ACCIDENTS AND INJURIES, AND
SUPPORTIVE ENVIRONMENTS
3.8
NOISE AND VIBRATIONS

Excessive noise is one of the most frequently experienced problems locally and
probably the one that is most difficult to control due to strong cultural trends that
are still manifest in a wide majority of the population. Noise pollution is normally
associated with urban development: air and road transport, industrial, fireworks,
neighbourhoods, night entertainment, and nuisance. Noise is known to have a wide
variety of effects ranging from annoyance, increased stress, and loss of sleep to
permanent damage to hearing. A small effect on cardiovascular risk is plausible.
Recent studies indicate that noise exposure affects children’s learning (cognition),
motivation and annoyance and may be associated with impacts on the endocrine and
cardiovascular system in children31. A few intervention studies have shown that
benefits that could be obtained by reducing noise levels - reducing aircraft noise has
improved long-term memory and reading ability of school children.
The WHO Children's Environment and Health Action Plan for Europe (2004) states
in its Regional Priority Goal IV, that children should be protected from exposure to
harmful noise at home and at school. The European Union Directive on the
assessment and management of environmental noise (Directive 2002/49/EC 2002)
requires EU Member States to establish action plans to control and reduce harmful
effects of noise exposure. So far local authorities have depended on the WHO
Guidelines on Community Noise (1999) in its regulation; however legislation on
environmental and community noise is being formulated. The WHO European
Centre for Environmental and Health - Bonn Office is developing Guidelines for
night time noise (NNGL), in partnership with the European Commission
Directorate General Health and Consumer Protection (DG Sanco) and several
Member States32.

Transport Related Health Effects with a Particular focus on Children , WHO Europe?
UNECE (http://www.euro.who.int/Document/trt/PEPSynthesis.pdf )
32 http://www.euro.who.int/Noise/activities/20040721_1(accessed 15th September 2008)
31
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In Malta, traffic is the main contributor to
noise especially in towns with busy main
roads used extensively throughout the day
and through most of the night. Traffic noise
is particularly acute at peak hours during the
week, in large industrial areas and in the
vicinity of the airport.
It also varies
seasonally, in certain areas since there is
more traffic on the roads leading to the
beaches in summer and more traffic on
country roads in winter. Although Malta has
other sources of noise pollution that may
contribute to a greater effect, the OECD
study ‘Transport in the Environment’
suggests that for desirable limits of well-being
indoors, the outdoor noise level should not
exceed 65dB(A). The increase in noise
pollution may be attributed to a number of factors including the dramatic increase in
motor vehicle ownership. Traffic levels in the last decade double those in the
1990s). By the end of 2007 there were a total of 278,120 licensed vehicles on the
road, of which 76% were private vehicles33.
Air Traffic is also a major contributor to noise levels locally since most of the
aeroplanes pass across the island to the main airport in the south of the island,
those villages which happen to be along this flight path having to bear with such
noise throughout the day and night.
During a recent (2005) noise study tour carried out by the Occupational Health and
Safety Authority(OHSA), the construction industry was identified as one of the
sectors emitting the highest noise levels - up to 89dB(A). Unfortunately, because of
the heavy building, demolition and reconstruction of old buildings still taking place in
Malta, these sites are often in a long-established commercial or residential area. The
construction work thus appears particularly intrusive and is often accompanied by
other undesirable features such as heavy vehicles and restriction of access to the

33Source:

NSO(National Statistics Office) 2008. Motor Vehicles. October-December 2007. news
Release No. 19/2008. 1 February 2008

32

area. The work takes place predominantly in open air, with little sound insulation of
activities except in the very latest stages. The noise emissions vary greatly during the
day with very high levels for short periods of time. Impulsive noise, which is
particularly annoying, forms a high proportion of noise emissions from construction
sites. The Malta Environment and Planning Authority has specific policies that
consider the built environment and do not allow development that causes noise,
vibration, atmospheric pollution or unusually high traffic generation or constitutes
bad neighbourliness. Noise impact assessments are often included in the terms of
reference by MEPA when an EIA is required. Noise at the workplace is also an issue
of concern, which is being addressed by the OHSA which carries out regular on-site
checks. In October 2007, a series of standards regarding the environmental
management of construction sites were issued, which limit permissible hours of
work for construction work to weekdays only, and where noise generated from that
activity can be heard from outside the site boundary (07:00 – 20:00hrs), with site
activities generating >65dB measured immediately outside the site in the afternoons
(between 14:00 and 16:00hrs). Demolition or excavation works are prohibited in
defined tourist zones the summertime (between 15thJune and 30th September)34.
Another possible source of
noise in the Maltese Islands is
church bells and some types
of fireworks used in village
feasts, and amplified music
played outdoors especially
during the summer months.
Sometimes, the fireworks go
on until late at night and may
be a nuisance to the people
in the village, especially the
old, very young and the sick.
The plan will look into prominent noise sources and consider actions that can or
should be taken to mitigate or remove the nuisance.

