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INTRODUCTION
The President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, in collaboration with the Australian High
Commission in Malta, brought together experts and stakeholders to discuss the links and relationships
between the environment and our collective wellbeing, and to propose meaningful and practical ways
of supporting a positive relationship between the two.
Prof Hilary Bambrick delivered the key note address, while Dr Marie Briguglio facilitated the conference,
and Prof Alfred Vella, Dr Natasha Azzopardi Muscat, Dr Vincent Caruana, Ms Esther Sant, and Prof Victor
Axiak all formed part of the panel of experts.
The conference explored different layers and facets related to the environment and pollution, and how
these issues affect our health and wellbeing, both directly and indirectly. The President’s Foundation for
the Wellbeing of Society brought together leading experts, both local and foreign, to explore these issues
and create a safe space for an open dialogue, where an action plan could be formulated and eventually
implemented to effectively reduce pollution, and to enhance the wellbeing of our communities.
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OPENING ADDRESS
HER EXCELLENCY, MARIE-LOUISE COLEIRO PRECA, PRESIDENT OF MALTA
It is my pleasure to open this second edition of the National Conference on Wellbeing, facilitated by
the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, in collaboration with the Australian High
Commission in Malta.
I would like to take this opportunity to thank Dr Ruth Farrugia, Director-General of the President’s
Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, and her team, and all the people who have participated in
the Community Forum, chaired by Dr Marie Briguglio. Special thanks also go to the Australian High
Commission in Malta for their continuous support of the Foundation’s activities. I would also like to
thank Professor Bambrick for coming from Australia for this very special conference.
It is becoming increasingly clear, thanks to research conducted both locally and internationally, that
the quality of the environment is a key determinant of people’s wellbeing. Research indicates that living
in environments which are compromised by pollution can reduce our standard of wellbeing, and this
has a direct impact on our standard of living. The 1st National Conference on Wellbeing highlighted
this alarming reality, and the previous work of the Community Forum within the Foundation also put a
spotlight on these urgent issues, indicating concerns emerging at a more grassroots level. Over the past
two years, a series of consultations facilitated by the Community Forum, and held with people across
the Maltese Islands, continuously drew attention to the importance of safe, healthy public spaces, and
the important role that such spaces play in the lives of diverse communities in Malta and Gozo.
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Such a focus on the need for green spaces is also a prominent topic of discussion raised by children and
young people from schools and educational institutions across our islands, in my regular meetings with
them. It has become very clear to me that our younger generations are deeply aware of the need for
securing environmental health. In fact, I am truly amazed at how vocal our younger generations have
become about their concerns regarding environmental health. Moreover, through the Foundation’s
work, it has become evident that pollution and traffic density are among the key factors which suppress
wellbeing in the Maltese Islands.
Today’s conference is one of the outcomes that the Community Forum has brought about, as a way of
encouraging us to place a critical and proactive focus on environmental health and wellbeing. The loss
of our open spaces, in both rural and urban areas, is a social as well as an environmental challenge. This
loss poses the very real risk that we could lose those precious places where we can, together:
Form strong and resilient communities;
Build relationships, and;
Feel connected to our environmental heritage, and to one another.
The loss of green spaces due to construction, over-development, and traffic, implies that we must do
more to ensure that the long-term health and sustainable wellbeing of the individual, the family, and
the community are kept at the heart of our national agenda.
From this brief analysis, a straightforward question is automatically raised: How can we achieve a
mutually satisfying balance between the need to expand our economic and infrastructural horizons,
while still prioritising the dignity of our citizens and the integrity of our environment?
According to indicators from the European Environmental Agency, Malta is one of the most noise-

polluted places in the European Union.
However, I must note, that until now there has
been little investment in research which raises
awareness and promotes responses to this
issue and its implications on human health.
Traffic, construction, and certain high-powered
industries are all contributing to a situation
which, according to the Noise Abatement
Society of Malta, creates adverse effects to
health and wellbeing in our country.
On other fronts, our country remains
dependent on fossil fuels, and greenhouse gas
emissions have not declined in any significant
way. The implications this has on our climate,
and adaptability to extreme weather events,
merits immediate attention. For this reason,
I am pleased that our keynote speaker,
Professor Bambrick, will share her knowledge
and experiences in this essential area.
Malta is rightly proud of successfully achieving
significant economic growth, and in the
process is attracting thousands of foreign
workers, tourists, and visitors to our shores,
together with growing proportions of elderly
people living longer, with more fulfilled
lives, thanks to improvements in our health
care system. However, this increase in the
number of people on our islands means that
more people, and indeed, more vulnerable
people, are being exposed to increasing
levels of pollution. One must note that very
young children, and even unborn babies,
are particularly vulnerable to air pollutants.
According to data from a recent report
published by the World Health Organisation,
entitled “Inheriting a Sustainable World: Atlas
on Children’s Health and the Environment”, a
large portion of the most common causes of
death among children between 1 month to 5
years of age are preventable, by interventions
known to reduce environmental risks.
I would like to quote Dr Margaret Chan,
Director-General of the World Health
Organisation, who says, “A polluted
environment is a deadly one, particularly for
young children. Their developing organs and
immune systems, and smaller bodies and
airways, make them especially vulnerable to
dirty air and water.”
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Indeed, the World Health Organisation reports that a quarter of deaths of young children
in the world are in fact due to pollution. We cannot allow this situation to continue. Hence,
I would like to take this opportunity to urge our national authorities to recognise that issues
of environmental health which affect Malta, our Mediterranean Region, and the European
Union, do so just as much as they affect developing parts of the world. Furthermore, we cannot
forget the increased vulnerability of people living in poverty, for whom it is often impossible
to escape congested and unhealthy environments. We cannot forget those individuals and
families experiencing precarity, not only socially and economically, but also environmentally,
and the massive impact that polluted environments can have on their lives.
I am informed that an increased perception of exposure to air pollution is reported by persons
with lower educational levels and increasing age, which indicates elevated risk levels among
these populations. Moreover, spatial issues regarding the location of neighbourhoods in dense
or high traffic areas can play a significant role, which indicates that living in more affluent,
residential areas makes one less vulnerable to the full force of exposure to air pollution.
We must be brave, and admit that environmental health inequalities are a reality in Malta.
This is attested to by the latest report on “Environmental Health Inequalities” released by the
Maltese Ministry for Health, in collaboration with the Environmental Health Directorate, and
European office of the World Health Organisation. However, more detailed information is
still needed to enable more in-depth assessments with respect to environmental exposure
data, such as indicators for injury and air pollution, and certain at-risk groups, such as the
elderly, the young, and those living at risk of poverty. Such information would directly assist in
creating targeted and powerful interventions which would be of clear benefit to vulnerable
groups and communities.
There is also a growing need for specific studies which explore the effects of traffic and
construction, particularly as causes of air pollution, along with the resultant risks of respiratory
illnesses. Such studies must be paralleled with research on the availability of urban green
spaces, safe walkways, and how best to promote sustainable wellbeing for all members of
our society. We need to encourage and promote greater synergies between different areas
of focus, including the economy, the environment, wellbeing, and the health sector. Such
collective and interlinked efforts will ensure better, more holistic, and forward-looking policies.
In the meantime, we are told that by 2050, the European Commission estimates that some
80% of the European Union’s population will live in urban areas. Furthermore, 30% will be over
the age of 65. We must therefore be more mindful of the responsibility we have, to address
the complex choices that we make today, and the subsequent effects they will have on our
islands in the future.
I believe we must ask ourselves how large, elderly, urban populations can best be served in
terms of environmental wellbeing, while also taking into consideration the effects of climate
change which are transforming the world for future generations. We definitely cannot afford
to treat environmental issues as isolated concerns any longer, presuming that they always
have clear causes and can be fixed with an immediate, one-off response.
We know that diverse risks are experienced differently within our ecosystems. They have
complex sources and interact in multi-dimensional ways. The work of academics and
practitioners, working in increasingly trans-disciplinary approaches, is essential if we are to
effectively address these complex issues.
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I am confident that your deliberations during today’s conference will make a much-needed contribution
to the conversations currently underway, on issues of environmental wellbeing and environmental
justice, both in Malta and further afield. We must continue to prioritise the work of scientists, researchers,
civil society, and people in general, who are collaborating to give us a clearer picture of Malta and the
world’s interconnected social and ecological systems. Let us also remember the impact of globalisation,
which has accelerated the reach and the intensity of today’s environmental concerns. We cannot allow
politically-motivated rhetoric to hide the realities of climate change, which is a powerful example of
a global concern that has universal causes and repercussions. Not only are individual countries and
entire regions affected, but the phenomenon of migration is itself motivated, in no small way, by
the catastrophic effects of climate change on crop yields and the habitability of some of the most
impoverished parts of the world.
We must also remember that each one of us has a responsibility to ensure that the United Nations’
Sustainable Development Goals should find full and effective implementation across our lives and in
our nations. This must include the area of environmental health, particularly in line with SDG 3, which
aims to ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all. I urge our authorities to prioritise investment
in preventative strategies that will proactively keep us ahead of the challenging curve, by applying
foresight and a long-term view. Such investments are owed to ourselves, in particular to our children,
and to all future generations. I would like to take this opportunity to address the younger generation,
encourage them to speak out, and to hold adults and authorities to account in achieving a vision for the
sustainable wellbeing of all life on our planet.
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Let me also take the opportunity to appeal for diligence and integrity in all sectors, including the planning
sector, and for the absolute recognition that people must come before profits. For this reason, I urge
our politicians to work in synergy with all stakeholders, towards a long-term national environmental
vision, strategy, and action plan, that goes beyond the interests of any political party. This can only be
achieved if a continuous process of respectful dialogue among stakeholders is initiated and sustained
by all people of goodwill.
In conclusion, I am very pleased to welcome today’s panel of national experts and researchers, who
will share their expertise and findings with us. Your contributions, as active participants, will continue
to deepen the discussion we began last year, about the role of wellbeing in the Maltese Islands. I am
confident that, thanks to your collective efforts, we shall continue to promote awareness of wellbeing as
an essential guide in our national journey, to ensure healthier and more dignified lives for every member
of our society.
Thank you.

