ( e.g. Persicaria lanigera ; Persicaria 
senegalensis). However, the link of this with climate change has not been scientifically ascertained, 
as yet. Conservation efforts should aim at increasing the resilience of ecosystems to adapt to the 
changing climate and associated environmental changes.  

 

Past and current endeavours, including envisaged measures, to curb such threats across sectors to 
the benefit of local biodiversity are reviewed in Chapters 2 and 3 of this report .  
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2.0 Current S tatus of National Biodiversity Strategies and Action 
Plans (NBSAP) 

 
In view of the ongoing process of  developing Malta õs NBSAP, this chapter provides an overview 
of the progress made in imple menting the CBDõs Programme of Work (PoW) on Island 
Biodiversity and also reviews advancements made in putting into actual practice the 
recommendations of national st rategic documents.   
 

The mandate for developing the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP) for Malta 
stems from Article 6 of the CBD , the EU Council Decision 93/626/EEC, the European Community 
Biodiversity Strategy (ECBS ð COM/1998/42) and the òEU Biodiversity Action Plan to 2010 and 
beyondó. The need to develop the NBSAP has also been recognised at a national level. Its 
development and adoption is in fact called for by the 'Convention on Biological Diversity 
(Incorporation) Regulations, 2002' ( Legal Notice 160 of 2002), the ôFlora, Fauna and Natural Habitats 
Protection Regulations, 2006' (LN 311 of 2006, as amended), Maltaõs National Reform Programme 
(2005-2008) as well as Maltaõs National Strategy on Sustainable Development.   

 

The development of Maltaõs NBSAP is still an ongoing process. Although an NBSAP is not yet in place, 
in the past years, national documents of a strategic nature have been developed. These include for 
instance, the  State of the Environment Reports  (SOERs), the Structure Plan for the Maltese Islands, 
the National Strategy for Sustainable Development  (NSSD) and the National Report on the Strategic 
Action Plan for the Conservation of Maltese Coastal and Marine Biodiversity  (SAPBIO Report). These 
documents have put forward a number of recommendations for safeguarding , as well as for 
conserving and managing, biological resources in the Maltese Islands. In this respect these 
documents have served a similar purpose as the NBSAP, that is, that of recommending activities for 
mainstreaming biodiversity across sectors. In addition, conservation endeavours have been under taken 
nationally ; these positively bring forth the goals laid out by the Programmes of Work (PoW) under 
the framework of the CBD as well as the Conventionõs three objectives.  

 

In order to arrive at strategic directions for integrating the conservation and  sustainable use of 
biological diversity into relevant sectoral or cross -sectoral plans, programmes and policies, an 
assessment has been undertaken via a literature -based review and also by consulting relevant 
stakeholders:  

 

Á to identify those factors across sectors that impinge on biodiversity  and, assess what measures 
are in place to address these;  

Á to evaluate progress in  following up recommendations of  the CBD PoW on Island Biodiversity as 
well as those of national policy ; and, 

Á to identify gaps in imple mentation that would be addressed via the NBSAP so as to strengthen 
mainstreaming of biodiversity concerns . 

 

To this end, this chapter is based on data gathered via the consultation exercises held to date to 
develop Maltaõs NBSAP and also consultations tha t have been carried out to develop  this national 
report. It reviews the state of progress in implementing the CBD PoW on Island Biodiversity , as well 
as, national re commendations.  

 

 

http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1507
http://docs.justice.gov.mt/lom/Legislation/English/SubLeg/435/70.pdf
http://www.meu.gov.mt/files/Final%20NRP%20Malta.pdf
http://www.meu.gov.mt/files/Final%20NRP%20Malta.pdf
http://www.um.edu.mt/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/64812/SD_Strategy_2006.pdf
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2.1 Progress in implementing the CBD Programme of Work on  Island Biodive rsity  

 

LEGEND: 

 

 
 Goal/target being 

successfully attained   

Ongoing work but 
goal/target not yet attained 

as further measures are 
necessary  

 
Goal/target not 
being attained  

 

 

Goal - 1:  Promote the conservation of the biological diversity of island ecosy stems, habitats and 
biomes ð  

Target 1.1:  At least 10% of each of the island ecological regions effectively conserved 

 

Assessment of Overall Progress at a National Level - [target 1.1]  

 

Description of Progress    

 

Major nature protection legislation  has been set up since 1991, although some minor law was 
already in place as far back as 193211. The Environment Protection Act (EPA, Act V of 1991) was first 
enacted in 1991 and was subsequently repealed and replaced in 2001 by Act XX of 2001. The EPA 
(Act XX of 2001 as amended by Act II of 2006) is an environmental framework law with general 
mandatory provisions regarding various environmental issues. Under  this Act, the Minister 
responsible for the environment is granted the power to issue  subsidiary legislation specific to 
environmental issues related to, amongst others, the protection of biological diversity. Thenceforth, 
several pieces of subsidiary law have been published (either as legal notices  [LN] or government 
notices [GN]) in conformance with relevant global and regional treaties to which Malta is a Party.  

 

Legal notices include regulations on protected areas, protected species (covering flora and fa una, 
and in certain cases being specific to groups of taxa e.g.  the protect ion of marine mammals, 
reptiles  and birds) and their management.  Provisions aimed at the strict protection of endangered 
species, endemic species and migratory species are integrated into domestic law such as 
prohibitions of capture, killing and trade. Habitats important for the survival of such species are 
also protected.  Subsidiary legislation pertaining to the protection of species also includes provisions 
on permitting , that is, the requirement for the issuance of a permit prior to handling, possession, 
capture, trade, exchange and release of specimens of those species that are nationally protected.  
An up-to-date list of published legislation under the EPA is available on MEPAõs Legislation and 
Policy portal . Seminars on legislative instruments ( e.g.  the enactment of the ôFlora, Fauna and 
Natural Habitats Protection Regulations õ and the repeal and replacement of the ôTrees & Woodland 
Protection Regulationsõ) have been held. Participatory workshops  have also been carried  out to gain 
sectoral support for  the Natura 2000 Network in Malta.   