LN 295 of 2007 (Environmental Management of Construction Sites under the Development
Planning Act (Cap 356) and the Environment Protection Act (Cap.435)
34
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3.9

OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY

Workers are exposed to a variety of hazards within the different types of work,
including chemicals, biological agents, physical factors, adverse ergonomic conditions,
allergens, a causal network of safety risks, and many varied psychosocial factors.
These may produce a wide range of health effects.
Pregnant women in particular, due to the effects on the unborn child, are
particularly vulnerable to physical agents that may cause placental detachment, for
example shocks, vibrations or movement; handling of loads entailing risks of lower
back injury, noise; extremes of cold or heat; ionising and non-ionising radiation,
biological agents such as toxoplasma and rubella virus and chemical agents such as
lead and any harmful chemical agent capable of being absorbed by the human
organism which can also pass to a child through breast milk.
Young people just entering the work force also tend to be vulnerable, due to a lack
of educational awareness on healthy and safety risks in the workplace.
The Occupational Health and Safety Authority (OHSA), established by virtue of the
Occupational Health and Safety Authority Act 2000 is responsible to ensure that the
physical, psychological and social well-being of all workers in all work places are
promoted and to ensure that they are safeguarded by whoever is so obliged to do.
Towards this end, the OHSA carried out a number of activities including:
(a)
(b)
(c)
(d)
(e)
(f)

various OHS educational and promotional initiatives;
publishing of good practice guidelines and codes of practice;
delivery of training programmes to the general public;
proactive inspection campaigns;
investigation of work related complaints,
investigation of fatal accidents, incidents, as well as occurrences of
occupational diseases and injuries and
(g) conducting prosecutions before the Court of Criminal Judicature on
breaches of OHS legislation. In addition, the OHSA assists the Executive
Police in criminal proceedings instituted against all those concerned before
the Court of Criminal Inquiry.
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3.10

MAJOR DISASTERS

Major disasters are unlikely to occur on the Maltese islands. Nevertheless, they may
occur in the form of flash floods, earthquakes, major releases of hazardous
chemicals, major fires and explosions, widespread pollution of sea water, widespread
contamination of aquifer by uncontrolled land filling, widespread pollution of the
coast and bathing water by oil spillage - all events for which probability of occurring
is very low but greater than zero. Major blackouts, water shortages, almost yearly
fireworks factories explosions, air crashes, accidents at sea have occurred. There is
only a very remote possibility of terrorist attacks and nuclear emergencies, the
latter due to the possibility of nuclear fall-out from other countries e.g. Southern
and Eastern Europe and possibly North Africa (Libya), or from a ship or submarine
near the Maltese coast.
Malta, as an EU Member State, forms part of a 24 hour/7 days a week early warning
rapid alert system (includes RAS-BICHAT, HEDIS, EWRS and IHR35), which is

35:

EU Rapid Alert System for Biological and Chemical Attacks (RAS BICHAT).
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prepared to alert all EU member states in case of any possible, probable or
confirmed CBRN(Chemical, Biological, Radiation and Nuclear) threats or incidents.
The Public Health Regulation Division is the lead authority responsible for the public
health response to such a threat or incident.
Malta is not a country prone to natural disasters, but events such as flash floods can
occur fairly frequently (estimated at once every five years). Earthquakes constitute a
major problem in places close to Malta, such as Sicily, and cannot be completely
excluded. Extreme winds and rains periodically affect the Mediterranean countries,
including Malta. Drought and heat are not as devastating as in other continents;
however, their effects cannot be ignored when planning for extreme scenarios.
Complex chemical processing facilities do not exist in Malta, yet a number of
hazardous substances are transported in the Maltese islands, such as chlorine,
liquefied petroleum gases, oxygen, gasoline, pesticides, and fireworks. Fireworks
factories and stores are sometimes located in the vicinity of inhabited areas; illegal
factories possibly in the basements of private residences. Some of the installations
containing hazardous substances are sited in urban areas and the population at risk
is quite large.
The Seveso II Directive regulates installations with the potential to cause major
accidents due to their storage, production or use of dangerous substances such as
petroleum fuels36. The aim of the legislation, which is transposed into national
legislation through the Control of Major Accident Hazards Regulation37 under the
Occupational Health and Safety Authority Act, is to prevent the occurrence of
major accidents, and to limit the consequences for human health and the
environment in the event of such an accident, by ensuring that the operators of
these sites have the necessary controls and procedures in place38.