Prof. Hilary Bambrick is introduced by Mr Timothy James Davies, Deputy Head of Mission, Australian
High Commission.

KEYNOTE ADDRESS

CLIMATE CHANGE, HEALTH AND
WELLBEING
PROF HILARY BAMBRICK
Thank you all for being here today, and for the
invitation to speak with you about climate change,
health and wellbeing.
I come from a city in Australia called Brisbane, in the
state of Queensland. Now to give you a sense of the
scale of my home country, you could fit about 5500
Maltas into one Queensland. Brisbane is a subtropical
city, with beautiful weather most of the year, but very
hot and humid in summer. It’s no stranger to extreme
weather events, such as the heavy rainfall and severe flooding last week from ex-Tropical Cyclone Debbie
as it moved down the east coast, flooding parts of Brisbane and swallowing the northern New South
Wales town of Lismore. We have a lot of extreme weather events in Australia, prompting this satirical
news headline from two years ago: “Australians Recovering from their Fifteenth ‘Once in a Lifetime’
Disaster” after severe storms flooded Sydney and surrounds.
This light-hearted observation exposes a far more serious reality; that the norms of climate are shifting,
so that we are seeing severe events more frequently, which are in turn becoming increasingly extreme.
The shifting climate has consequences for the global environment, with a wide variety of ecological
impacts around the world, and a range of negative consequences for human health.
These impacts are more and less direct; the more direct impacts include trauma from events such as
fires and floods and ill health from extreme heat, and the less direct impacts include poorer nutrition as
a result of food insecurity, or conflict relating to resource scarcity. One way to think about the different
types of health impacts brought on by climate change is to invoke the Four Horsemen: Pestilence,
Famine, War and Death.
Pestilence refers to changing patterns of disease with climate change, especially the transmission of
communicable diseases. Vector-borne diseases in particular are of concern, as vector ecology is affected
by the climate. Mosquitoes – a very important disease vector – have a life cycle that is dependent on
temperature, humidity and rainfall. They require water to breed in. They develop faster, bite more
frequently, and survive longer where it is warmer and wetter, and the diseases which they carry also
replicate more quickly inside them, meaning a mosquito can transmit an infection sooner. Malaria,
dengue, chikungunya and zika are all major diseases carried by mosquitoes and affected by climate
change. While the climate sets the geographic boundaries of mosquito distribution and disease
transmission, whether or not the disease occurs is influenced by other factors, most notably the wealth
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of a country and their capacity to monitor and respond to vectors and disease outbreaks. A poorer
country with the same type of climate as a wealthy country is more likely to have greater transmission
of vector-borne disease. Climate change, for various reasons, will make economic development and
poverty eradication more difficult, further enhancing the likelihood of disease transmission in a climate
which is more favourable to vectors.
Higher ambient temperatures bring about other communicable disease threats, with increasing risk of
gastroenteritis, and skin infections such as bacteria multiplying more quickly in warmer temperatures.
Recently, there was a new spectre raised by climate change, with “zombie microbes” – reinvigorating a
long gone outbreak, and becoming a real threat. Siberia saw the re-emergence of anthrax as permafrost
thawed in unusually high temperatures. Rotting reindeer corpses that were shallowly buried released
once dormant spores into soil and water. A similar thing could happen with smallpox, as the virus is
reawakened from victims of a past epidemic buried in shallow graves.
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The concept of Pestilence can also be extended to include non-communicable diseases, such as
those resulting from changed diets and reduced physical activity, or asthma and allergy. In
November last year, Melbourne experienced an epidemic of ‘thunderstorm asthma’
where a thunderstorm triggered nearly 2000 ambulance call outs and more
than 8000 visits to hospital by people experiencing breathing difficulties.
Nine people died. During a thunderstorm, pollen grains can break
apart and become small enough to be inhaled deeply.
This thunderstorm followed a period of unusually
high temperatures that had caused large
amounts of pollen to be released
into the air. This event was
unprecedented, and
many of the