 

Malta has made considerable advancement in affording legal protection to threatened species. An 
assessment carried out in 2005 revealed that out of the 189 species of international impo rtance 
which are found in Malta, 183 (97%) were protected through Maltese legislation  (Figure 13, overleaf ). 
This is noteworthy when considering that in 2002, 39% of the species of international importance 12 
were unprotected. T he most marked improvement has been with respect to higher plants  (29% 
protected in 2002 vs. 100% in 2005), fish  (21% vs. 93% in 2005) and crustaceans (12% vs. 89% in 2005). 
Of the six species that remained unprotected, one is reported as threatened in Malta, whil e three 
species are non-native. 2009 updates, reveal that 100% of crustacean and insect species of 
international importance are now also protected. Two of the six unprotected taxa have since been 
protected through the ôFlora, Fauna and Natural Habitats Protection Regulations, 2006õ (LN 311 of 

                                                 
11 Some legislation already existed during the rule of the Knights of St John, whereby species were protected in view of their 
commercial importance; e.g.  the collection of Cynomorium coccineum, which was highly valued for its presumed medicinal 
properties during the 18 th century, was strictly prohibited ( vide Stevens et al . 1995).  
12 Only species listed in international treaties, red data lists, and lists of species of conservation importance are included, 
and only locally breeding species are considered; migratory and vagrant birds are excluded from the list.  

http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1411
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1203
http://www.mepa.org.mt/LPLegislationPolicyDocs?topic=none&doctype=Legal%20Notices%20&doctypeid=7&docname=none
http://www.mepa.org.mt/LPLegislationPolicyDocs?topic=none&doctype=Government%20Notices%20&doctypeid=8&docname=none
http://www.mepa.org.mt/LPLegislationPolicyDocs?topic=none&doctype=Government%20Notices%20&doctypeid=8&docname=none
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1392
http://www.mepa.org.mt/file.aspx?f=1656
http://www.mepa.org.mt/lpgdocuments/LNs/LN_79_2006_E.pdf
http://www.mepa.org.mt/lplegislationpolicymain
http://www.mepa.org.mt/lplegislationpolicymain
http://docs.justice.gov.mt/lom/Legislation/English/SubLeg/435/70.pdf
http://home.um.edu.mt/biology/PJS%20researches/Biodiversity_conservation_&amp__utilisation_in_Malta_%281995%29.pdf
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2006, as amended), such that 2.1% remain unprotected. It should be noted that actually, these 4 
remaining species are not protected by any Treaty/Legislation; they are instead included in IUCN 
Red list of threatened species (of 1996 and/or of 2000).  

 Figure  13 ð Species of 
international importance covered by national legal protection  

(Source: MEPA 2006 ð SOER 2005; + 2009 Updates 13) 

 

Sensitive areas important for biodiversity  have been identified and are essentially mapped, being 
either designated or scheduled areas under the EPA and the Development Planning Act (DPA), 
respectively [or under both Acts as in the case of Special Areas of Co nservation (SAC)] [see Appendix 
III (B) of this Report ] .  Habitat  mapping  has been carried out since 1995, leading to an inventory of 
areas of ecological importance (AEIs)  and sites of scientific importance (SSIs)  in connection with 
Article 46 of the DPA [see Section 3.6].  Habitat  mapping has also been carried out since 2002 as part 
of the Emerald / Natura 2000 selection process of SACs and SPAs.  Considering the sites submitted 
to the EC to form part of the Natura 2000 network  under the Habitats Directive, Malta has reached 
a high percentage (92.64% as at June 2008) under the sufficiency i ndex  for the terrestrial sites  
(Source: Natura 2000 Barometer). The evaluation of sufficiency  is based on the range of each 
habitat and species in the full territory of each member state  and within the sites proposed by eac h 
member state . To reach 100% sufficiency, proposed sites must be enlarged or new sites proposed; 
work is underway to achieve such objective.   

 

Identification and mapping of tree protected areas  has been done since 1999 and finalised in 2009. 
An exercise was also recently carried out to survey the mediolittoral algal communities , along the 
coastline of the Maltese archipelago in order to confirm the water quality and also aid in the 
nomination of marine protected areas ( MPAs). Furthermore , through a number of environment 
impact assessments other mapping exercises were also carried out for particular marine areas. A 
wetlands inventory is also available ; this includes extant wetlands and the major tributaries.  

 

The protection of biodiversity is fundamentally important in view of its pivotal role in  ensuring the 
continuity of ecosystem services. Th is is mainly achieved via  statutory protection of sites under the 
EPA and DPA. Although t he protection of sites was initiated a number of years ago, the extent of 
coverage has greatly increased in the past five to six years. Those areas designated under the EPA 
normally come along with the direct aim to protect hab itats and species of importance; t hose 
scheduled under the DPA are aimed towards restricting development.  Management of selected sites 

                                                 
13 Species Protected in 2009 were actually protected in 2006 , (by way of LN 311 of 2006) but  are included as 2009 for 
consistency since those marked 2002 and 2005 were not necessarily protected in those years but before.  