EWRS: Early Warning and Response System, forms part of EU Network for the Surveillance and
Control of Communicable Diseases
HEDIS: Healthcare Effectiveness Data and Information Set (HEDIS)
IHR : International Health Regulations
3696/82/EC(http://eurex.europa.eu/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapi!celexapi!prod!CELEXnumdoc&
lg=en&numdoc=31996L0082&model=guichett, accessed 17 December 2007).
37 LN 37 of 2003, amended by LN 6 of 2005.
38 SOER 2008
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Following a number of recent tragedies involving the loss of human life from
fireworks explosions, a Bill for the tighter control of the manufacture and storage of
fireworks was enacted on the 29th July 200839.
A lack of primary services such as electricity and water is a situation to which Malta
is vulnerable. Electricity production depends on two main power stations and both
reverse osmosis facilities and boreholes depend on electrical energy for water
production. The total amount of water stored on Malta is sufficient for only two
days’ consumption.
City fires are almost unheard of in Malta and Gozo, since local construction
materials are non-combustible. Nevertheless, tall structures such as hotels, and
crowded buildings such as discotheques are at greater risk of fire than the traditional
Maltese buildings.
The ultimate responsibility for coping with national disasters lies with National
Government, through the Malta Civil Protection and Police Department in
conjunction with other relevant ministries.
The Environment Protection Directorate (Malta Environment and Planning
Authority) is responsible for assessing and monitoring the environmental risks
associated with major accident hazards. The Civil Protection Department coordinates the preparation and realisation of civil protection tasks required in such
cases.
The Control of Major Accidents Hazards (COMAH) regulations LN 37 / 2003 (as
amended) requires the set up of a competent Authority for the implementation of
these regulations including evaluation of safety reports and major accident
prevention policy. This competent authority is composed of the Occupational
Health and Safety Authority as the lead authority, together with the Civil Protection
Department and the Environment Protection Directorate, within the Malta
Environment and Planning Authority.

LN 23 of 2008 to amend Subsidiary Legislation 33/03 - Control of Fireworks and Other
Explosives Regulations -http://docs.justice.gov.mt/lom/legislation/english/subleg/33/03.pdf)
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3.11

CLIMATE CHANGE

‘Human beings are exposed to climate change through changing weather patterns
(for example, more intense and frequent extreme events) and indirectly through
changes in water, air, food quality and quantity, ecosystems, agriculture, and
economy. At this early stage the effects are small but are projected to
progressively increase in all countries and regions’.
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPPC, 2007)
The climate of the Maltese islands is typically Mediterranean, with damp, mild
winters and dry, hot summers. The hottest months are mid-July to mid-September
with the coldest months being January and February. Air temperatures range
between 9.6 oC and 33oC, with exceptional extremes of 1.4 oC and 43.8 oC being
recorded. Humidity is high, rarely falling below 40% and with little seasonal variation.
Annual rainfall is about 600mm, occurring mainly between October and March.
In 1988, Malta introduced a resolution to
the UN General Assembly calling for
international action on climate change.
Malta is a Non-Annex 1 Party to the Kyoto
Protocol, a densely populated small island
state with limited land and water resources,
considered to be particularly vulnerable to
climate change, although not a main
contributor to this change. As an EU
Member State, Malta has accepted
emissions targets to mitigate the effects of
climate change. It is also party to the EU
Emissions Trading Scheme the ultimate aim
of which is to instigate reductions in
emissions. A strategy on climate change
adaptation and health is being drafted by
Who Member States in the run up to the
Fifth
Ministerial
Conference
on
Environment and Health to be held in
Parma in October 2009.
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Changing sea levels, storms, heat stress and drought may damage our coast and
drown our natural aquifers, stress our limited water resources and decrease
productivity of arable land, negatively affecting tourism and our economy.
The first national communication of Malta to the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)40 states that there is a 50% chance that
the following key climatic changes may occur
A temperature increase of 3 oC by 2100
A decrease in total annual precipitation by 17% by 2100
More recent studies leading up to the second national communication indicate that
although the temperature rise seems more probable, the predictions for
precipitation are less certain.
The health effects of climate change include:
- An increase in the prevalence of certain food borne and waterborne illness
- An increase in vector borne infectious diseases
- The emergence of new or previously eradicated diseases
- Direct loss of life from temperature extremes
- Injury and death from weather events such as rising sea level, storms and
floods
- Health effects related to worsening of air and water pollution due to warm
temperatures
- Food and water shortages leading to malnutrition
- The loss of homes and livelihoods leading to other health problems
Climate change effects on health vary by region, vulnerable populations,
exposure and adaptive/coping capability. Certain segments of the population,
such as the elderly, babies and young children, the infirm (e.g. sufferers of
asthma, cardiovascular disease), and outdoor workers, will be more vulnerable,
for example to extreme heat. Societies can respond to the threat of climate
change by two fundamental response mechanisms: mitigation of climate change
and adaptation to climate change. Mitigation refers to actions that limit the
amount and rate of climate change by constraining the emissions of greenhouse
gases or enhancing their sinks. Adaptation, in contrast, refers to any actions that
are undertaken to avoid, prepare for or respond to the detrimental impacts of
observed or anticipated climate change.

40

http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/natc/mlt_nc01.pdf (accessed 28th August 2008)
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A European (including WHO EURO member states) strategy focusing on the
health implications of climate change adaptation has recently been proposed and
will be drafted by WHO EURO Member States over the coming months41.
Planned adaptation to the health impacts of climate change comprises a wide
range of preventive public health measures. Eventually, behavioural changes,
medical interventions, or the use of technologies will be required reduce
climate-related health effects. The design of effective adaptation strategies,
policies and measures in public health needs to be based on an understanding of
current health risks caused by climatic and non-climatic factors as well as
potential future risk changes. Collection of national data thus becomes vital for
local policy and strategy formulation.

41

Second High Level Meeting on Environment and Health, Madrid, Spain 21-24 October 2008
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