people affected had never had asthma before.
Climate change also triggers Famine, the second of the horsemen. It reduces food and water security
through less reliable rainfall, warmer temperatures and higher atmospheric CO2. In a wealthy country
such as Australia, extreme events such as cyclones and drought push up the prices of fresh food.
Sometimes nearly entire crops are wiped out, and accessibility and affordability declines. It’s not just
the extreme events that affect food; the areas in which certain foods may be grown are changing as
temperatures get warmer and rainfall patterns change. Plants grown under warmer temperatures,
and in an atmosphere with higher concentrations of CO2, may also be less nutritious, containing less
protein and fewer micronutrients. Climate change and food security is a much more serious problem,
however, for countries which are poor and more agriculturally marginal – large parts of Africa and Asia,
for example. Conversely wealthy temperate areas in North America and Europe may see a net benefit in
agriculture from climate change, increasing global inequalities. Fisheries are also affected, with warmer
temperatures and ocean acidification changing species distributions, and in some areas increasing risk
of ciguatera poisoning from algal blooms.
The third horseman, War, is a product of climate change as conflict increases over scarce resources.
We’re heading into a world with less land, less food, and less water, with increasing inequalities, with
mass population displacement and weakened states. Increasing resource scarcity overwhelms coping
mechanisms and lowers the threshold for violence among families, villages, and nation-states.
Finally the fourth horseman, Death, refers here to the direct impacts of extreme events resulting
from climate change. Some recent examples from Australia include an extreme heatwave in 2009 in
Melbourne that caused more than 200 deaths - many more than expected, resulting in morgues being
filled to capacity and bodies being stored in refrigerated trucks. Infrastructure broke down all over the
city, with train tracks buckling in the heat, along with widespread loss of electricity. The economic cost
was estimated to be $100 million AUD. Shortly afterwards, Australia had its worst bushfire tragedy,
with 173 people dying on ‘Black Saturday,’ in unprecedented fire weather conditions. Another 414 were
injured, and 7562 were displaced. In 2011, Queensland was subjected to severe flooding, where a 7m
‘inland tsunami’ rushed through a town. 38 people died in that event, and 200,000 people were directly
affected. The direct economic cost was estimated at $2.4 billion AUD, with national GDP reduced by
$40 billion AUD. Not only are extreme events deadly, they are economically very expensive.
As I mentioned, the norms of climate are shifting, and we’re entering new territory.
In Australia we’ve recently added two new colours to our weather maps to
show temperatures over 50 degrees C. Following on from the Black
Saturday bushfire tragedy, we now have a new Catastrophic
level to add to our fire danger ratings. This has
changed the ways in which bushfires are
managed. Australia has a long history
of fairly successful bushfire
management,
and
it used to be
that
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people would stay and defend their homes from an approaching fire, and help would usually be at
hand from the voluntary rural fire brigades. Now, a Catastrophic day means that you need to get out,
even if you’re well-prepared, because the conditions are so ferocious there is little chance of survival.
Just as not all countries are equally vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, some groups of people
are more vulnerable than others. During a heat event, for example, older people, or those who are ill,
or less mobile, or socially isolated, are at increased risk. So too are outdoor workers and emergency
responders. Where you live – whether it’s in the city, or along the coastline, also determines vulnerability
to climate change.
While the human health impacts of climate change are significant and severe, there are other ways in
which climate change affects our wellbeing and that of the planet. There is cultural and environmental
loss, for example, such as through the mass coral bleaching events that have struck Australia’s iconic
Great Barrier Reef. There is also the likely loss of whole nations, as sea level rise swallows up low lying
countries, such as Kiribati and Tuvalu in the Pacific.
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There are a number of actions we can – and indeed must – take to reduce the impacts of climate
change on human health and wellbeing. Adaptation – adjusting to the climate change that is already
occurring, and planning for what is yet to come, is essential. We’re already seeing the effects of climate
change. It’s not something that is some distance away in the future. It’s something that is happening
now. Since the climate system is slow, even if we stop all of our greenhouse gas emissions today, there
is still another half a degree or so of warming that is already in the system, and which will occur over
the next two decades. We need to act urgently to stop further warming occurring, and in particular
this means not burning fossil fuels. The good news is that we wouldn’t have to wait decades to see the
health benefits: if we stop mining and burning coal today, we will have cleaner air today. Particulate
pollution from coal mining affects the health of miners (we’ve recently seen the re-emergence of ‘black
lung’ disease in Australia, a disease that kills 25,000 people worldwide), and it affects the health of
surrounding communities.
Coal is becoming less marketable as people switch to renewable technologies. Much of the drive for
this has come from community groups rather than government, which has been much slower to see
and respond to the global climate tragedy unfolding. It’s this type of creative collective action that is
essential to ensure that we have a healthier climate future.
Thank you.

THE HEALTH AND WELLBEING COSTS OF POLLUTION
DR MARIE BRIGUGLIO
All around the world, research confirms an intimate relationship
between exposure to pollution and wellbeing. This includes
research in Malta, where studies which have been
conducted in recent years show that the higher
the environmental quality reported by
individuals, the higher their reported
wellbeing, and the more polluted the
environments they live in, the lower
their wellbeing. This relationship
survives robustly, even after we control
for all the other factors that we know
influence wellbeing. It is not simply
correlation. It is not that unhappy
people live in polluted environments,
but that pollution actually lowers
people’s wellbeing. One of the reasons
why this relationship is so strong is that
pollution harms wellbeing directly
through nuisance, lack of amenity,
and so on, but also because it harms
physical and mental health. And both
mental and physical health are, of
their own right, strong causal levers of
wellbeing.
These issues also repeatedly emerged
during the two years of on-the-ground consultation and discussions conducted through the Community
Forum, which I chaired, as part of the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society. People
mentioned traffic, noise and congestion as sources which diminished their wellbeing, and which are
becoming more and more acute. They also mentioned open space, the sea, and the countryside as that
which improved their wellbeing. Yet we are rapidly and irreversibly losing the possibility to be in open
space. The Malta most people know and live in on a day to day basis is congested and polluted. It is a
building site or a parking site, where walking has become difficult, if not downright dangerous.
We are, in fact statistically, the least likely to walk among Europeans. We have by far the lowest levels
of open space in Europe, and, ironically, the highest levels of vacant property. We exceed certain air
pollution parameters set down by the WHO, we are the noisiest in relation to Europe, and we are also
the most densely populated. This, is turn, increases exposure to pollution. This is why, in discussing the
theme for the second National Conference on Wellbeing, and the first to go into detail on just one
of the main determinants of wellbeing, we agreed without hesitation that it must be pollution. Any
organisation that focuses on wellbeing cannot ignore what is happening. Still less can we ignore what
will unfold with increased pressures, as our population increases and as climate changes..
We also cannot ignore the fact that while pollution impacts all of us, it impacts some of us more. It is not
hard to fathom that pollution takes its hardest toll on those who cannot afford to move out of it, such
as those who live or work in polluted roads, with no money to take refuge in air-conditioned homes,
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detached villas in the countryside, yachts or holidays abroad. The elderly, who often rely on their
neighbourhood for their needs, are veritably trapped inside their homes without safe pavements to
walk on. As for children, the WHO recently reported that a quarter of deaths of young children are due
to pollution.
There are, let us face it, two particularly strong economic sources of pollution in Malta. They are not
the only ones, but they underpin several of the problems we will discuss today. These are cars and
construction. Neither are problematic in themselves - indeed they are desirable. However their sideeffects, when insufficiently unmanaged, bring about what is known as the “tragedy in the commons”.
Leaving so much freedom for cars and construction leads to a loss of other freedoms – the freedom to
walk, to play outdoors, and to breathe clean air. This is why at a certain stage of a country’s development,
it becomes desirable to think beyond economic growth, to quality of life.
Fortunately, we are doing well enough in both sectors for each to be able to shoulder the costs of
pollution, including cleaner technology and better management of space. This week I was quoted in
the press as saying “This isn’t about protecting future generations, but about protecting our lives and
health now”. And with that sense of urgency, I will now end my talk and proceed to welcome you all to
our panel discussion.
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CHEMICALS IN MALTA’S ENVIRONMENT:
LIKELY CHANGES IN FUTURE
PROF ALFRED J. VELLA
Nothing in the universe is free of chemicals: everything is chemical, including Madonna’s Material Girl,
who knows well that she’s living in a “material (chemical) world”. When this girl, having become very old
and decrepit, eventually dies, only the chemical reactions driving her biological functions cease, because
the physico-chemical structures of her internal organs, cells and fluids would have degraded to the
point where they stop working effectively to keep her alive. Not one of the tremendously large number
of atoms in her body is destroyed or lost. Rather, the atoms of carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen,
phosphorus, sulphur, calcium, iron, sodium, potassium, chlorine, iodine, zinc, copper, etc. start a new
journey, which sees them being released from the biological structures of Material Girl, to becoming
more chemically stable and simpler materials such as salts. These mix with the soils of Earth, ammonia,
and amines, which escape to atmosphere as malodorous gases and vapours, and the two most
abundant great products of death, namely, carbon dioxide gas (CO2) and water (H2O). These
principal chemicals of death are the very same chemicals from which new biological life can
form, via the critical production of comestible organic matter by photosynthesis. The cycle of life
will continue turning, provided, of course, the sun keeps shining on this planet.
I needed to introduce my brief note in this rather morbid fashion to make two points.
First, that it is unreasonable to divide the ecosystem in which we live into two distinct and
separate parts, namely, the natural (benign) environment, free of chemicals and dangerous
contamination, and “the chemicals” (hazardous, toxic, injurious), which materials can only
eventually and probably bring harm to humanity. The biological world is itself chemical, and
exists in a close and intimate relationship with chemical elements and compounds in its
surroundings. Both sides influence one another constantly and continuously.
The second point is that no elements in the ecosystem (and indeed beyond it) can be destroyed.
Atoms are indestructible: they can divorce and remarry, forming new chemical families, but
they can’t be made to disappear into nothing. It is important to keep this in mind when we talk
about the need to keep the air or water clean and free from contamination.
Science and technology have provided numerous substances that nature itself never managed
to make. In June 2015, the Chemical Abstracts Service (CAS) of the American Chemical Society
catalogued the 100 millionth chemical substance in its Registry, CAS RN 1786400-23-4, a siliconcontaining therapeuticused to treat acute myeloid leukemia. During its 50 year existence, CAS
has added, on average, 1 new chemical compound to its registry every 2.5 minutes, and the
growth has become practically exponential in the last 10 years, and is far from slowing down.
Should we be concerned?
Among these millions of compounds, many have the capacity for harm, but many others have
rendered significantly better both the quality, and indeed, length of life for countless individuals.
Chemicals are fantastically useful materials that can and do afford wellbeing and more
convenient living, but they do need to be used with diligence, care and moderation because,
as waste, they don’t disappear after use. It is easy to predict that increasing affluence locally is
bound to continue to bring about greater use and consumption of material (chemical) goods,
that will inevitably increase the size and chemical complexity of the waste streams.
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When materials such as plastics, glass, precious but toxic metallic elements, and others, are present in
products of commerce, the chemicals in the wastes generated cannot all be recovered easily to avoid
contamination of the environment. Locally, we manage to recover most of the ferrous and non-ferrous
metals, and these are fairly readily sold and exported for recycling. Other materials such as plastics and
paper, for which market prices fluctuate, have to wait in storage for the right moment to move. Export of
plastic waste may be dogged by the presence, in certain plastics, of toxic brominated flame retardants,
the presence of which would need to be determined and declared to the recipient of the waste.
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Materials in commercial use often become an undesired presence in the water supply, and certain
categories of materials render the purification of waste water problematic. Among these are the
pharmaceuticals. When pills are consumed, the ‘left-over’ chemicals from the pharmaceutical, including
mainly the metabolites which represent breakdown reaction products from the original chemicals,
emerge in the urine of users and begin their longer journey in sewage water. During this time they may
degrade further, but probably incompletely, until they eventually become carbon dioxide and water.
The conversion of faecal matter into (mainly) carbon dioxide and water is relatively easy to effect, with
the help of aerobic bacteria that feed on the material; dealing with the breakdown into non-toxic
products of trace amounts of synthetic materials such as medicinals, but also detergents, pesticides,
dye stuffs, suspended nano-particles and metals, which need removal by precipitation or sorption,
is harder but not impossible. This represents an area of active international research, the results of
which are crucially important. For Malta, effective
management of this problem will assume
greater importance if, as appears
likely, purified wastewater
is returned to the
water table.

