
MARITIME 
TRANSPORT       
IN MALTA

Maritime commerce is the driver 
of economies worldwide. In a vast 
network of moving parts, goods and 
people are safely and economically 
moved to ports throughout all oceans. 
Ninety-five percent of the world’s 
freight travels by sea. In this global 
context, the Mediterranean is one 
of the top three traffic density hot 
spots with the passage of over 25% of 
the world’s cargo vessels, the Sicily 
Channel, Strait of Gibraltar and the 
Suez Canal being major bottlenecks.

With regards to global scale cargo transport, 
Malta plays a key role both as junction of traffic 
lanes and as a core for diverse services related 
to this sector. Major shipping ports of Malta 
are located at Valletta and Birzebbuga, and a 
major characteristic of this sector in Malta is the 
presence of bunkering zones, the larger of which 
covers a large extension of the Northeast coast of 
Malta between Valletta, Marsaxlokk and north 
from 12 nautical miles to the 25 nautical mile 
limit.

A significant amount of maritime traffic passes 
through the Sicilian channel and around Malta. 
Most of this traffic is east – west transport of 
cargo, including close to 25% of the world’s 
“dangerous cargo” vessels. Some north – south 
cargo transport is also present in the region.

With regards to passenger transport, the 
historical ports of Malta, particularly the Grand 
Harbour Valletta, are a top destination for cruise 
liners. In terms of local and regional passenger 
transport, there is an important route between 
the islands of Malta, Comino and Gozo, and a 
daily fast ferry line between Valletta and Sicily. 
Charters, coastal tours and private yachting are 
considered in further detail under the sector of 
tourism.

MARITIME TRANSPORT, CETACEANS AND 

MARINE TURTLES

There are few things more intriguing 
and fascinating than the relationship 
between navigators and dolphins 
bow-riding and accompanying their 
ships. However, in present times the 
cohabitation between shipping and 
cetaceans or marine turtles can cause 
situations of potential risk that need to 
be managed appropriately, both for the 
conservation of endangered species as 
well as for the safety of navigators and 
passengers. 

High vessel speed and noise are two of the 
major alterations of the world’s oceans that are 
of concern for the conservation of cetacean and 
marine turtle populations. Since the beginning of 
the 20th Century the technological development 
in shipping and growth of transport, military and 
fishing fleets has transformed the acoustic quality 
of the oceans radically, altering the orientation, 
reproduction and feeding of marine species 
highly dependent on the use of sound waves. . 

In parallel, and especially over the last decades, 
the increase in vessel speed has introduced a 
new form of potential risk to marine species 
dependent on surfacing to breathe, decompress 
or bask. Vessel strikes are a risk difficult to assess, 
however, observations at sea and stranding 
records indicate that this impact could in certain 
cases be at the population level.

Pollution of water by toxic substances, 
hydrocarbons and debris are common to all 

sectors, however, are considered to be potentially 
significant in the shipping sector. The risk of 
accidents and collisions that can result in fuel or 
dangerous cargo entering the marine ecosystem 
is of particular concern. Likewise, a potential 
risk related to global scale shipping is the 
transport of alien species between ocean basins. 
Untreated ballast water exchange and associated 
sediments and fouling on ships’ hulls may cause 
the introduction of alien species that poses a risk 
to the marine ecosystem when alien species find 
good conditions in the new environment and 
become invasive species.

RISK MITIGATION MEASURES

For most potential risks, prevention and 
mitigation measures exist. For others, 
the collaboration between authorities, 
the shipping industry and scientists, is 
developing and testing new technological 
measures that can make social and 
economic growth compatible with the 
conservation of marine biodiversity.

NOISE POLLUTION
Engines, propellers, and hull noise can be 
greatly reduced by good maintenance and 
optimisation of technological measures that 
not only mitigate risk of noise pollution but 
also increase cost-efficiency of the vessel. 
Engines, propellers, and hull noise can be 
greatly reduced by good maintenance and 
optimisation of technological measures that 
not only mitigate risk of noise pollution but 
also increase cost-efficiency of the vessel.
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VESSEL STRIKES
Collisions between vessels and whales 
occur across various species and at varying 
frequencies depending on the co-location 
of vessels and whale aggregations in 
certain geographic areas resulting from the 
convergence of shipping routes with whale 
migrations routes and feeding patterns. 
Studies indicate that tens, or perhaps 
hundreds, of such collisions occur annually 
in all the world’s oceans, and involve all large 
whale species and all vessel types.

A number of approaches have been taken 
to reduce the threat of vessel strikes of large 
whales in various geographic settings. These 
actions include (a) mariner awareness-
raising programs, and (b) modifications 
to customary vessel operation practices 
including reductions in vessel speed and 
changes in vessel routing patterns. To date, all 
such measures have been enacted regionally, 
i.e., in certain locations and times where local 
whale populations are adversely affected. 
IMOTAP, a collaborative initiative to provide 
the shipping sector with solutions for the 
mitigation of collision risk was launched in 
2013 in LIFE+ INDEMARES.

INVASIVE SPECIES
The International Maritime Organisation 
adopted in 2004 the International Convention 
for the Control and Management of Ships’ 
Ballast Water and Sediments (BWM 
Convention). The Convention will require 
all ships to implement a Ballast Water and 
Sediments Management Plan. All ships will 
have to carry a Ballast Water Record Book 
and will be required to carry out ballast water 
management procedures to a given standard. 

Parties to the Convention are given the 
option to take additional measures which are 
subject to criteria set out in the Convention 
and to IMO Guidelines.

DEBRIS POLLUTION
Appropriate waste management in 
accordance with international regulations is 
critical to avoid the accumulation at sea of 
debris. Debris pollution in the oceans has 
become a problem of a global scale that can 
even cause damage to large vessels in gyres 
of mass accumulation of macro plastics. 
Reporting of areas of debris accumulation is 
important for the establishment of mitigation 
measures.

TOXIC POLLUTION
Appropriate management of fuels, lubricants 
and bilge water in accordance with 
international regulations is critical to avoid 
the accumulation of hydrocarbons in the 
seas. Reporting of areas of hydrocarbon 
accumulation is important for the 
establishment of mitigation measures.
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MARINERS AND THE STEWARDSHIP OF OUR SEAS
Professional mariners can play an important role in the stewardship of our oceans. Covering practically all 
oceanic regions, including the most remote and inhospitable, mariners contribute to the surveillance in areas 
where nobody else can, and offer a unique platform of opportunity to collect scientific data for the monitoring of 
ocean ecosystems. Participation and collaboration with contingency plans, pollution management platforms and 
ocean observation and forecasting platforms is critical.