Despite its importance to health and wellbeing, citizens normally implicitly trust their water authorities
to provide them with good quality drinking water. On the other hand, they frequently tend to voice their
anxieties and consternations over air pollution. Ironically, these same citizens are busy aggravating the
problem through exclusive use of motorized personal transportation, totally unwilling to take the bus
and leaving the car behind. Unlike water pollution, air pollution cannot be managed centrally, but needs
a community effort, which is much harder to achieve. Malta’s atmosphere is quite dusty, and there
appears to be no desire or resolve to reduce the problem: ironically, particulate pollution is recognized
to be the most damaging to health. Major contributors to atmospheric particles are emissions from
motor traffic, including fines (PM10 and PM2.5) from engine exhausts but also aerosols from break pad
and rubber tyre wear, the building industry, and fireworks. These anthropogenic sources add to natural
dust sources of a transboundary nature, these being Mediterranean sea salt aerosols, and North African
desert dust. Given the national strong attachment to the motor car, the undisputed and unquestioned
importance of the construction industry to the economy, and the fanatical dedication to the village
saints who demand their poisonous dust quota for the whole of 4 months per year, it is unlikely that
atmospheric particulate loads will decrease in future. This predicament will compound the increasing
health issues likely to require management for the older Maltese population of the future.
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ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY AND HEALTH
PROF VICTOR AXIAK
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To simply state that there is a direct relation between environmental quality and human health is a
truism, and I feel that we should be able to go beyond that. It is very often stated, and rightly so, that
the economic significance of environmental degradation is difficult to assess, and therefore relevant
authorities often fail to factor in such degradation in their policy considerations, or to do so only to a
certain limited extent. Even from a purely economic perspective, this approach is quite myopic, since very
often environmental degradation leads to loss in economic assets such as human health, biodiversity
and ecological services. On the other hand, it would be equally short-sighted if we base our assessment
of the link between environmental quality and human health within the local context, only on the basis
of public perceptions, rather than evidence-based considerations, or only on our national compliance
requirements to EU obligations. When taking into account the limited resources available to the local
competent authorities which are responsible (or partly responsible) for ensuring the management of
such risks to human health as arising from environmental degradation, and when considering the oftadopted risk approach to the management of such risks, due to
their complex and multi-facet nature, such method of
assessment would be counter-productive, to say
the least.
While
evidently I will be
basing my contribution on
facts and figures provided
by the Environment and
Resources Authority (ERA,
of which I am the current
Chairman), here I too express
my own personal opinions on
such matters.
As
the
most-densely
populated
island-state
within the Mediterranean,
experiencing a period of
rapid economic growth, there
is no doubt that we are being
faced with major challenges
arising from the need to
manage risks to human
health arising from waste
generation, and noise and air
quality in particular.
Annual growth in waste
generation is leading to
increased stress, particularly
to land, groundwater, air and
the marine environment.
While
increased
waste
generation is often associated
with
improved economic

performance, we should aim at decoupling these two indicators. One would expect continued growth
in waste generation, unless waste prevention measures outlined in Malta’s National Waste Management
Plan are implemented with immediate effect. Further growth in waste generation without immediate
action to improve sustainable waste management in Malta can lead to increased pressures on human
health and on our environmental resources, not to mention difficulties posed on Malta’s endeavours to
abide by its EU obligations. During its first year of operation, ERA has given priority to this issue, especially
to the need for increased enforcement of national legislation, and especially by major operators in the
field. ERA was also instrumental in providing expert advice on policy matters to the Ministry responsible
for the Environment, on waste management matters.
While noting that key air quality indicators in
Malta are not generally in exceedance
of EU obligations, air quality is
generally perceived as
being of great national
concern. The conversion
of energy generation
from heavy fuel oil
to less polluting fuel
sources is undoubtedly
one important step in
the right direction. The
available data suggest
that when considering
EU
thresholds,
the
air pollutants which
have raised concern
from 2008 onwards
are particulate matter
and nitrogen dioxide
- mainly arising from
road traffic, though
surprisingly so, there is
no evidence to suggest
any persistent upward
trend in these air
pollutants. Nonetheless,
it is evident that any
improvement in air
quality in our urban
areas will ultimately
depend on better traffic
management.
These
requirements have been addressed by ERA in its first year of coming in operation, by approving an Air
Quality Plan which has been submitted to our Ministry for further action. Such traffic management
strategies need to be integrated within spatial planning policies. Potentially hard decisions need to be
taken on the reduction of the amount of traffic on our roads.
ERA’s remit on noise is related to environmental noise, and advising on the assessment of noise
generated from new developments and industrial sites. Such sources as stated in the Environmental

19

Noise Directive (2002/49/EC) include: road traffic, infrastructure, aircraft, outdoor and industrial
equipment. In urban areas, environmental noise levels are on the increase, mainly from increasing road
traffic and the intensification of industrial uses and recreational activities. ERA compiles noise maps
indicating noise exposure, and prepares Action plans based on the strategic noise mapping. Furthermore,
important sources of noise such as firework displays do not fall within ERA’s remit. Evidently, there is
currently a fragmentary approach towards the holistic management of risks arising from noise levels,
and this needs to be addressed at a national level in the immediate future, in a manner which goes
beyond the fulfilment of our requirement to be compliant with EU regulations. Likewise, considerations
of health risks arising from air quality have to go beyond our EU obligations, and take into account other
potential contaminants such as perchlorates, which as yet do not feature within an EU context.
Other emerging issues on environmental quality and public health have still to hit the media attention.
These may include the potential occurrence of harmful and toxic algal blooms in our coastal waters.
There is an evident need for closer collaboration between different competent authorities, including
ERA and the Health Authorities, to address such issues. Furthermore specific priority areas and national
objectives need to be jointly identified, and the various action plans in different sectors need to be
harmonized in order to achieve such objectives within a given timeframe.
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Finally, during the conference, there was almost unanimous consensus about the need to integrate
environmental considerations at the highest possible levels of policy-making related to development. I
made a concrete proposal for ERA to be permanently represented on the Malta Council for Economic
and Social Development (which may indeed have a change in title to reflect this), as well as on Projects
Malta Ltd. The latter entity has been set up to coordinate and facilitate public-private partnerships
between Ministries and the private sector. These ventures serve to improve Malta’s infrastructure, the
quality of services being offered to citizens, and the value for money that a direct partnership with
the private sector brings. The inclusion of ERA will ensure that such initiatives will take environmental
considerations on board at the earliest possible stage of project inception.

A SHARED VISION OF WELLBEING
DR VINCENT CARUANA
In my job as an environmental educator, I often participate in workshops or meetings that are mostly
about finding and sharing empowering solutions to environmental problems. Yet we rarely stop to
envision the future we would like to create together. We rarely meet to reflect and create shared visions.
We tend to focus on the problem, and how to solve it - often at a point when it is too late, and at a
point when any solution, even with the best intentions, will involve compromises, as too much has
been compromised already. How about creating a shared vision of wellbeing as a nation? How about
meeting in various groups and asking ourselves what kind of community we would like to live in? How
about ensuring such groupings also include intergenerational groupings, so as to ensure shared visions
which are culturally aware? How about ensuring that such groups are also multicultural, so as to ensure
an inclusive vision rather than a majority one?
We might ask why we should bother with creating such a shared vision if we are stuck with problems
which seem to be overwhelming, such as those pertaining to traffic, air quality, climate change, and
lack of safe, green and open spaces. My suggestion is not to use shared visioning as a replacement for
a myriad of problem-solving, which seems to me to be so urgent. One does not exclude the other. Yet
shared visioning gives us an opportunity to think in new ways, to generate hope, to create new social
bonds, and to work together
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towards common goals. In other words, it gives us an opportunity to reclaim our
lives, our cultures, and our environments, and choose our preferred ways
forward from a multiple of possible futures, avoiding the trap of
the probable future we seem to be heading towards. While
it requires an approximate timeline for the process
to be effective, the emphasis will be on the
process of creative thinking that it elicits, and
the newly found passion that comes with it.
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Shared visioning gives the possibility to
move away from a focus on the negative –
the problem I must solve – to a focus on the
positive – the new vision we want to co-create.
Of course, in moving towards a shared vision,
it is expected to encounter problems on the
way, and obstacles that might require courage,
compromise, and thinking outside of the box.
In other words, the vision is utopic, while we
might need to walk towards this vision with
a degree of pragmatism. The task can be as
simple as making one positive sentence in the
present tense of how Maltese traffic looks like
20 years from now, or about the quality of air
in Malta. “Public transport is reliable, cheap
and predictable. Many people are choosing to
walk, bike or e-scooter in specially designated
paths throughout the island. People feel safe
doing so, both during the day and during the night.”
Our traffic, air-quality and climate crises are symptoms of a culture crisis – political, corporate and society
- and therefore reigniting imagination through shared visioning is one possible way out of this culture
trap. Drawing on traffic, air quality and climate research and statistics can be one important step, as is
also the need to shift the debate towards the broader themes of change and transformation.
One such useful approach is that of health justice, which follows on the basic tenets of environmental
justice, where health is conceived as a basis for human agency, and goes beyond biomedical definitions
towards embracing different dimensions of wellbeing, including physical and emotional hygiene. Add
a dose of presence to nature with mindfulness, and we are one step closer towards embracing what is
often called our ecological self – that part of self that is intricately connected with the whole. The links
between wellbeing and the healing power of nature are well documented. Leigh Tremaine (n.d.) puts
it beautifully:
When connecting more deeply with nature reduces stress and depression, brings our minds into a state
of clarity and inner peace, uplifts our spirits, and restores our immune function, the message is clear
that a society disconnected from nature is a sick one. (para. 1). 1
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Tremaine, L. (n.d.). Being present to nature with mindfulness.

Retrieved from http://leightremaine.com/being-present-to-nature-with-mindfulness/

Our disconnection from nature makes us accomplices in the crises linked to traffic, air quality and
climate, and in our pre-disposition to react - often late and weakly – to these same crises. The vision
to focus on the broader themes of change and transformation requires changing our default kneejerk responses from reactive to mindfulness, self-inquiry and re-connection – with nature, with self and
with community. Imagine using our newly found presence and mindfulness with nature to inform our
deliberations in our shared visioning spaces and discussions!
Our culture, that valorises speed and immediate gratification, often makes us numb to consequences
that are not immediate, and promotes an artificial decoupling between behaviour and consequences.
This cultural reality is further compounded by three other facts: 1) the global reality where decisions
are taken in what is both physically and psychologically distant from where the implications of such
decisions are felt; and 2) the time-lag it takes to translate ever-changing realities on the ground into
effective implementable policies; and 3) the general low value we give to the precautionary principle.
Shared visioning helps us beat the time lag by forcing us to empathise with our future selves – our self
of 10 years, 20 years or 50 years time.
I remain curious to further understand what processes of working with communities can support their
transformative capacity. I clearly see a potential in the contribution of interdisciplinary approaches to
environment, health and development research and policy engagement. Yet what I hope for most is
to be a part of a movement where we dream big. In my environmental education work I notice that
our imagination is often limited by our limited experiences. Say, our limited experiences with public
transport limit our imagination of the one positive sentence in the present tense about public transport
in 20 years’ time. My education work is partly content, but mostly it is about encouraging people to allow
their hearts to beat fast to those wild ideas which society will try to discourage and label as impossible.
These heart beats are the fuel that drives the co-creation of shared visions.
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ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH
DR NATASHA AZZOPARDI MUSCAT
Introduction
The environment is a major determinant of health. Estimated to account for almost 20% of all deaths
in the WHO European Region, air pollution is the largest single environmental risk, and a leading cause
of disease and death globally. It is a risk factor for ischemic heart disease, stroke, chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease, asthma and cancer. Air pollution’s negative effect on health brings an enormous
economic burden. The complex relationships between environmental, biological, demographic,
economic, social and other factors call for improving the resilience of communities to the physical,
natural and social pressures of the 21st century. The creation of supportive environments and resilient
communities is one of the pillars of the WHO European policy for health and well-being (Health 2020)
which was adopted during the Regional Commission of WHO EURO held in Malta in 2012.
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Malta has been active in the area of environmental health for the past two decades. The first NEHAP
(National Environmental Health Action Plan) was launched in 1997. A revised National Environmental
Health Action Plan (NEHAP), was adopted for the period 2006-2010. The Environmental and Health
Performance Review, implemented with support from WHO in 2009, found that urban outdoor
air pollution, road traffic injuries and unintentional injuries were the main health and environment
concerns in Malta. It acknowledged the improvements that had been registered, for example, through
the replacement of petrol with unleaded petrol, but singled out power station emissions and road traffic
as causes for concern. It also highlighted the high prevalence of asthma and obesity. [Environment and
Health Performance Review Malta 2009, Directorate for Environmental Health in collaboration with the
WHO].

Air Pollution
Air pollution from both outdoor and indoor sources represents the single largest environmental
risk to health globally. The first WHO publication to deal with air pollution and its effects on health
was “Air pollution”, published in 1958. It accepted the fact that air pollutants could damage health,
and represented the first step in establishing the case for setting air quality standards to safeguard
health. In May 2015, the World Health Assembly adopted resolution WHA68.8, entitled “Health and the
environment: addressing the health impact of air pollution”. Furthermore, a 2015 study by the WHO
Regional Office for Europe and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
finds that air pollution costs European economies $1.6 trillion dollars a year in diseases and death. 2
The health effects caused by air pollutants range from subtle biochemical and physiological changes
to difficulty with breathing, wheezing, coughing and aggravation of existing respiratory and cardiac
conditions. These effects can result in an increased need for medications, increased doctor or emergency
visits, more hospital admissions, and even premature death.3 There is increasing evidence that adverse
health effects occur at levels lower than those stipulated in the existing guidelines, and an update of
the air quality guidelines is underway.4 There is a need to take into account both outdoor and indoor
air quality.

2
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Evolution of WHO air quality guidelines: past, present and future. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2017

Perceived air pollution is a priority issue in Malta, and is especially reported by the low-income population.
Increased perception of air pollution exposure is also reported by persons with lower educational level
and increasing age. However, spatial issues regarding location of neighbourhoods in dense and/or highly
trafficked neighbourhoods play a significant role, indicating that residence in less busy (and probably
more expensive) neighbourhoods makes people less vulnerable to air pollution exposure. A good
quarter of the Maltese workforce reports being exposed to tobacco smoke at the workplace. Variations
of occupational second-hand smoke exposure can be found by all demographic, socio-economic and
occupational dimensions. However, the strongest variations are observed by occupation, indicating that
working conditions and legal enforcement are key issues for occupational health5.
Data on exposure to particulate matter (PM) at population level is not available for Malta (EUROSTAT
database accessed 2 April 2017).
Exposure to second-hand smoke in the private home is a health risk for almost a fourth of the population
in Malta. Differences by socio-demographic determinants show that exposure is most frequent in young
persons, those with secondary education, and unemployed and disabled persons. Low income also
increases the risk of exposure to second-hand smoking at home.6
The introduction of legislation banning smoking in playgrounds a few years ago, and in cars with children
earlier this year, are both steps in the right direction, but we need to take further steps to continue to
protect children, the elderly, and vulnerable persons from exposure to tobacco smoke. Recent research7
showed that levels of black carbon outdoors, in an area of high traffic density (Fgura), were much higher
than indoors and a locality with less traffic (Cospicua). In a comparative study with a Sicilian town,
Malta had high PM 2.5 levels.8 Current asthma was reported by 3.0% in Italy (Sicily) and 7.8.% in Malta
(p<.0001). Use of drugs for asthma in the last 12 months was reported by 4.9% in Italy and 12.1% in Malta.9
School indoor air quality is important, because children spend most of their time outside home within
the school environment. Current wheezing was reported by 17.8% of children.10 Southern schools had
the highest prevalence of current wheezers (OR 3.77; p = 0.012), and rhinoconjunctivitis (OR 3.59; p =
0.003). Classes facing roads had increased current wheezers (OR 2.27; p = 0.03) and exhaled carbon
monoxide (eCO) levels (p < 0.001). Current wheezing was significantly associated with the number of
light and heavy vehicles passing near the school (p < 0.001). The presence of smokers at home was
significantly associated with urinary cotinine and 3HC (p < 0.001). Proximity to power plants increased
the current wheezers (OR 5.89; p = 0.001) who had impaired spirometry (p = 0.003). Asthma symptoms
(OR 5.25; p = 0.001) and elevated eCO levels (p < 0.001) were associated with fuel storage facilities near
schools.11
The closure of the Marsa power plant and the conversion of the power plant in Delimara from heavy fuel
oil to gas, together with the procurement of electricity via an inter-connector with Sicily, are all initiatives
that may lead to improvement in the symptoms for children, and outcomes need to be monitored.
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However the number of registered transport vehicles on
the island continues to increase year after year, and this
may cancel the beneficial effect that power plant closure
and conversion may have on health outcomes.

Urban Planning
Urban planning needs to take transport, road safety, air
pollution, noise pollution and access to green spaces into
account. At a European level, there is substantial evidence
that these are key determinants as social drivers of health
inequalities.
In Malta, specific studies on the effects of traffic,
construction, the resultant air pollution and respiratory
illness need to be carried out. Furthermore, studies on
the availability of urban green spaces, safe walkways and
wellbeing are also necessary. This is in line with Parma
Declaration Regional Priority Goal 2.
Environmental health inequalities are a reality in Malta.
More detailed information is still needed to enable more
in-depth assessments with respect to environmental
exposure data (such as injury and air pollution data) and
certain risk groups (such as the elderly), which would
aid the targeting of specific interventions to the more
vulnerable subpopulations.

Access to Green Spaces
There is significant and growing evidence on the physical
and mental health benefits of green spaces. Research
shows that access to green space is associated with better
health outcomes, and income-related inequality in health
is less pronounced where people have access to green
space. Access to good quality green space is associated
with a range of positive health outcomes including better
self-rated health, lower body mass index scores, overweight
and obesity levels, improved mental health and wellbeing,
and increased longevity in older people.12
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Access to Green Spaces (2014), UCL Institute of Health Equity.
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Way Forward
A renewed impetus to take action on environmental determinants of health through a truly intersectoral approach is required in Malta. The upcoming WHO conference in Ostrava will undoubtedly
be instrumental in setting the agenda for the WHO-European region for the coming years, and
should be used as a basis to guide policy development for Malta. Framing of environmental priorities
through a health and social equity perspective is necessary to ensure widespread popular support
for implementation of the required policy and legislation. As political parties prepare their electoral
manifestos, there is a window of opportunity to ensure a full commitment to tackling environmental
determinants of health in order to improve health and quality of life.
Road traffic, urban planning, access to green spaces, improved indoor air quality, reducing the impact
of exposure to construction sites, and reduced exposure to tobacco smoke remain important priorities
to address. The setting up of appropriate monitoring systems in line with EU reporting requirements
is necessary. The Commission, in its Future of Europe White Paper states that it wishes Europe to
take a leading role on Climate Change. This is indeed welcome news, but it needs to be placed in
the context of the wider implementation agenda for planetary health, and the achievement of the
Sustainable Development Goals. Progress towards these cannot be achieved in the absence of a sound
environmental health focus incorporating the basic principles of public health policy and practice.
I am grateful to Dr Karen Vincenti and Dr Roberto Debono for comments and feedback provided on an
earlier draft.
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AIR POLLUTION
ESTHER SANT
As a breast cancer survivor, and also representing others who are currently fighting the dreaded disease,
I cannot but stress how much we underestimate the quality of air around us. Air is the very first essential
medium a newborn baby is presented with, as the little lungs, which were previously filled with fluid
during pregnancy, must suddenly fill up with oxygen. Air is what we take in, and let out every minute of
our lives. Yet, our air is increasingly polluted, often in the name of economic development and progress.
Our society has generally labelled progress as good. People are always trying to make more progress
in all spheres of life. Although progress is neither absolutely good nor absolutely bad, the contrasting
polarities of progress and regression are taxing our health heavily. Should we continue to
sacrifice our health in the name of progress, even with something as basic, and as
crucial, as air?
It is a fact that air quality is seriously affected by human activity,
and the effects are much greater than we might think.
From demands for more housing, commercial
centres, transportation, our cultural
customs, and other chemicals
that we have accepted
as part of our
ever yday
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life, it is time to make the public aware of their negative effects on our wellbeing. Trying to speak of
the health implications of air pollution without actually having a chemistry degree is, of course, quite a
challenge, but I will try my best to give voice to the worrying concerns.
Studies show that levels of particulate matter (PM) and ozone exposure are higher than those permitted
by WHO. The major sources of these two dangerous pollutants are traffic and the building industry.
Dust accumulated from these two pollutants may cause cardiovascular and lung disease, heart attack,
asthma and cancer which may even lead to premature death. Ozone in the air we breathe can harm
our health, especially on hot sunny days when ozone can reach unhealthy levels as a toxic brew cooks in
our streets. These pollutants are linked to combustion processes emitted by cars, large plants like power
stations, and heavy industry.
Another cause of great concern to us is the high level of chemicals emitted by wide-scale fireworks
detonation, especially in the summer months. The harmful effect of particulate particles is twofold one is that of being directly blasted into the air, with windblown black dust spreading the deadly gases
across the islands, and some settling on the topography which then washes down to our water table.
These can cause thyroid problems due to the presence of perchlorates. The new power station will
significantly lower air pollution emissions, and the interconnector has allowed the closure of the Marsa
power station, which was once a large source of air pollution.
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Indoor air quality in schools and other buildings is directly affected by outdoor air pollution. Today’s
planning and design of any dwelling is being projected as eco-friendly from its outset, minimising the
carbon footprint by using eco-efficient products. However the management practices, including those
of lighting systems, cleaning materials, paints, glues and other products are also important sources of
indoor pollution. We can mention compact florescent (CFL) bulbs which contain mercury. Chipped
lamps may release mercury which will contaminate our rooms, our landfills and also our waters. Volatile
organic compounds (VOCs) created by means of new electronics and plastic products, glues and
adhesives which can emit phthalates, are also linked to negative health implications. Means of heating
such as stoves and fire places, paint and paint strippers can also be hazardous, as chemicals such as
formaldehyde are emitted, which is a probable carcinogen.
The cleaning materials we find in our homes are also another enemy, some of which contain endocrinedisrupting chemicals. Hormone imbalances can create huge problems for society such as infertility,
learning disabilities, cancers and other diseases.
Of course we have to put everything in the balance, and if we are too house proud then at least we must
use the minimum, with protective gloves, in well-ventilated spaces. More importantly, we must read even if it’s in the finest text - the composition of the product, and look up on browsers to get informed.
Unfortunately, instead of the situation where the companies that make the profit from products and
activities must prove that they are safe, we have the current situation where the public is required to
prove that something is harmful before it is actually stopped. Money and greed often usurp health
concerns in our society.
Much, of course, has been said about tobacco, even as a source of indoor air pollution. Smoking can
kill us. We’ve known this for at least 50 years. It’s written boldly on the packet, and yet millions still
smoke, and thousands more pick up the habit every year. Although anti-smoking campaigns have
saved many lives, it’s distressful to see trends where females are picking up the habit more than their
male counterparts. Passive smoking can increase a non-smoker’s risk of getting lung cancer by 25%. This
is unfair, especially on our families, and people who cohabit with us in our homes. Pollution emitted by
cigarettes is ten times greater than diesel car exhaust. Thus with every puff inhaled and exhaled, the

damage to our own health and that of others is immeasurable. The World Health Organization
estimates that the global burden of disease from indoor air pollution is far greater than the burden from
outdoor air pollution, and the strong evidence points at tobacco. A WHO air quality study published in
October 201613 states that the recommended limit in terms of median fine part particulate matter is 10
micrograms per cubic metre, and Malta’s average rate comes in at 14 micrograms. This is worrying as it
shows we’re still far from curbing the breathing in of unhealthy concentrations of these particles.
What more can be done to safeguard our mental and physical health? There are changes we can adapt
in our lifestyles to promote cleaner air. We all know about the famous three Rs, making healthy choices
when buying goods, and trying to limit the chemicals in our work place and households. In terms of
transport pollution, having over 300,000 registered vehicles is a major culprit, which can be tackled
by sharing rides when possible, or by using public transportation or walking. Having a sustainable
transportation system is the fulcrum of fighting 50% of our air pollution. It’s undoubtable that this
problem needs both scientific and political measures to tackle. We must also be assertive enough
to educate others, starting from those at home, by not starting the habit of smoking ourselves, and
discussing practical assertions such as ‘cigarettes are killers that travel in packs’. Saying “no thank you”
to a cigarette is not degrading, but admirable. We have to tell people what we know, and get involved
in educating others by championing our principles.
Action for Breast Cancer Foundation, through its collaboration with the Health and Environment Alliance,
has embarked on a project with Year 4 primary school children, where the topic of air pollution was
introduced by their PSD teachers. Lisette Van Vliet, Senior Policy Officer, Chemicals and Health came
over to Malta to attend World Cancer Day 2016, and also gave an introductory lecture to all PSD teachers
of Malta and Gozo. She shared a very positive message, without infusing fear, but rather adopting a
“What can I do?” approach. Teachers and students used the comic provided, in both English and Maltese,
to prompt discussion. Students were challenged to think critically and creatively about the problems
surrounding air pollution. In fact, ABCF is in consultations with the ilearn Education Department to
evaluate and further widen the scope of this project with different schools in the Maltese islands. It’s
of utmost importance that children understand that they can make a difference, while also taking the
message home to further dialogue at home in this sense.
Finally, the responsibility rests mainly on our policy makers. We must express our concerns, as they are
responsible for voting in favour or declining policies that protect or deplete natural resources. This is an
important tool, as they represent us in parliament, and thus rely on our support as their constituents. We
must advocate for the conservation of our open green spaces that threaten the countryside, impacting
agriculture and biodiversity. In June 2016, an article was published in the Guardian.14 It reported on a
major new study carried out in Sweden, which has linked air pollution to increased mental illness in
children and also adults, even when pollution is at low levels. The first few breaths after birth may be
the most difficult breaths your baby will take for the rest of his/her life, however considering the state
of affairs in Malta, it seems that the effort that lies ahead is far greater. People of low socio-economic
status suffer the most from air pollution, namely particulate matter causing respiratory and other
serious ailments. Thus we call on the local government to immediately invest in new technologies and
regulations which needs to be safeguarded and monitored at all times.
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Further References:
http://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/view/20151202/local/220-deaths-from-air-pollution-in-oneyear.594216
http://www.env-health.org/
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DISCUSSION & FEEDBACK
A representative of the National Cancer Platform stated the following: “I work at Sir Anthony Mamo
College Centre, so I am in touch on a daily basis with people suffering from cancer. I was particularly
struck by Vince’s comment about our lack of awareness of being part of something larger than us, our
interconnectedness. We are living in an era of isolation, we tend to be isolated, and also the lack of
mindfulness is leading to mental health problems. I would like to point out that not everyone can go out
in nature, and thus part of my work is to bring nature to these people. You can really see the difference
when you present an aroma to a patient who hasn’t been in nature for a long time. For example, when
you present herbs you can see their faces light up. We must think about bringing nature to such people.
Even a sprig of rosemary to their homes makes a difference.”
A member of the audience asked what can be done about our treeless streets in Malta. She asked
whether it is possible to plant more trees in the streets in Malta. Another audience member made
a few comments and suggestions about what has been discussed. She stated that environmental
protection is an immediate priority. Traffic congestions can be eased if roadblock constructions
are minimised. Traffic congestions mean wasting more time, more pollution, and more stress. If
this can be tackled, it would be a huge step forward.
A member of the audience introduced the ‘Precautionary Principle’ in his comments. He stated
that the connection between smoking and lung cancer took a long time to be established
scientifically. He commented that we should not wait so long to receive scientific proof. He also
spoke about air pollution. He stated that transport is a perfect example of air pollution, as it has a
significant effect. It is a known fact that cars pollute, and make the roads dangerous.
In reply to these, another audience member stated the following: “I am impressed that we have
been in the forefront of management plans, but disappointed that these plans have not got us
very far when we have these pollution rates that are causing high rates of sickness. We keep on
isolating the environment as only being related to the countryside and ODZ issues, when we
said that 80% of Europeans live in towns. Yet those in charge of environmental management are
studiously avoiding these issues. The elephant in the room is construction, which is the second
largest contributor in Malta to air pollution. Many sites have illegalities despite construction laws
– look at the recent cowboy demolition of a hotel which sent clouds of dust, including asbestos,
into the air. It also has a huge effect on mental health. One expert stated in a conference last
year here that mental health problems in Malta are most prevalent in built-up areas. Why are our
authorities not doing more to ensure that we have green areas in towns? Studies have continually
shown that the most important areas are green areas within walking distance (500 metres) – why
are these areas in towns not being preserved, and why do authorities continue to build them up?
We had a wonderful announcement of green lands being created – one was in Swatar. However,
this is now going to be built over regardless.”
An audience member remarked that the one thing we need to restore is the concept of public
good, which is being lost. Furthermore he mentioned that the GDP is a poor measure for wellbeing.
He stated that we are constantly fed the idea that our GDP is doing well, but our quality of life
is on the decline. He argued that clearly, there is a disparity between economic success and
wellbeing. He asked what new measures are being introduced to measure wellbeing. Dr Marie
Briguglio replied that the NSO are looking at social statistics. The data shows that our population
is the least likely to walk, and has the largest rate of vacant property, and the most obese people
in Europe, despite doing well in economic terms. She agreed on the point about GDP.
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A member of the audience argued that there are three pillars of sustainability – economic, social and
environmental. She stated that there are a lot of studies on the therapeutic effects of the countryside.
“Our health improves drastically when we hear the sea, and are in the countryside. We should also
look at environmental health from another perspective - it is profitable to invest in our blue and green
spaces.”
Another audience member commented that the possibility of having access to free public transport
should be considered to reduce pollution. She also stated that smoking should be banned in public
places. In her last comment, she addressed the media. She stated that more could be done to educate
people on cooking small, simple and healthy everyday meals for people who have to juggle work
and family. She stated that the media also forgoes the importance of herbs, which could counter the
negative effects of pollution.
In an intervention, an audience member recommended creating more national parks, accessible to all,
as a possible solution working to enhance our wellbeing. He also stated that we could set up a trust, like
the National Trust in Scotland, which allows people access to the countryside.
An audience member stated that one solution would be to take individual action. She remarked that
people are disconnected from nature, and not only in Malta. This could be reversed by bringing nature
back to schools through education, for example by educating our educators. She continued by saying
that we find spaces that are being covered by artificial turf when the natural resources are already there.
She stated that children are very excited about participating in projects related to nature, especially
when they are actively involved.
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An intervention by a member of the audience pointed out that a project involving thirty local councils
is already in place. It is focused on responsibilities, rights, and consumerism. She stated that education
and community work are also very important, not just individual action. She stated that our resolve is
lacking, traffic problems are huge, and we need more public gardens – places that are child-friendly and
elderly-friendly in every locality.
Another comment made by an audience member stated that we need all sectors of society to get
together and agree on a way forward.
Dr. Natasha Azzopardi-Muscat stated that: “For a period of time the environment was somehow seen
as something stopping the economy from growing. Perhaps it became associated with upper middle
class people who have the luxury to think about the future. Today we are recreating a narrative
for the environment in Malta - centred on public health and wellbeing, as this captures the hearts
and minds of everyone. I would like to propose recreating the narrative for environment. There is
increasing evidence on the links between the environment and wellbeing. Air quality in indoor spaces
is still a problem in schools, e.g. children in schools close to fuel depots had a higher prevalence
of wheezing. We were at the forefront of banning smoking in public places, but there’s more to
do. Every little bit counts. Do not dismiss the ability to make improvements. People are becoming
increasingly subject to decisions that affect their health. There is increasing evidence which shows
that the current guidelines are outdated. The fact that you have air pollution discourages running and
jogging, and this makes people more sedentary. People are not taking their children to Muzew by
foot, as sometimes it is not safe to walk in the village core. However, what makes it unsafe is a queue
of parents taking their children to their lessons by car. A lot needs to be done for public spaces.”

Dr. Vince Caruana replied that “I think, if there is one line that I want to speak about, it is the mind-set
challenge. The fourth pillar of sustainability is culture, and mind-set is close to this, particularly the
mind-set that this is in. We need to know where we are going. We need to highlight the precautionary
principle. There is a time lag for most choices. We are loaded with statistics, but what we lack is the
concept of justice which doesn’t run across statistics, and a better triangulation between experience of
people and scientific knowledge. There is no panacea, but if we take a number of decisions together,
we can reach the shared vision.”
Another intervention made by the audience argued that we cannot talk about environmental health
without talking about climate change. He stated that transport should not be a political issue. There
is an urgency which is not looked at or emphasized. He continued by saying that we all want a clean
environment. He proposed to start thinking of how to approach things in a clean way. He insisted that
the issue should be on all agendas, and it should not be politicised in any way. “In the long run, if we
want to get on the train to solving the problem, we’ve got to go about it collectively and just do it.”
A member of the audience made the following recommendations to reduce pollution:
a) Use glass instead of plastic,
b) Harvest rainwater,
c) Keep roads clean.
An audience member continued the discussion by reiterating that there is a new era in geography - the
Anthropocene – whereby humans are now the main drivers of change. Furthermore, he argued that it
is crucial that we understand our role, and act upon it. He pointed out that unfortunately, there are no
politicians at this conference, which speaks for itself. “If as a society we are not concerned with health
and wellbeing, then nothing will be
done.”
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An intervention made from the floor appealed for paying closer attention to the changes that we are
seeing around us, for example, the bleaching of coral reef being closely linked to the way we consume
and produce. He also mentioned that the national interest does not always coincide with the global
interest. It is important that supranational institutions are adequately equipped to tackle an ecological
crisis on a global proportion.
The following appeals were made by a member of the audience:
a) Firstly, we should speak of climate action rather than climate change. We need to curb emissions,
which we are managing, but we are not doing well in energy efficiency, green spaces, and transport.
b) Secondly, we should look at the problem from a business and development perspective, rather
than expect governments to do this. If we, as a nation with our business people and NGOs, put
forward concrete suggestions to government, they cannot say no.
c) The third appeal is for NGOs. For some reason they boycotted a seat on the Climate Action Board
- which is a board to monitor government. It is a pity not to have NGOs on board, as they are an
important stakeholder.
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A member of the audience shared her personal experience: “In my village, around 5 years ago, they
resurfaced our street, where there are the Mistra Catacombs, and a small
park with benches and long standing trees. It was an area where
locals used to go for recreation outside the village core. Now,
they reduced the size of this small area, and turned
the surroundings into a major road. They
also reduced the number of trees
significantly. They increased the
area for parking when
only a small number of
people live there. Now
you see nobody on the
new benches, as they
are surrounded by cars,
and you cannot breathe
fresh air. Complaints to
the local councils and
in the media have led
to nothing. The local
council argued that a lot
of money is needed to
restructure the area, even
though it acknowledged
the damage done to the
locals.”

Another intervention argued that initiatives led by governments abroad are promoting free and efficient
public transport. For example, the ‘navette’ in France is a circulatory free-of-charge mini bus which starts
from outside the centre, and has a number of bus-stops on the
way towards the centre. The buses leave approximately
every 15 minutes. This is an excellent initiative
and one we should consider, as it helps
the reduction of private cars,
and thus traffic and
pollution.
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On the other hand, an audience member replied that we are too comfortable, and we are not very
willing to sacrifice ourselves to work on what we believe. She rhetorically asked how many attended
the conference today by public transport, or by carpool. She has been using public transport for 2
years (on average taking 15/20 buses a week), and she has studied other passengers. A large number
are foreigners, whereas the rest are students, meaning they are either too young or probably not yet
financially independent enough to buy a car, and old persons. We know pollution is bad, but we wait
for others to do something about it. She concluded by saying that perhaps we need more rules and
penalties to do something effective about it.
Dr Marie Briguglio concluded the discussion session by saying that with social media, we can actually
assemble and be proactive, i.e. just do it, from community to community.

MAIN POINTS & POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
1.

Pollution affects our wellbeing directly and indirectly. It affects our productivity, our ability to

socialise, and our mental and physical health.
2. The WHO estimates that around 20% of deaths are related to environmental causes, the chief of
this being pollution. The effects range from irritation e.g. coughing, but also exacerbation of asthma,
chronic lung disease, cardiac events etc.
3. Evidence suggests that while gases can be concerning, it is the particles and fine dust which
are really the most problematic. The evidence suggests that we are faring worse where dusts are
involved.
4. We do not have a shared vision of how Malta should look in 10 or 20 years, and we must.
5. Our connection with nature is directly correlated with our wellbeing. The wellbeing of people
needs to be at the centre of any future policy.
6. Children, the elderly, pregnant women, people living in poor neighbourhoods, and children
whose parents smoke are further exposed to pollutants, exacerbating health inequalities.
7. A number of suggestions included traffic management as a solution to reducing pollution.
8. The concept of the public good is being lost, which weakens any real attempt of a holistic policy
promoting environmental protection.
9. Air pollution discourages running and jogging, and this makes people more
sedentary.
10. We must make sure that children have access to green spaces
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growing up.
11. One way to counter the negative effects of
pollution is to promote health campaigns
focusing on educating people on
how to buy, cook and eat
in a sustainable

and healthy way.
12. There is an evident need for more open spaces, where we can have the opportunity to re-connect
with one another and our environment. Existing open spaces need to be properly maintained and
invested in, as community hubs.
13. We need to support children to plant food, and help them feel connected to the earth and the
food that we grow.
Through this conference, we hope to have recreated a narrative for the environment in Malta centred
on public health and wellbeing. As the recommendations suggest, there is a lot that can be done on
an individual level and on a community level. The need for more green, open and accessible spaces
has been a recurrent theme throughout the conference. It demonstrates an increased awareness of
the harmful effects of pollution on our physical and mental wellbeing. This concern was addressed and
underlined by the speakers and the audience. This increased awareness is key to challenging mind-sets
and promoting a holistic approach to environmental protection.
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